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Introduction: Waves
Paula Guran
If there is magic on this planet, it is contained in water.—Loren Eiseley
Life on Earth began deep in the ocean and water remains the primary element needed to support that life.
We cherish water, but we also fear it—and for good reason: it can be unpredictable and dangerous as well as serene and beneficial. Our ancestors believed deities and spirits ruled the seas, the rivers, even the rain, lakes, springs, and wells. Appease the divine and, perhaps, you would be protected from the many aqueous perils . . . or not.
Powerful and incomprehensible, the oceans were thought to be the home of many monstrous creatures—sea serpents and dragons; the Norse Kraken, Greek Charybdis, Japanese Isonade, Biblical Leviathan. Rivers have monsters, too, like the Yacumama of the Amazon River or the malevolent zin, who live in the Niger River. As for lakes, even if you’ve never heard of the Welsh afanc, you know the Scottish Loch Ness monster.
The waters of the world were also believed to contain mythological creatures whose behaviors were as inconstant as our feelings about the mysteries of the deep. As Jane Yolen has said, “It is the allure of the beautiful, unattainable, mysterious Other. In every culture in every clime, there are stories of such creatures in the oceans, rivers, ponds, wells. Water is such a mutable, magical substance itself, the human imagination simply cannot believe it’s not peopled as the earth is. We want there to be such underwater civilizations and—not finding them—we invent them and then turn around and believe in our own invention.”
Tales have been told since ancient times of marine beings who were tricksters, brought misfortune, or lured humans to certain death. Some had wondrous voices, but to hear their enchanting songs or charmed speech could be fatal. Yet in other stories they were said to save sailors from drowning, grant wishes, or bestow treasure.
Even if their actions were disastrous for humans, merfolk seem amoral rather than evil. Since they are not human, why should they even comprehend our ideas of ethicality? Humans who understand such standards, often ignore them—especially when it comes to their conduct with mermaids, selkies, and others.
The seas were supposedly home for, among others, mermaids, mermen—usually, but not always, half human and half picine—sirens, the Nereids, and selkies. Other fantastic beings—like kelpies, naiads, morgens, rusalki, the Lorelei, the Nix, the Undine—were various nymphs, spirits, and shapechangers who inhabited rivers and lakes.
What is surely the best-known mermaid story, “Den lille havfrue” (“The Little Mermaid”), was written in 1836 by the Danish author Hans Christian Andersen. Published in 1837 in Denmark, it was translated into English by H. P. Paull in 1872. Despite its emphasis on Christian morality, pain and suffering, an unhappy ending, and a conclusion intended to frighten children, most of us seem to forget those aspects and remember it differently: the mermaid sacrifices her voice to persist in following her true love, who she marries and lives with (we assume) happily ever after.
Maybe we read or heard bowdlerized versions, but many of us were thus impressed—unless we read or re-read the original Andersen story. When Disney’s animated The Little Mermaid came along in 1989, we were happy to accept Ariel, a rebellious and determined heroine who was, perhaps, not as independent as one might hope, but still no passive princess.
Earlier in the twentieth century, science fiction provided us with a new type of marine being: humans physically modified to breathe under water. And, skating somewhere between fantasy and science fiction, new concepts of undersea-living people—either related to humans or from a different genetic family altogether—arose. Human science has learned a great deal about the oceans, but we still have much to learn; there is still plenty of room to speculate.
And don’t forget DC’s comic-book superhero Aquaman. Since his creation in 1941, the character has had a wide range of incarnations and storylines, but his basic powers include the ability to live in the ocean depths, communicate with sea creatures, and swim at extremely high speed.
This anthology doesn’t offer any of Aquaman’s adventures or, for that matter, any finned red-haired teenagers wearing seashell bras. But it does present twenty-two wonderful fantasy and science-fiction stories involving many variations of merfolk. If there is any unifying theme beyond that, it may be transformation. Water is, after all, constantly changing.
Paula Guran



Swell
Elizabeth Bear
Of course you notice the blind girl.
After you’ve packed up the merchandise table and started clearing the stage, she lingers, beached with small white hands wrapping the edges of her little café table like bits of seaweed dried there. She clings to scarred black wood as if something might sweep her adrift and drown her.
The crowd breaks and washes around her, flowing toward the door. The wrist loop of her white cane pokes over the back of her chair like a maritime signal flag, in case you somehow missed the opacity of her face-wrapping black shades in the near-dark of the club. And still she remains, a Calypso on her tiny island, while you coil patch cables and slide your warm mahogany fiddle into its case, while the café staff lift chairs onto tables and bring the house lights up glaringly bright, until you start to wonder if whoever she’s waiting for is coming to assist her.
The tall redheaded bartender polishes glasses, her apron tossed over the Sam Adams Boston Lager draft handle. Up in the crude timber-built mezzanine, institutional stoneware makes flat clicking sounds and sticky food smells as someone piles it into a washtub. Your sweat’s turned cold with the stage lights off, and your flat shoes reek of spilled beer. You’re just packing the fiddle pickup into its hand-cut foam when you see Little Eddie the house manager (little to keep him straight from Big Eddie, the redheaded bartender) come through the kitchen doors and notice the blind girl.
He starts forward, turning sideways to miss skinny dreadlocked Clara as she pauses with the washtub full of plates, but you set the pickup on the closed fiddle case and hop off the riser so you can get to her first. Nobody needs Little Eddie at the end of a bad night. You’ve had enough bad nights here to know.
He sees you coming and lets his steps go purposeless, turning to stack the glasses on the worst table in the joint—behind the pillar, next to the kitchen—so he can keep a hairy eyeball on you. You come over to the blind girl’s table, careful to make some noise, and stop four feet from her.
“Miss, do you need some help?”
She doesn’t lift her chin to seek your voice, which makes you think she’s been blind since birth. She does tilt her head, however, a vertical crease appearing on her brow.
“You’re the singer,” she says. She sounds like the cold outside has gotten into her sinuses, her voice rough as if its nap caught on a sandpaper throat. “Has everyone gone home, then? I like to wait for the crowds to clear.”
When she lets go of the table-edge, you can imagine you hear her flesh peel free of the wood. It wobbles as she releases it, rocking back and forth on crooked coaster feet for a moment before settling down with a little list to the left. House left. Her left. Your right.
“Everybody’s gone,” you say. “We’re closing up. Do you have somebody to help you get home?”
“Oh,” she says, “I can manage.”
She’s plain, with bland colorless hair to go with the transparent skin, but even stuffy and hoarse, her voice lifts the fine hairs on your nape like a breath.
Dubiously, you glance at the light jacket draping her chair, the summerweight, girl-cut T-shirt stretched over her bony shoulders. Even more dubiously, you glance at the door. Each time it opens, the cold washes into the café. Each time, it takes two seconds for the cold to cross the open floor and curdle on your skin.
Of course, she can’t read your body language. So you clear your throat and say, “You know it’s January out there.”
“I know my way home.” As if to prove her point, she stands and gathers her red-tipped cane and jacket. She starts working her way into the latter one sleeve at a time, but the cane gets in her way. You’d offer to take it, but there’s no way to catch her eye.
“Sure,” you say. “But I can drop you. I’m parked out back.”
“You want me to get into a car with a stranger?”
You laugh. “What’s going to happen?”
“Sometimes serial killers have women who find victims for them,” she says, and you’d think she was totally sincere if the corner of her mouth wasn’t turning upward just a little.
“You can call home before we leave and tell them I’m bringing you. And everybody here will see us leave together.”
She’s on the hook, but it’s not set yet. She chews the inside of her cheek.
“I’ll even warm the car up before I bring it around,” you promise, and just like that she says, “Okay.”
She moves toward you, cane swinging, and you stand aside. She taps expertly towards the door. You follow her from the music hall, thinking that it’s weird that after all that she didn’t give you a chance to go and fetch the car. She’s still going to have to wait while you load your gear.
One nice thing about a blind girl: you don’t have to be embarrassed by the un-vacuumed state of your ride. Or the fact that it’s a Corolla with a quarter million touring miles on it. It used to be red about six years ago.
You know you shouldn’t ask her, but who can resist? After she gives you directions you ask, “So how did you like the show?”
Her silence is enough warning to brace yourself for honesty. But then what she says is thoughtful, and not as bad as you were expecting. “You still sound like everybody else,” she says. “But that won’t be forever. You’ll find your voice.”
You nod, and realize again that she can’t see you. You know you’re generic. Everybody starts off generic. All garage bands sound the same, as a girl you used to know liked to say. So you’re generic. But you’re still growing. It’s a slow, painful process, though, and there’s always the fear you’ll die before you finish.
Evolution is the most awful god of all.
“That stuff you sing about,” she said. “You really believe it?”
“I believe it’s important to say it out loud,” you say, because you have to say something. She makes a little noise of consideration or disapproval, like a thumped violin, and you’re afraid to ask which.
You can’t really talk, so you just reach across the center console and touch the back of her hand, lightly, with two fingers. The side road whirs by under the Toyota’s wheels, the verges studded with bare trees burnt-bone stark against dirty snow. The blind girl’s not wearing any gloves. You don’t think she had any. Her hand is cold.
Cold flesh, not the surface cold of human chill with the sense of warmth under it, but cold to the bone.
“You must be freezing!”
“I’m always cold,” she says, and pulls her hand away. “Bad circulation. I was born that way.”
“What’s your name?” you ask, because it seems like a good way to apologize.
She says “Ashley,” you think, but when you repeat it she corrects you. She has to say it twice more before it dawns that what she’s saying is Aisling, only she’s pronounced it the Irish way, correctly.
By the time you’ve repeated it to her satisfaction, and you’re wondering how she meant to walk all the way out here with no sidewalks and no sight. And who on earth would let her try it. She can’t be more than seventeen. Even if you weren’t sure from her skin, she doesn’t have on the purple wristband the café uses for over twenty-one.
“What does your house look like?” you ask.
“It has a big porch,” she says. “The front lawn is overgrown but there’s a slate walk. The trees kind of clear out around it. When the echoes get sharp you’re nearly there.”
Of course, you think, but then you deserve it for asking what the place looks like, don’t you? And up ahead you can see a break in the trees, a place where the headlights stop catching on crossed black trunks.
“The driveway’s not plowed,” you say, pulling up to the curb. There’s a tromp line through the snow which must mark out the route of that slate path, and—as promised—a big deep three-season porch that wraps the front of the ramshackle, light-colored farmhouse like a grin.
“We don’t have a car,” she says.
There’s no porch light, and the light pole in the stand of birches by the street looks like it hasn’t worked in years. White paint shags from the cast iron like the bark of the young trees that surround it, all clearly delineated in moonlight amplified by snow.
She opens the car door while you’re still wondering if you should get out and help her, but the stiffness in her neck says she wants to do this for herself, and she doesn’t seem to have any problem finding the path through the snow. Her cane seems to waver before her like a snake’s tongue tasting the air.
“Thank you,” she says. She shuts the door and moves forward confidently. Caught on the horns of your dilemma, you opt to drape your hands over the steering wheel and watch, just watch. To make sure she gets into the house, that’s all.
She climbs the snowy steps without mishap. The lights in the house don’t come on when she rattles the porch door open and steps inside.
The door is shut behind her before you realize you never told her your name, and she never asked it.
You keep a musician’s schedule, but when you wake up early the next afternoon, you haven’t overslept. You’ve still got a couple hours of daylight and it’s Tuesday, so no gig tonight, though you’re supposed to be driving to Boston on Thursday and Albany Friday night. The memory of the girl and the steps haunts you all through cold spaghetti breakfast, too much coffee, a shower that washes the stiff stage sweat from your hair. At least you don’t reek of cigarettes, the way you used to after a gig back when you started.
It’s not until you’re wrapping the robe around your shoulders that you realize the steps Aisling climbed last night had not been shoveled, and that while there were footsteps leading towards the house, there hadn’t been any leading in the door.
You’re skinning into jeans, wool socks, a thermal top and flannel shirt before you realize you’ve made a decision. More coffee tumbles, black, into a travel mug, and with a jingle of metal you lock the door behind you.
It’s crisp clear winter as you descend the wooden steps, ice melt crunching under lace-up boots, but the air breathed through the alpaca scarf your sister knitted is warm and smells of lanolin. You scrape the windows of the Toyota, saving gas and the environment by choosing not to warm it up before you climb in and drive away. It starts on the second attempt, grinding and complaining, but bumps out of the driveway easily enough, as if it were just following its nose.
You remember the way, and twenty minutes later you’re pulled up in front of Aisling’s house.
In daylight, it looks even more disreputable. The gutters along the edge of the porch roof sag. One has frozen saplings sprouting. You pull the Toyota over into the snow bank until the tires crunch on ice and get out. Even though this is the country, city habits die hard. You lock the doors behind.
It’s cold enough that the snow squeaks under your boots, and the sun hasn’t yet made a brittle crust on top. You stride through it, noticing two sets of footprints—one big and one small, one boots and one sneakers—and stop by the front porch door. Footprints lead around the side of the house, off towards the oak wood, but on the steps only two trails break: one up and one down.
The ones leading down cross over the ones leading up.
You fish a miniature Maglite out of your pocket and shine it through a grimed louvered window, though you already suspect what you’re going to see inside. Boxes, torn and water stained. Mouse droppings. Blown leaves curled like brown dead spiders. There are footprints in the dirt on the boards, but they stop right inside the door and turn around.
A ghost-story chill chases around your shoulders, or maybe that’s just the wind sneaking between your scarf and your hat. Deep in the woods, the metallic call of a cardinal blurs through naked branches: wheet, wheet, chipchipchipchipchipchip. Nobody lives here, and hasn’t in years.
You catch yourself looking over your shoulder and shake your head. No one is sneaking up behind you and you’d be sure to hear them crunching if they were. Still, when you step back from the window, you hunch your shoulders at more than the cold.
The trail leads around the left side of the house. You stuff your gloved hands into your coat pockets and rub the sleek case of your cellphone with leathered fingertips. You’d call 911, but what would you tell them? I dropped a girl off here late last night and I’m not sure she was really blind? You’re not even sure if she was really here.
If you call, you won’t have to find what you might find in a snowdrift. But then if you call and there’s nothing, what will that look like? Better to go check for yourself, just to make sure.
Maybe somebody was waiting here for her. There’s the other set of footprints. Maybe there’s a carriage house around back, an in-law apartment or something, and that’s where people live.
Sniffing deeply, you can imagine you smell wood smoke. But when you come around the corner into the back yard, there’s nothing but those two sets of tracks, still laid over one another, one big and one little. They cross the yard diagonally, past a trio of blueberry bushes in torn wire cages, and vanish among the trees. The snow is well-trampled, too: you don’t think these are the marks of only one passage, or even just a couple.
You glance over your shoulder again. Then, shoulders squared, eyes front, you start forward, whistling the jaunty cardinal’s song back at him.
You hope to see him flicker through the trees—red wings would be a welcome distraction from a world of white and black—but the only movement is the pall of your breath hung on the air, the way it curls to either side when you move through it. A hundred yards into the trees, just the other side of a snowy scramble over a humped stone wall that must once have marked a field boundary, the paths diverge—larger booted footsteps back towards the road, smaller sneakers deeper into the wood.
“Two roads diverged in a snowy wood,” you mutter, conflating two poems, but Frost isn’t here to correct your misquotation and furthermore, it amuses you. The problem is, neither of them looks particularly less-traveled. But you’re guessing that the smaller feet must be Aisling’s, which means you should go that way. Deeper into the woods, in the fading afternoon.
Well, if it gets dark, you have a flashlight.
The wool socks and your insulated boots keep your toes warm, so when they start to hurt it’s just from walking downhill and getting jammed up against the front of the boots. The slope turns into a hill, and at the bottom of the hill you spot a broad swift brook, running narrow now between ice-gnarled stony banks. The chatter of the water against stone reaches you along with the smell.
Somebody told you once that ice and water don’t smell. When the scent of this fills you up, you wonder if their nose was broken. It’s clean and sharp and somehow, counterintuitively, earthy. Rich. Satisfying.
Aisling’s trail—if it is Aisling’s trail—ends at the ice.
“Shit!” You slalom down the slope, though there’s no point in hurrying. Whatever happened here happened hours ago, and there’s no sign of Aisling. Her footprints vanish when they reach the stream.
There’s an obvious course of action. Wool socks will keep your feet warm even wet, your boots are reasonably waterproof, and it’ll be safer to splash through the water than try to walk on the icy rocks. As you teeter into the brook, arms outstretched, an icy gout leaps up inside the leg of your jeans. You’d shriek, but the cold is so intense it’s silencing.
You’re committed now. You turn upstream, at a guess, because a guess is all you have. Some other bird is singing now, something more flutelike and complicated than the cardinal, and it seems to come from this direction. Under the circumstances, music seems as good a guide as any.
You’re still trying to decide if you’ve chosen the right direction when the brook vanishes among jumbled boulders into the side of the hill.
“Well, fuck,” you say. Water can go where you can’t. Downstream, then, you think, and turn.
The music is coming from out of the ground. An acoustic illusion, some trick of how sound conducts around the stones. But you turn back nonetheless, unable to resist the lure of a mystery, and inch closer to the stones. Wool socks or not, your toes numb in their boots. Despite that, when you kick a rock by accident, the pain spikes to your knee.
When you put a hand on the rocks and lean into the gap, the echoes tell you where it goes. The entrance is tight, but you could squeeze through without stripping. The rock under your hand tells you something else, too: it’s a known cave, one with regular visitors. The stone is polished as if in a tumbler, rubbed smooth by many years of passages, the wear of cloth against stone.
You grope in your pocket for the light, twist it on. The floor’s all mud within, frozen and sticky, but you can see a trail down the corridor where someone’s crunched through surface ice into the muck beneath.
Inside, the singing reverberates. There’s no mistaking it now: it’s a human voice, distorted by resonances, rippling with overtones and echoes. And it’s singing one of your songs.
Your heart squeezes so hard it chokes you, a triphammer beat of relief and excitement and fear. You have to clear your throat twice to speak, but when you get your voice unstuck you shape a breath and call out “Aisling?”
The singing stops, but the echoes trail, complexifying before they die. Away in the cave you hear a splash, and that echoes too.
“Aisling? I have a light. Talk to me, so I can find you?”
There’s a pause, when you expected hysterical calls for help. And then she says, “I’m back where the water is. Come and find me.”
You follow the stream again, this time through the muddy deposits and then over clean stones. Your light skitters over gray and black and pale, streaks and circles, and some of that must be fossils because you don’t think stones grow in those shapes. You’ve always heard that the dark in a cave is supposed to be oppressive, that the weight of stone over your head should press you down. But it’s peaceful here, quiet and sweet, calm as a cathedral. The water rings on stone like a Zen fountain, and Aisling sings harmonies around it to guide you.
The deeper into the cave you get, the warmer the air becomes. Not warm, actually, but no longer freezing either. The mud underfoot stops crunching, and when the stream drops off sharply you step out of the flow and onto the well-worn trail beside it.
When you step on the bra, you almost drop your light.
It’s a black bra, the stiff seamless under-a-T-shirt kind, and piled beside it, soaked on the cave floor, are white panties and a thin blue T-shirt. No jeans and no shoes. Sometimes, don’t people get crazy with hypothermia and take off their clothes because they think they’re dying of heat when they’re already freezing?
“Aisling?”
“Down here,” she says. “In the water.”
You shine the light down, to where the cave opens away from a winding braided channel and becomes something like a room. Its rays reflect from a rippled surface, the limpid waters of an underground lake, so transparent that even with the flashlight glare you can see the weird white limestone structures that hump and glide across its bottom. And you can see Aisling in the water, through the water, her colorless hair all around her like seaweed, teacup breasts white as the rock she floats over, the featureless flesh where her eyes should be, the wide slash of her lipless mouth, and the ragged plumy sweep of her long, light-scattering tail.
“You’re a mermaid,” you say, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Listening to your own level voice shocks you more, right now, than Aisling does. “You’re a mermaid in a cave.”
“Very good,” she tells you, her voice a reedy, layered thing. “Most people are much worse about denying the evidence of their eyes. Come on in, my darling. The water’s fine.”
The water, in point of fact, is freezing, or very nearly so. Ice crystals brush your naked arms and legs, the water sucking heat from your liver and ovaries. You start to shiver before you’re even fully immersed, a bone-rattling chill that makes you fear for your tongue should you attempt to speak. And yet you still walk to her, until the cave water laps your collarbones like desperate tongues, until the finny spikes of her webbed outreached fingertips scratch the calluses on your own.
The flashlight, left propped on a stone, spreads sallow light around the cave, inadequate to touch its corners. The blind mermaid still seems clearly delineated, as if she collected light or as if some inner light illuminated her. Maybe mermaids are bioluminescent. Maybe nobody’s ever done the research.
Don’t be an idiot.
The research?
Her knobbled-slick hands close on your wrists and she draws you into water so cold you can’t feel it, can’t really feel the moment when your feet lose contact with the knobbled-slick limestone floor. Her brawny tail pries between your legs, fish-slippery, hard muscle rasping-rough with the scales that sparkled. Fins hook your ankles, glass-sharp on knobby bone, and her hands glide wide on your scapulae, so you can feel the prickle of their roughness and also the way your bony edges press into her palms. She has breasts, and why on earth would a mermaid have milk and mammal breasts when she is so obviously not a mammal? But there they are, floating against your own, nipples as hard and white as the rest of her.
When she kisses you on the mouth you feel the prick of all her sharp sharp teeth. You kiss her back, eyes drifting closed, shivering so hard you barely find her mouth, and her best of voices whispers, “Open your eyes.”
You do, and see the dim light glitter on the cave roof as she floats you. The cold is sinking deep, deep into your meat and organs, so you shake already like a woman in orgasm.
The blind mermaid doesn’t care. You put your hands in the dilute cloud of her hair, so she pulls against your grip as she kisses down your throat—leaving rings of pinpricks on your collarbone—down the slopes of your breasts until you grind against her strong uncooperative body, arching back, crying out.
She scrapes your belly like rough stone, her hands pressing the small of your back up to hold your face in air. She hums to you as she kisses until you could drown here, drown in her voice, drown in this desperate cold and die happy. Water falls from the cave roof, strikes your mouth and eyes. You imagine the stalactites it’s forming, each single droplet a force for legacy.
“Sing for me,” she says, half-underwater. Her lips scrape the skin over your hip ridge until you whine. She likes to kiss where the bones come up under the surface of your body like gliding fish. “Sing for me, or I kiss no more.”
“Cold,” you manage, though it falls from you like a whisper. Your teeth aren’t knocking themselves to pieces in your head anymore. You think that means you’re dying: that your body won’t shiver any more.
“Sing,” she says, with a flicker of her tongue that—cold or not—makes you cry.
So you sing in the mermaid’s arms, in whispers and tiny sharp gasps of breath that blues your lips with cold, expecting her touch will be your death and not caring, for the beauty of the frozen song.
You awaken stiff and alone with your scrapes and bruises, when you expected not to awaken at all. Someone has heaped stained cloth and a torn old sleeping bag under and over you. In sleep you’ve curled tight as a grub, your abdominal muscles aching with contraction. There’s light: it must be the next morning.
You hope it’s only the next morning. When you lift your head, you realize that you’re not in the cave any longer.
You lie on a plywood floor before the soot-stained brick pad that supports a cast-iron woodstove. The walls are peeling metal and seem very close to either side and from about waist-height they’re mostly made of rows of windows, as if you were in an airplane fuselage. The windows are covered in a layer of transparent plastic, condensation misting the enclosed side and turning to frost on the metal-framed windows.
That woodstove ripples with heat. Radiant energy flattens against your face, picking moisture from your cheeks and eyelids. You turn from it and try to find the strength to roll away, but your arms won’t move you, so you pull the edge of the sleeping bag up as a shield instead, and assess the damage.
Your skin burns everywhere she kissed you, swollen in chilblains red as lipstick prints. They smart when you press them, though your fingertips are cold enough that all you can feel is how much they hurt when you touch anything.
The plywood shudders with footsteps, and this time the adrenaline gives you enough energy to sit. Half-sit, anyway, slumped forward on locked elbows with your hair draggled in your eyes like a shipwrecked survivor pushing herself out up from the surf. You feel castaway, cast-off. Sea-wracked and adrift, or maybe fetched up hard against the rocks and dashed there.
“Oh, good,” a voice says, too loud. “You lived. Don’t bother talking until you can look at me. Save your strength, ’cause I can’t hear you.”
You get your head up as he squats down, scarred boots laced only partway and the ragged cuffs of his dungarees spattered with salt and mud and (mostly) sawdust. He’s a white guy, hair gray and thinning on top and not long. His cheeks were clean-shaven about three days ago: now silver hairs sparkle against dull skin. He’s not a big guy and he’s not a young guy, and even though he’s dirty and ragged and you’re naked on the floor under a pile of rags he doesn’t make you scared. You wonder if you’ll ever feel scared again, after the cave, after the mermaid inside it.
He tugs the sleeping bag up over your shoulders with a rough-skinned hand and steps back. “I’ll get you some coffee,” he says. “And some clothes.”
By the time he comes back with a flannel shirt, T-shirt, cardigan, and too-big men’s jeans washed soft, you’ve managed to edge away from the crisping heat of the woodstove and get yourself wedged into a ladderback chair. An enamel pan sits atop the stove, steam rising from the water that must be simmering inside, but you can’t tell that it’s making any difference to the humidity. A few steps away from the stove, you can feel the baffling cold seeping through the metal walls of what you know realize is an ancient school bus, probably up on blocks and definitely not in any condition to ever go anywhere again, because from here you can see the holes in the firewall where the steering column and gearshift used to go.
He leaves the clothes and turns his back, except you’re not sure you can get the pants on by yourself. You’d call him, but you don’t know his name, and after you say “Hey!” a couple of times you remember what he said about not being able to hear, and how loud he spoke.
Well, you made it into the chair. You can probably make it into the trousers.
With a little help from the chair you do. You’re pulling the flannel shirt over the T-shirt when he comes back with a big blue plastic travel mug with a gas station logo on the side. It steams when he gives it over. Some of the warmth within seeps through the empty spaces between its inner and outer walls and stings your hands, but you cup it close anyway. It’s white, which makes it cool enough to drink, and you don’t stop until you’ve drained it to the bottom. It tastes like oily vanilla creamer and boiled coffee grounds and enough sugar to make your teeth ache and leave grit on your tongue and at the bottom of the cup, which right this second makes it the best thing you’ve ever tasted.
When you hand the cup back to the man, he fills it up from a thermos that sits on a knocked-together wood table along one side of the school bus. He must sleep underneath it, because a cot mattress is just visible behind the curtains tacked up to its underside. The second mug of coffee, you cradle between your palms and savor, and when he’s looking at your mouth you say “Thank you.”
Your voice startles you a little. Maybe it’s the cold stopping up your ears, but it sounds plummier and more resonant than it should.
“T’ain’t nothing,” he says, and grins. “You’re not the first one to meet the girl in the cave and come off worse—and better—for it.” He touches his ear. “I can’t hear her singing anymore, but I keep an eye out for anybody else who does.”
“Are there a lot of us?”
He shrugs. “Every five, ten years or so. It’s been a while since the last one. You’ll probably more or less recover, given time.”
“More or less?” You swallow more coffee, scrub the sweet sand of sugar across your palate with your tongue.
“Don’t expect you won’t be changed. By the way, I’m Marty.”
“I’m Missy,” you say, which is what your mom called you when she wasn’t mad. You nerve yourself, as if bracing against some cold that’s inside you, and say, “She’s under my skin.”
“She gets there,” he says. “What are you going to do about it?”
You shrug. He hands you a pair of wool socks—your own socks, washed out and damp still.
“I’ve got some work,” he says. “You’re welcome to stay in here until you feel well enough to go. There’s soup in the cupboard. You can heat it on the stove if you want.”
He points, tins in a series of stacked Guida Dairy crates. You see Progresso lentil, Campbell’s clam chowder. Boxes of crackers stuffed inside plastic freezer bags so the mice don’t smell them.
“Thanks,” you say. “I’m good. What kind of work?”
“Excuse me?”
“Your work,” you say. “What kind of work do you do?”
“Oh.” He stares down at his hands. “I make dulcimers and stuff.”
“You’re a musician?” He’s not looking at you when you say it, though, and you have to repeat.
He shakes his head. “Luthier,” he says. His eyes slide shyly aside. “I make instruments for other people. Do you want to see my shop?”
You put on your boots, which he must have rescued from the cave also. When you get outside in the cold, you realize that the school bus is parked in a clearing in the midst of a winter-bare multiflora rose and blackberry bramble, the canes bent and the sprays of withered crimson hips, no bigger than the head of a big sewing pin, bowed under tiny hats of snow. Beyond them, reached by tunnel-like paths that Marty must clear with a machete during the growing season, lies a ring of trees—the border of the woods, with its cave and its mermaid.
Other than the cold and the thorns, the first thing you notice when you step outside is the hum of a diesel generator, isolated off to the side in a little tin shack, its feet propped off the ground on cinder blocks. Marty’s “shop” proves to be a wooden shed, also on blocks from what you can see through the snow, up against the side of the school bus so the bus serves as a windbreak. On the far side is the rusted out corpse of a DeSoto, the hood tatted to lacework by years.
The shed’s other three walls have hay bales stacked against them, which might make you worry about fire, but the hay looks so wet it wouldn’t burn if you soaked it in gasoline.
When he opens the door, heat comes out like a sticky wall. You hear the crackle of a woodstove in here too, and smell sharp sweet frankincense. A handful of resin smokes on the iron stove lid, giving the sixteen by sixteen room funereal or cathedral airs. Sawdust covers the floor inside, worktables lining every wall, lathes and sanders greased and dirty. Shaker pegboards circle eighteen inches below the topwall, unfinished instruments dangling by their necks. Dulcimers, yes. Mandolins, basses, guitars. A single white unsanded fiddle hanging from a neck like the wrung neck of a swan, like the curled tendril of a fern.
You draw a breath full of sawdust and incense and think, Too perfect. You might even say it, but Marty wouldn’t hear you, and sometimes talking to yourself is really talking to be overheard. So you wait until he turns to check your reaction, moving into the warm shop with the snow dripping off your cuffs, and you say, “You made all these?”
“Every one.” He reaches out and taps the hull of a double bass, the face striped purpleheart and rosewood and something gold. It thumps like a melon, sweet and ripe, so you wonder if he can feel the resonance through lingering fingertips.
“Do you sell them?” You want to touch the jazz guitar hanging over the lathe. Its faceplate is honey-colored, riddled with holes from worms that must have worked in the tree after it was fallen. The neck is mahogany, and it too has small scars, the imperfections of salvaged wood.
“I give them away,” he says, and lifts down the guitar you were eyeing. It’s finished and strung; he sets an electric tuner on the bench and bends over the strings. You probably couldn’t tune as fast by ear as he does in his deafness.
When he’s done, he scoops up the beast and holds it out to you like a toddler, archtop gleaming under the worklights. It’s strung left-handed, and you wonder how he knew.
He says, “Care to try her?”
Your cold-stung fingers itch for it. “Give them away?” you ask. “How can you afford that?”
He gestures around and grins. “It doesn’t take a lot of money to live like this, and I made some when I was young. When I still played myself, a little. Go on, take the guitar.”
He has a point there. So you lift the guitar off his palms and stroke it for a second, finding where your hands should fall. You glance up, about to ask him what he wants to hear, and find him staring at your fingers. Oh, of course.
So you pick out a Simon and Garfunkel tune, because it’s easy and fun and suits the instrument. And then you play a little Pete Seeger something, until your cracked fingertips start to more-than-sting. You don’t bother singing: Marty’s not listening, and you want to hear the guitar. You’d give it back, but it feels good in your arms, close and friendly, so you let it sit there and puppy-snuggle for a minute while you chat. You play a couple of bars of “Peggy Sue” and a couple of bars of “I Wanna Be Sedated,” and it all sounds good. You expect a little buzz at the bottom of the neck, but it’s clean all the way down.
“Who do you give them away to?”
“Deserving folks,” he says. “Folks with music people listen to. Folks whose music makes a better world. That one’s yours.”
Your right hand locks on the neck. “I can’t take this.”
“I made it for you,” he says. “The siren called you, Missy. There’s no two ways about it. That there’s your guitar.”
You’d have expected to be too ill and exhausted to continue your vest-pocket tour, but you wake up rested and strong on Thursday, and in fine voice as if in spite of having been half-drowned in ice water and left on the stones. You hum to yourself in the mirror while you fix your hair, and you pick out a white button shirt and patchwork vest with swingy glass bead fringe across the chest to pull on over threadbare jeans. Spiked up hair and too much makeup gives you cheekbones that will read from stage. You’re getting too old for the scapegrace gamine shtick.
At the last minute, as you’re packing up the Toyota, you decide to bring the new guitar.
Boston and Albany are great, better than good, CDs flying out of the booth, and in Albany you pick up a gig in Portsmouth for May and a business card from a booking agent who sounds six kinds of excited and impressed.
“You’re a lot better live,” she says, tossing bottle-red hair behind her shoulder. “We need to get you into bigger venues, get some quality production on those CDs.”
You think you like her.
Two weeks later, when you make it back to play for the Eddies again, you’ve figured out something is up. The crowd treats you differently since the mermaid. It’s not about the guitar, nice as the guitar is, because you experiment with using other instruments and it doesn’t seem to change anything.
You have to stop yourself from scanning the crowd for the mermaid. She won’t be here, you tell yourself, wondering why it’s so hard to believe.
It’s no surprise when Little Eddie sidles up after the second set and asks you for a return booking in another four weeks, at the same fee. You tell him you have to check your calendar and your booking agent will call him. You make a note to negotiate him up, and sharply.
But when he walks away, you catch Big Eddie looking over the bar at you and you can see the shine in her eyes. That rattles you. Big Eddie doesn’t get like that. She never lets anything get under her skin.
You walk over on the excuse of a beer—the second set ends and the café closes before last call, so it’s still legal to serve—and drape yourself over a stool.
Big Eddie slides it in front of you and says, “What did you do to your voice?”
“Does it sound bad?” You clear your throat, sip beer, and try again. “I kind of fell in some water and wound up with hypothermia on a hike, and it’s sounded funny since.”
You didn’t miss the way your voice has changed, and not just the timbre: it’s your phrasing and your range as well. It took a little while and some messing around with a digital recorder to understand what you were hearing. The tentativeness, the derivative garage-band sound the mermaid commented on, have been washed from your music, leaving something etched and rough-edged and labyrinthine as sea caves.
You love it. You haven’t been able to stop singing—to the cat, to yourself, in the shower, walking down the street—since she kissed you. Your new voice fills you up, clothes you in bright glory. You know how everyone else who hears it feels, because you feel it too.
Eddie says, “No, no. It sounds great. But it doesn’t sound like you.”
You have to bang on the door of Marty’s shop to get his attention. When the door creaks open on sawdust-clogged hinges, he blinks at the brightness of sun off snow and covers it by pushing up his safety glasses. “Problem with the guitar, Missy?”
“Actually, just the opposite,” you say, shaping the words so he can read them on your lips and tongue. “The guitar is wonderful. It’s something else I need to give back, and I was hoping you’d come with me. Because I don’t know what I’ll do if I hear her singing. I’d really—” You look down in embarrassment, force yourself to look up again. If he can’t see your face, he can’t understand what you’re saying. “—I’d really owe you one.”
You already owe him one. More than one. Closer to a dozen. Your impression that he’s a good guy is reinforced by the fact that he hangs the goggles on a nail inside the shop threshold, pulls his coat and gloves on without a word, and only pauses long enough to padlock the door.
You go down into the earth like pilgrims, making obeisance to the gods of deep places, sometimes scraping on your bellies over rough stones. Marty takes you deeper and by different passages than you went before, and all you can do is follow. You can’t talk to him in the dark, not unless you make him turn and shine his light into your face, and so you listen to what he has to say instead.
“I had a daughter your age,” he says, and you notice the verb tense and don’t ask, just let your fingers brush the back of his wrist. In the cave, echoing from stone, shimmering from the moving surface of the underground river, his voice takes on the resonances and harmonics that have come to invest your own.
But then he adds, “She was a guitar player too.” And, after another moment, “Kids are stupid. And maybe God protects fools, drunks, and musicians, but all three at once is a bit much to ask of anybody.”
You touch his shoulder in the dark, and realize it wasn’t the deafness that made him give up playing. He leans into it for a second before walking forward, placing feet carefully on the rippled stones, ducking sideways to bend under a low roof. Water’s worn scallops on the floor of the cave; they look like ripples in sand where a river’s flowed over it. Wave patterns, sine patterns, like sound.
Water and music are the same thing, at the core.
You stop at the edge of a pool deeper and wider and even more pellucid than the one in which you met the mermaid before. The water moves only where slow drips scatter into it from the ceiling, the beam of your flashlight and Marty’s scattering where they’re reflected.
You half-expected the mermaid to be waiting, maybe even for her to sing you in, but the only sound is the arrhythmic plink of droplets. She’s taken what she wanted and given what she chose to give. She’s done and the rest is yours now.
Except you want it all to be yours, earned, not borrowed glory. You wonder if Marty—if anyone—can get her to let you go this time, let you come up out of the darkness again. You wonder if she’ll be angry that you’re rejecting her gift. You wonder what she’ll say, and if she’ll curse you.
You breathe deep of wet air to fill yourself up, and nerve yourself to call her up with your song. Because even if it’s quick and easy, even if you’ve already paid for it, even if it’s the most beautiful sound you’ll ever make, you don’t want to echo her voice forever.
You want to grow your own.



Driftglass
Samuel Delany
I
Sometimes I go down to the port, splashing sand with my stiff foot at the end of my stiff leg locked in my stiff hip, with the useless arm a-swinging, to get wet all over again, drink in the dives with cronies ashore, feeling old, broken, sorry for myself, laughing louder and louder. The third of my face that was burned away in the accident was patched with skin grafts from my chest, so what’s left of my mouth distorts all loud sounds; sloppy sartorial reconstruction. Also I have a hairy chest. Chest hair does not look like beard hair, and it grows all up under my right eye. And: my beard is red, my chest hair brown, while the thatch curling down over neck and ears is sun-streaked to white here, darkened to bronze there, ’midst general blondness.
By reason of my being a walking (I suppose my gait could be called headlong limping) horror show, plus a general inclination to sulk, I spend most of the time up in the wood and glass and aluminum house on the surf-sloughed point that the Aquatic Corp ceded me along with my pension. Rugs from Turkey there, copper pots, my tenor recorder, which I can no longer play, and my books.
But sometimes, when the gold fog blurs the morning, I go down to the beach and tromp barefoot in the wet edging to the sea, searching for driftglass.
It was foggy that morning, and the sun across the water moiled the mists like a brass ladle. I lurched to the top of the rocks, looked down through the tall grasses into the frothing inlet where she lay, and blinked.
She sat up, long gills closing down her neck and the secondary slits along her back just visible at their tips because of much hair, wet and curling copper, falling there. She saw me. “What are you doing here, huh?” She narrowed blue eyes.
“Looking for driftglass.”
“What?”
“There’s a piece.” I pointed near her and came down the rocks like a crab with one stiff leg.
“Where?” She turned over, half in, half out of the water, the webs of her fingers cupping nodules of black stone.
While the water made cold overtures between my toes, I picked up the milky fragment by her elbow where she wasn’t looking. She jumped, because she obviously had thought it was somewhere else.
“See?”
“What . . . what is it?” She raised her cool hand to mine. For a moment the light through the milky gem and the pale film of my own webs pearled the screen of her palms. (Details like that. Yes, they are the important things, the points from which we suspend later pain.) A moment later wet fingers closed to the backs of mine.
“Driftglass,” I said. “You know all the Coca-Cola bottles and cut-crystal punch bowls and industrial silicon slag that goes into the sea?”
“I know the Coca-Cola bottles.”
“They break, and the tide pulls the pieces back and forth over the sandy bottom, wearing the edges, changing their shape. Sometimes chemicals in the glass react with chemicals in the ocean to change the color. Sometimes veins work their way through in patterns like snowflakes, regular and geometric; others, irregular and angled like coral. When the pieces dry, they’re milky. Put them in water and they become transparent again.”
“Ohhh!” she breathed as the beauty of the blunted triangular fragment in my palm assailed her like perfume. Then she looked at my face, blinking the third, aqueous-filled lid that we use as a correction lens for underwater vision.
She watched the ruin calmly.
Then her hand went to my foot where the webs had been torn back in the accident. She began to take in who I was. I looked for horror, but saw only a little sadness.
The insignia on her buckle—her stomach was making little jerks the way you always do during the first few minutes when you go from breathing water to air told me she was a Biological Technician. (Back up at the house there was a similar uniform of simulated scales folded in the bottom drawer of the dresser and the belt insignia said Depth Gauger.) I was wearing some very frayed jeans and a red cotton shirt with no buttons.
She reached for my neck, pushed my collar back from my shoulders and touched the tender slits of my gills, outlining them with cool fingers. “Who are you?” Finally.
“Cal Svenson.”
She slid back down in the water. “You’re the one who had the terrible . . . but that was years ago! They still talk about it, down . . . ” She stopped.
As the sea softens the surface of a piece of glass, so it blurs the souls and sensibilities of the people who toil beneath her. And according to the last report of the Marine Reclamation Division there are to date seven hundred and fifty thousand who have been given gills and webs and sent under the foam where there are no storms, up and down the American coast.
“You live on shore? I mean around here? But so long ago . . . ”
“How old are you?”
“Sixteen.”
“I was two years older than you when the accident happened.”
“You were eighteen?”
“I’m thirty-one now. Which means it happened over a dozen years ago. It is a long time.”
“They still talk about it.”
“I’ve almost forgotten,” I said. “I really have. Say, do you play the recorder?”
“I used to.”
“Good! Come up to my place and look at my tenor recorder. And I’ll make some tea. Perhaps you can stay for lunch—”
“I have to report back to Marine Headquarters by three. Tork is going over the briefing to lay the cable for the big dive, with Jonni and the crew.” She paused, smiled. “But I can catch the undertow and be there in half an hour if I leave by two-thirty.”
On the walk up I learned her name was Ariel. She thought the patio was charming, and the mosaic evoked, “Oh, look!” and “Did you do this yourself?” a half-dozen times. (I had done it, in the first lonely years.) She picked out the squid and the whale in battle, the wounded shark and the diver. She told me she didn’t get time to read much, but she was impressed by all the books. She listened to me reminisce. She talked a lot to me about her work, husbanding the deep-down creatures they were scaring up. Then she sat on the kitchen stool, playing a Lukas Foss serenade on my recorder, while I put rock salt in the bottom of the broiler tray for two dozen Oysters Rockefeller, and the tea water whistled. I’m a comparatively lonely guy. I like being followed by beautiful young girls.
II
“Hey, Juao!” I bawled across the jetty.
He nodded to me from the center of his nets, sun glistening on polished shoulders, sun lost in rough hair. I walked across to where he sat, sewing like a spider. He pulled another section up over his horny toes, then grinned at me with his mosaic smile: gold, white, black gap below, crooked yellow; white, gold, white. Shoving my bad leg in front I squatted.
“I fished out over the coral where you told me.” He filled his cheek with his tongue and nodded. “You come up to the house for a drink, eh?”
“Fine.”
“Just . . . a moment more.”
There’s a certain sort of Brazilian you find along the shore in the fishing villages, old yet ageless. See one of their men and you think he could be fifty, he could be sixty—will probably look the same when he’s eighty-five. Such was Juao. We once figured it out. He’s seven hours older than I am.
We became friends sometime before the accident when I got tangled in his nets working high lines in the Vorea Current. A lot of guys would have taken their knife and hacked their way out of the situation, ruining fifty-five, sixty dollars’ worth of nets. That’s an average fisherman’s monthly income down here. But I surfaced and sat around in his boat while we untied me. Then, like typical coastal kids, we came in and got plastered. Since I cost him a day’s fishing, I’ve been giving him hints on where to fish ever since. He buys me drinks when I come up with something.
This has been going on for fifteen years. During that time my life has been smashed up and land-bound. In the same time Juao has married off his five sisters, got married himself and had two children.
(Oh, those bolitos and teneros asados that Amalia—her braids swung out, her brown breasts shook so when she turned to laugh—would make for Sunday dinner/supper/Monday breakfast.) I rode with them in the ambulance ’copter all the way into Brasilia. In the hospital hall Juao and I stood together, both still barefoot, he tattered with fish scales in his hair, me just tattered, and I held him while he cried and I tried to explain how a world that could take a pubescent child and with a week of operations make an amphibious creature that can exist for a month on either side of the sea’s foam-fraught surface could still be helpless before certain rampant endocrine cancers coupled with massive renal deterioration. Juao and I returned to the village alone, by bus, three days before our birthday—back when I was twenty-three and Juao was twenty-three and seven hours old.
“This morning,” Juao said. (The shuttle danced in the web at the end of the orange line.) “I got a letter for you to read me. It’s about the children. Come on, we go up and drink.” The shuttle paused, backtracked twice, and he yanked the knot tight. We walked along the port toward the square. “Do you think the letter says that the children are accepted?”
“If it’s from the Aquatic Corp. They just send postcards when they reject someone. The question is, how do you feel about it?”
“You are a good man. If they grow up like you, then it will be fine.”
“But you’re still worried.” I’d been prodding Juao to get the kids into the International Aquatic Corp nigh on since I became their godfather. It would mean much time away from the village during their training period—and they might eventually be stationed in any ocean in the world. But two motherless children had not been easy on Juao or his sisters. The Corp would mean education, travel, interesting work, the things that make up one kind of good life. They wouldn’t look twice their age when they were thirty; and not too many amphimen look like me.
“Worry is part of life. But the work is dangerous. Did you know there is an amphiman going to try and lay cable down in the Slash?”
I frowned. “Again?”
“Yes. And that is what you tried to do when the sea broke you to pieces and burned the parts, eh?”
“Must you be so damned picturesque?” I asked. “Who’s going to beard the lion this time?”
“A young amphiman named Tork. They speak of him down at the docks as a brave man.”
“Why the hell are they still trying to lay the cable there? They’ve gotten by this long without a line through the Slash.”
“Because of the fish,” Juao said. “You told me why fifteen years ago.”
“Sixteen,” I said, “actually. We had a birthday three months back, you and me.”
Juao went on as if it made no difference. “The fish are still there, and we fishermen who cannot live below are still here. If the children go for the operations, then there will be less fishermen. But today . . . ” He shrugged. “They must either lay the line across the fish paths or down in the Slash.” Juao shook his head.
Funny things, the great power cables the Aquatic Corp has been strewing across the ocean floor to bring power to their undersea mines and farms, to run their oil wells—and how many flaming wells have I capped down there—for their herds of whale, and chemical distillation plants. They carry two-hundred-sixty-cycle current. Over certain sections of the ocean floor, or in sections of the water with certain mineral contents, this sets up inductance in the water itself which sometimes—and you will probably get a Nobel prize if you can detail exactly why it isn’t always—drives the fish away over areas up to twenty-five and thirty miles, unless the lines are laid in the bottom of those canyons that delve into the ocean floor.
“This Tork thinks of the fishermen. He is a good man too.” I raised my eyebrows—the one that’s left, anyway—and tried to remember what my little Undine had said about him that morning.
And remembered not much.
“I wish him luck,” I said.
“What do you feel about this young man going down into the Coral-rimmed jaws to the Slash?”
I thought for a moment. “I think I hate him.”
Juao looked up.
“He is an image in a mirror where I look and am forced to regard what I once was,” I went on. “I envy him the chance to succeed where I failed, and I can come on just as quaint as you can. I hope he makes it.”
Juao twisted his shoulders in a complicated shrug (once I could do that) which is coastal Brazilian for, “I didn’t know things had progressed to that point, but seeing that they have, there is little to be done.”
“The sea is that sort of mirror,” I said.
“Yes.” Juao nodded.
Behind us I heard the slapping of sandals on concrete. I turned in time to catch my goddaughter in my good arm. My godson had grabbed hold of the bad one and was swinging on it.
“Tio Cal—?”
“Hey, Tio Cal, what did you bring us?”
“Clara, you will pull him over,” Juao reprimanded. “Let go, Fernando!”
And, bless them, they ignored their father.
“What did you bring us?”
“What did you bring us, Tio Cal?”
“If you let me, I’ll show you.” So they stepped back, dark-eyed and quivering. I watched Juao watching: brown pupils on ivory balls, and in the left eye a vein had broken in a jagged smear. He was loving his children, who would soon be as alien to him as the fish he netted. He was also looking at the terrible thing that was me and wondering what would come to his own spawn. And he was watching the world turn and grow older, clocked by the waves, reflected in that mirror.
It’s impossible for me to see what the population explosion and the budding colonies on Luna and Mars and the flowering beneath the ocean really look like from the disrupted cultural mélange of a coastal fishing town. But I come closer than many others, and I know what I don’t understand.
I pushed around in my pocket and fetched out the milky fragment I had brought from the beach. “Here. Do you like this one?” And they bent above my webbed and alien fingers.
In the supermarket, which is the biggest building in the village, Juao bought a lot of cake mixes. “That moist, delicate texture,” whispered the box when you lifted it from the shelf, “with that deep flavor, deeper than chocolate!”
I’d just read an article about the new vocal packaging in a U.S. magazine that had gotten down last week so I was prepared and stayed in the fresh vegetable section to avoid temptation. Then we went up to Juao’s house. The letter proved to be what I’d expected.
The kids had to take the bus to Brasilia tomorrow. My godchildren were on their way to becoming fish.
We sat on the front steps and drank and watched the donkeys and the motorbikes and the men in baggy trousers, the women in yellow scarves and bright skirts with wreaths of garlic and sacks of onions. As well, a few people glittered by in the green scales of amphimen uniforms.
Finally Juao got tired and went in to take a nap. Most of my life has been spent on the coast of countries accustomed to siestas, but those first formative ten were passed on a Danish collective farm and the idea never really took. So I stepped over my goddaughter, who had fallen asleep on her fists on the bottom step, and walked back through the town toward the beach.
III
At midnight Ariel came out of the sea, climbed the rocks, and clicked her nails against my glass wall so that droplets ran, pearled by the gibbous moon.
Earlier I had stretched in front of the fireplace on the sheepskin throw to read, then dozed off. The conscientious timer had asked me if there was anything I wanted, and getting no answer had turned off the Dvořák Cello Concerto, which was on its second time around, extinguished the reading lamp, and stopped dropping logs onto the flame so that now, as I woke, the grate was carpeted with coals.
She clicked again, and I raised my head from the cushion. The green uniform, her amber hair—all color was lost under the silver light outside. I lurched across the rug, touched the button, and the glass slid into the floor. The breeze came to my face as the barrier fell.
“What do you want?” I asked. “What time is it, anyway?”
“Tork is on the beach, waiting for you.”
The night was warm but windy. Below the rocks silver flakes chased each other in to shore. The tide lay full.
I rubbed my face. “The new boss man? Why didn’t you bring him up to the house? What does he want to see me about?”
She touched my arm. “Come. They are all down on the beach.”
“Who all ?”
“Tork and the others.”
She led me across the patio and to the path that wound to the sand. The sea roared in the moonlight. Down the beach people stood around a driftwood fire that whipped the night. Ariel walked beside me.
Two of the fishermen from town were crowding each other on the bottom of an overturned washtub, playing guitars. The singing, raucous and rhythmic, jarred across the paled sand. Shark’s teeth shook on the necklace of an old woman dancing. Others were sitting on an overturned dinghy, eating.
Over one part of the fire on a skillet two feet across, oil frothed through pink islands of shrimp. One woman ladled them in; another ladled them out.
“Tio Cal!”
“Look, Tio Cal is here!”
“Hey, what are you two doing up?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be home in bed?”
“Poppa Juao said we could come. He’ll be here, too, soon.”
I turned to Ariel. “Why are they all gathering?”
“Because of the laying of the cable tomorrow at dawn.” Someone was running up the beach, waving a bottle in each hand.
“They didn’t want to tell you about the party. They thought that it might hurt your pride.”
“My what . . . ?”
“If you knew they were making so big a thing of the job you had failed at—”
“But—”
“—and that had hurt you so in failure. They did not want you to be sad. But Tork wants to see you. I said you would not be sad. So I went to bring you down from the rocks.”
“Thanks, I guess.”
“Tio Cal?”
But the voice was bigger and deeper than a child’s.
He sat on a log back from the fire, eating a sweet potato. The flame flickered on his dark cheekbones, in his hair, wet and black. He stood, came to me, held up his hand. I held up mine and we slapped palms. “Good.” He was smiling. “Ariel told me you would come. I will lay the power line down through the Slash tomorrow.” His uniform scales glittered down his arms. He was very strong. But standing still, he still moved. The light on the cloth told me that. “I . . . ” He paused. I thought of a nervous, happy dancer. “I wanted to talk to you about the cable.” I thought of an eagle; I thought of a shark. “And about the . . . accident. If you would.”
“Sure,” I said. “If there’s anything I could tell you that would help.”
“See, Tork,” Ariel said. “I told you he would talk to you about it.” I could hear his breathing change.
“It really doesn’t bother you to talk about the accident?”
I shook my head and realized something about that voice. It was a boy’s voice that could imitate a man’s. Tork was not over nineteen.
“We’re going fishing soon,” Tork told me. “Will you come?”
“If I’m not in the way.”
A bottle went from the woman at the shrimp crate to one of the guitarists, down to Ariel, to me, then to Tork. (The liquor, made in a cave seven miles inland, was almost rum. The too-tight skin across the left side of my mouth makes the manful swig a little difficult to bring off. I got “rum” down my chin.) He drank, wiped his mouth, passed the bottle on and put his hand on my shoulder. “Come down to the water.”
We walked away from the fire. Some of the fishermen stared after us. A few of the amphimen glanced, and glanced away.
“Do all the young people of the village call you Tio Cal?”
“No. Only my godchildren. Their father and I have been friends since I was . . . well, younger than you.”
“Oh, I thought perhaps it was a nickname. That’s why I called you that.”
We reached wet sand where orange light cavorted at our feet. The broken shell of a lifeboat rocked in moonlight. Tork sat down on the shell’s rim. I sat beside him. The water splashed to our knees.
“There’s no other place to lay the power cable?” I asked. “There is no other way to take it except through the Slash?”
“I was going to ask you what you thought of the whole business. But I guess I don’t really have to.” Tork shrugged and clapped his hands together a few times. “All the projects this side of the bay have grown huge and cry for power. The new operations tax the old lines unmercifully. There was a power failure last July in Cayine down the shelf below the twilight level. The whole underwater village was without light for two days; three amphimen died of overexposure to the cold currents coming up from the depths. If we laid the cables farther up, we chance disrupting our own fishing operations as well as those of the fishermen on shore.”
I nodded.
“Cal, what happened to you in the Slash?”
Eager, scared Tork. I was remembering now, not the accident, but the midnight before, pacing the beach, guts clamped with fists of fear and anticipation. Some of the Indians back where they make the liquor still send messages by tying knots in palm fibers. One could have spread my entrails then, or Tork’s tonight, to read our respective horospecs.
Juao’s mother knew the knot language, but he and his sisters never bothered to learn because they wanted to be modern, and, as children, still confused with modernity the new ignorances, lacking modern knowledge.
“When I was a boy,” Tork said, “we would dare each other to walk the boards along the edge of the ferry slip. The sun would be hot and the boards would rock in the water, and if the boats were in and you fell down between the boats and the piling, you could get killed.” He shook his head. “The crazy things kids will do. That was back when I was eight or nine, before I became a waterbaby.”
“Where was it?”
Tork looked up. “Oh. Manila. I’m Filipino.”
The sea licked our knees, and the gunwale sagged under us.
“What happened in the Slash?”
“There’s a volcanic flaw near the Slash’s base.”
“I know.”
“And the sea is hypersensitive down there. You don’t insult her fashion or her figure. We had an avalanche. The cable broke. The sparks were so hot and bright they made gouts of foam fifty feet high on the surface, so they tell me.”
“What caused the avalanche?”
I shrugged. “It could have been just a goddamned coincidence. There are rock falls down there all the time. It could have been the noise from the machines though we masked them pretty well. It could have been something to do with the inductance from the smaller power cables. Or maybe somebody just kicked out the wrong stone that was holding everything up.”
One webbed hand became a fist, sank into the other, and hung.
Calling, “Cal!”
I looked up. Juao, pants rolled to his knees, shirt sailing in the sea wind, stood in the weave of white water. Tork looked up too. The wind lifted his hair from his neck; and the fire roared on the beach.
“They’re getting ready to catch a big fish!” Juao called.
Men were already pushing their boats out. Tork clapped my shoulder. “Come, Cal. We fish now.” We waded back to the shore.
Juao caught me as I reached dry sand. “You ride in my boat, Cal!”
Someone came by with the acrid flares that hissed. The water slapped around the bottom of the boats as we wobbled into the swell.
Juao vaulted in and took up the oars. Around us green amphimen walked into the sea, struck forward, and were gone.
Juao pulled, leaned, pulled. The moonlight slid down his arms. The fire diminished on the beach.
Then among the boats, there was a splash, an explosion, and the red flare bloomed in the sky: the amphimen had sighted a big fish.
The flare hovered, pulsed once, twice, three times, four times (twenty, forty, sixty, eighty stone they estimated its weight to be), then fell.
Suddenly I shrugged out of my shirt, pulled at my belt buckle.
“I’m going over the side, Juao.”
He leaned, he pulled, he leaned. “Take the rope.”
“Yeah. Sure.” It was tied to the back of the boat. I made a loop in the other end, slipped it around my shoulder. I swung my bad leg over the side, flung myself on the black water—
—mother-of-pearl shattered over me. That was the moon, blocked by the shadow of Juao’s boat ten feet overhead. I turned below the rippling wounds Juao’s oars made stroking the sea.
One hand and one foot with torn webs, I rolled over and looked down. The rope snaked to its end, and I felt Juao’s strokes pulling me through the water.
They fanned below with submarine flares. Light undulated on their backs and heels. They circled, they closed, like those deep-sea fish who carry their own illumination. I saw the prey, glistening as it neared a submarine flare.
You chase a fish with one spear among you. And that spear would be Tork’s tonight. The rest have ropes to bind him that go up to the fishermen’s boats.
There was a sudden confusion of lights below. The spear had been shot!
The fish, long as a tall and short man together, rose through the ropes. He turned toward the depths, trailing his pursuers. But others waited there, tried to loop him. Once I had flung those ropes, treated with tar and lime to dissolve the slime on the fish’s body and hold to the beast. The looped ropes caught, and by the movement of the flares, I saw them jerked down their paths. The fish turned, rose again, this time toward me.
He pulled around when one line ran out (and somewhere on the surface the prow of a boat bobbed low) but turned back and came on.
Of a sudden, amphimen were flicking about me as the fray’s center drifted by. Tork, his spear dug deep, forward and left of the marlin’s dorsal, had hauled himself astride the beast.
The fish tried to shake him, then dropped his tail and rose straight. Everybody started pulling toward the surface. I broke foam and grabbed Juao’s gunwale.
Tork and the fish exploded up among the boats. They twisted in air, in moonlight, in froth. The fish danced across the water on its tail, fell.
Juao stood up in the boat and shouted. The other fishermen shouted too, and somebody perched on a prow flung a rope. Someone in the water caught it.
Then fish and Tork and me and a dozen amphimen all went underwater at once.
They dropped in a corona of bubbles. The fish struck the end of another line, and shook himself. Tork was thrown free, but he doubled back.
Then the lines began to haul the beast up again, quivering, whipping, quivering again.
Six lines from six boats had him. For one moment he was still in the submarine moonlight. I could see his wound tossing scarves of blood.
When he (and we) broke surface, he was thrashing again, near Juao’s boat. I was holding onto the side when suddenly Tork, glistening, came out of the water beside me and went over into the dinghy.
“Here you go,” he said, turning to kneel at the bobbing rim, and pulled me up while Juao leaned against the far side to keep balance.
Wet rope slopped the boards. “Hey, Cal!” and my abdomen did a mini-hiccup, which meant I’d gone from water to air. (In the other direction the transition is unnoticeable.) From fluttering gills, water ran down my back, my shoulders. The only time you really feel them. And Tork laughed, grabbed up the rope, and began to haul.
The fish prised wave from white wave in the white water.
The boats came together. The amphimen had all climbed up. Ariel was across from us, holding a flare that drooled smoke down her arm. She peered by the hip of the fisherman who was standing in front of her.
Juao and Tork were hauling the rope. Behind them I was coiling it with one hand as it came back to me.
The fish came up and was flopped into Ariel’s boat, tail out, head up, chewing air. More hics.
I had just finished pulling on my trousers when Tork fell down on the seat behind me and grabbed me around the shoulders with his wet arms. “Look at our fish, Tio Cal! Look!” He gasped air, laughing, his dark face diamonded beside the flares. “Look at our fish there, Cal!”
Juao, grinning white and gold, pulled us back into shore. The fire, the singing, hands beating hands—and my godson had put pebbles in the empty rum bottles and was shaking them to the music—the guitars spiraled around us as we carried the fish up the sand and the men brought the spit.
“Watch it!” Tork said, grasping the pointed end of the great stick that was thicker than his wrist.
We turned the fish over.
“Here, Cal?”
He prodded two fingers into the white flesh six inches back from the bony lip.
“Fine.”
Tork jammed the spit in.
We worked it through the body. By the time we carried it to the fire, they had brought more rum.
“Hey, Tork. Are you going to get some sleep before you go down in the morning?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Slept all afternoon.” He pointed toward the roasting fish with his elbow. “That’s my breakfast.”
But when the dancing grew violent a few hours later, just before the fish was to come off the fire, and the kids were pushing the last of the sweet potatoes from the ashes with sticks, I walked back to the lifeboat shell we had sat on earlier. It was three-quarters flooded.
Curled below still water, Tork slept, fist loose before his mouth, the gills at the back of his neck pulsing rhythmically. Only his shoulder and hip made islands in the floated boat.
“Where’s Tork?” Ariel asked me at the fire. They were swinging up the sizzling fish.
“Taking a nap.”
“Oh, he wanted to cut the fish!”
“He’s got a lot of work ahead. Sure you want to wake him?”
“No, I’ll let him sleep.”
But Tork was walking from the water, brushing his dripping hair back from his forehead.
He grinned at us, then went to carve. I remember him standing on the table, astraddle the meat, arm going up and down with the big knife (details, yes, those are the things you remember), stopping to hand down the portions, then hauling his arm back to cut again.
That night, with music and stomping on the sand and shouting back and forth over the fire, we made more noise than the sea.
IV
The eight-thirty bus was more or less on time.
“I don’t think they want to go,” Juao’s sister said. She was accompanying the children to the Aquatic Corp Headquarters in Brasilia.
“They are just tired,” Juao said. “They should not have stayed up so late last night. Get on the bus now. Say good-bye to Tio Cal.”
“Good-bye.” (Fernando.)
“Good-bye.” (Clara.)
But kids are never their most creative in that sort of situation. And I suspect that my godchildren may just have been suffering their first (or one of their first) hangovers. They had been very quiet all morning.
I bent down and gave them a clumsy hug. “When you come back on your first weekend off, I’ll take you exploring down below at the point. You’ll be able to gather your own coral now.”
Juao’s sister got teary, cuddled the children, cuddled me, Juao, then got on the bus.
Someone was shouting out the bus window for someone at the bus stop not to forget something. They trundled around the square and then toward the highway. We walked back across the street where the café owners were putting out canvas chairs.
“I will miss them,” he said, like a long-considered admission.
“You and me both.” At the docks near the hydrofoil wharf where the submarine launches went out to the undersea cities, we saw a crowd. “I wonder if they had any trouble laying the—”
A woman screamed in the crowd. She pushed from the others, dropping eggs and onions. She began to pull her hair and shriek.
(Remember the skillet of shrimp? She had been the woman ladling them out.) A few people moved to help her.
A clutch of men broke off and ran into a side street. I grabbed a running amphiman, who whirled to face me.
“What in hell is going on?”
For a moment his mouth worked on his words for all the trite world like a beached fish.
“From the explosion . . . ” he began. “They just brought them back from the explosion at the Slash!”
I grabbed his other shoulder. “What happened!”
“About two hours ago. They were just a quarter of the way through, when the whole fault gave way. They had a goddamn underwater volcano for half an hour. They’ re still getting seismic disturbances.”
Juao was running toward the launch. I pushed the guy away and limped after him, struck the crowd and jostled through calico, canvas, and green scales.
They were carrying the corpses out of the hatch of the submarine and laying them on a canvas spread across the dock. They still return bodies to the countries of birth for the family to decide the method of burial. When the fault had given, the hot slag that had belched into the steaming sea was mostly molten silicon.
Four of the bodies were only slightly burned here and there; from their bloated faces (one still bled from the ear) I guessed they had died from sonic concussion. But several of the corpses were almost totally encased in dull, black glass.
“Tork—” I kept asking. “Is one of them—?”
It took me forty-five minutes, asking first the guys who were carrying, then going into the launch and asking some guy with a clipboard, and then going back on the dock and into the office to find out that one of the more unrecognizable figures was, yes, Tork.
Juao bought me a glass of buttermilk at the café on the square. He sat still a long time, then finally rubbed away his white mustache, released the chair rung with his toes, put his hands on his knees.
“What are you thinking about?”
“That it’s time to go fix nets. Tomorrow morning I will fish.” He regarded me a moment. “Where should I fish tomorrow, Cal?”
“Are you wondering about . . . sending the kids off today?”
He shrugged. “Fishermen from this village have drowned. Still it is a village of fishermen. Where should I fish?”
I finished my buttermilk. “The mineral content over the Slash should be high as the devil. Lots of algae will gather tonight. Lots of small fish down deep. Big fish hovering over.”
He nodded. “Good. I will take the boat out there tomorrow.” We got up.
“See you, Juao.”
I limped back to the beach.
V
The fog had unsheathed the sand by ten. I walked around, poking clumps of weeds with a stick, banging the same stick on my numb leg. When I lurched up to the top of the rocks, I stopped in the still grass. “Ariel?”
She was kneeling in the water, head down, red hair breaking over sealed gills. Her shoulders shook, stopped, shook again.
“Ariel?” I came down over the blistered stones.
She turned away to look at the ocean.
The attachments of children are so important and so brittle.
“How long have you been sitting here?”
She looked at me now, the varied waters of her face stilled on drawn cheeks. And her face was exhausted. She shook her head.
Sixteen? Seventeen? Who was the psychologist, back in the seventies, who decided that “adolescents” were just physical and mental adults with no useful work? “You want to come up to the house?” The head shaking got faster, then stopped.
After a while I said, “I guess they’ll be sending Tork’s body back to Manila.”
“He didn’t have a family,” she explained. “He’ll be buried here, at sea.”
“Oh,” I said.
And the rough volcanic glass, pulled across the ocean’s sands, changing shape, dulling—
“You were—you liked Tork a lot, didn’t you? You kids looked like you were pretty fond of each other.”
“Yes. He was an awfully nice—” Then she caught my meaning and blinked. “No,” she said. “Oh, no. I was—I was engaged to Jonni . . . the brown-haired boy from California? Did you meet him at the party last night? We’re both from Los Angeles, but we only met down here. And now . . . they’re sending his body back this evening.” Her eyes got very wide, then closed.
“I’m sorry.”
I’m a clumsy cripple; I trip all over everybody’s emotions. In that mirror I guess I’m too busy looking at what might have been.
“I’m sorry, Ariel.”
She opened her eyes and began to look around her.
“Come on up to the house and have an avocado. I mean, they have avocados in now—not at the supermarket. But at the old town market on the other side. And they’re better than any they grow in California.”
She kept looking around.
“None of the amphimen get over there. It’s a shame, because soon the market will probably close, and some of their fresh foods are really great. Oil and vinegar is all you need on them.” I leaned back on the rocks. “Or a cup of tea?”
“Okay.” She remembered to smile. I know the poor kid didn’t feel like it. “Thank you. I won’t be able to stay long, though.” We walked back up the rocks toward the house, the sea on our left. Just as we reached the patio, she turned and looked back.
“Cal?”
“Yes? What is it?”
“Those clouds over there, across the water. Those are the only ones in the sky. Are they from the eruption in the Slash?”
I squinted. “I think so. Come on inside.”



The Sea Change
Neil Gaiman
Now is a good time to write this down,
now, with the rattle of the pebbles raked by the waves,
and the slanting rain cold, cold, pattering and spattering
the tin roof until I can barely hear myself think,
and over it all the wind’s low howl. Believe me,
I could crawl down to the black waves now,
but that would be foolish, under the dark cloud.
“Now hear us as we cry to Thee
For those in peril on the sea.”
The old hymn hovers on my lips, unbidden,
perhaps I am singing aloud. I cannot tell.
I am not old, but when I wake I am wracked with pain,
an old sea wreck. Look at my hands.
Broken by the waves and the sea: and twisted,
they look like something I’d find on the beach, after a storm.
I hold my pen like an old man.
My father called a sea like this “a widow-maker.”
My mother said the sea was always a widow-maker,
even when it was gray and smooth as sky. And she was right.
My father drowned in fine weather.
Sometimes I wonder if his bones have ever washed ashore,
or if I’d know them if they had,
twisted and sea-smoothed as they would be.
I was a lad of seventeen, cocky as any a young man
who thinks he can make the sea his mistress,
and I had promised my mother I’d not go to sea.
She’d prenticed me to a stationer, and my days were spent
with reams and quires; but when she died I took her savings
bought myself a small boat. I took my father’s dusty nets
and lobster pots,
raised a three-man crew, all older than I was,
and left the inkpots and the nibs forever.
There were good months and bad.
Cold, cold, the sea was bitter and brine, the nets cut my hands,
the lines were tricksy, dangerous things; still,
I’d not have given it up for the world. Not then.
The salt scent of my world made me sure I’d live forever.
Scudding over the waves in a fine breeze,
the sun behind me, faster than a dozen horses across
the white wave tops,
that was living indeed.
The sea had moods. You learned that fast.
The day I write of now, she was shifty, evil-humored,
the wind coming now and now from all four corners
of the compass,
the waves all choppy. I could not get the measure of her.
We were all out of sight of land when I saw a hand,
saw something, reaching from the gray sea.
Remembering my father, I ran to the prow and called aloud.
No answer but the lonely wail of gulls.
And the air was filled with a whirr of white wings, and then
the swing of the wooden boom, which struck me
at the base of the skull:
I remember the slow way the cold sea came toward me,
enveloped me, swallowed me, took me for its own.
I tasted salt. We are made of seawater and bone:
That’s what the stationer told me when I was a boy.
It had occurred to me since that waters break to herald
every birth,
and I am certain that those waters must taste salt—
remembering, perhaps, my own birth.
The world beneath the sea was blur. Cold, cold, cold . . .
I do not believe I truly saw her. I can not believe.
A dream, or madness, the lack of air,
the blow upon the head: That’s all she was.
But when in dreams I see her, as I do, I never doubt her.
Old as the sea she was, and young as a new-formed
breaker or a swell.
Her goblin eyes had spied me. And I knew she wanted me.
They say the sea folk have no souls: Perhaps
the sea is one huge soul they breathe and drink and live.
She wanted me. And she would have had me; there
could be no doubt.
And yet . . .
They pulled me from the sea and pumped my chest
until I vomited rich seawater onto the wave-wet shingle.
Cold, cold, cold I was, trembling and shivering and sick.
My hands were broken and my legs were twisted,
as if I had just come up from deep water,
scrimshaw and driftwood are my bones,
carved messages hidden beneath my flesh.
The boat never came back. The crew was never more seen.
I live on the charity of the village:
There, but for the mercy of the sea, they say, go we.
Some years have passed: almost a score.
And whole women view me with pity, or with scorn.
Outside my cottage the wind’s howl has become
a screaming,
rattling the rain against the tin walls,
crunching the flinty shingle, stone against stone.
“Now hear us as we cry to Thee
For those in peril on the sea.”
Believe me, I could go down to the sea tonight,
drag myself down there on my hands and knees.
Give myself to the water and the dark.
And to the girl.
Let her suck the meat from off these tangled bones, transmute me to something incorruptible and ivory:
to something rich and strange. But that would be foolish.
The voice of the storm is whispering to me.
The voice of the beach is whispering to me.
The voice of the waves is whispering to me.



Miss Carstairs and the Merman
Delia Sherman
The night Miss Carstairs first saw the merman, there was a great storm along the Massachusetts coast. Down in the harbor town, old men sat in taverns drinking hot rum and cocking their ears at the wind whining and whistling in the chimneys. A proper nor’easter, they said, a real widow-maker, and huddled closer to the acrid fires while the storm ripped shingles from roofs and flung small boats against the piers, leaping across the dunes to set the tall white house on the bluffs above the town surging and creaking like a great ship.
In that house, Miss Carstairs sat by the uncurtained window of her study, peering through a long telescope. Her square hands steady upon the barrel, she watched the lightning dazzle on the water and the wind-blown sand and rain scour her garden. She saw a capsized dinghy scud past her beach in kinetoscopic bursts, and a gull beaten across the dunes. She saw a long, dark, seal-sleek figure cast upon the rocky beach, flounder for a moment in the retreating surf, and then lie still.
The shallow tidal pool where the figure lay was, Miss Carstairs calculated, not more two hundred yards from her aerie. Putting aside the telescope, she reached for the bell pull.
The peculiarities of both ocean storms and seals had been familiar to Miss Carstairs since earliest childhood. Whenever she could slip away from her nurse, she would explore the beach or the salt marshes behind her father’s house, returning from these expeditions disheveled: her pinafore pockets stuffed with shells, her stockings torn and sodden, her whole small person reeking, her mother used to say, like the flats at low tide. On these occasions, Mrs. Carstairs would scold her daughter and send her supperless to bed. But her father usually contrived to slip into her room—bearing a bit of cranberry bread, perhaps—and would read to her from Linnaeus or Hans Andersen’s fairy tales or Lyell’s Natural History.
Mr. Carstairs, himself an amateur ichthyologist, delighted in his daughter’s intelligence. He kept the crabs and mussels she collected in the stone pond he had built in the conservatory for his exotic oriental fish. For her fifteenth birthday, he presented her with a copy of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species. He would not hear of her attending the village school with the children of the local fishermen, but taught her mathematics and Latin and logic himself, telling her mother that he would have no prissy governess stuffing the head of his little scientist with a load of womanish nonsense.
By the time Mr. Carstairs died, his daughter had turned up her hair and let down her skirts, but she still loved to tramp all day along the beaches. In hopes of turning her daughter’s mind to more important matters, her mother drained the pond in the conservatory and lectured her daily on the joys of the married state. Miss Carstairs was sorry about the pond, but she knew she had only to endure and eventually, she would be able to please herself. For five years, endure she did, saying, “Yes, Mama” and “No, Mama” until the day when Mrs. Carstairs followed her husband to the grave, a disappointed woman.
On her return from her mother’s funeral, Miss Carstairs promptly ordered a proper collecting case, a set of scalpels, and an anatomy text from Codman and Shurtleff in Boston. From then on, she lived very much alone, despising the merchants’ and fish-brokers’ wives who formed the society of the town. They, in turn, despised her. It was a crying and a shame, they whispered over cups of Indian tea, that the finest house in town be wasted on a woman who would all too obviously never marry, being not only homely as a haddock, but a bluestocking as well.
A bluestocking Miss Carstairs may have been, but her looks were more primate than piscine. She had a broad, low brow, a long jaw, and her Scottish father’s high, flat cheekbones. Over the years, sun and wind and cold had creased and tanned her skin, and her thin hair was as silver-gray as the weathered shingles on the buildings along the wharf. She was tall and sturdy and fit as a man from long tramps in the marshes. She was patient, as a scientist must be, and had taught herself classification and embryology and enough about conventional scientific practices to write articles acceptable to The American Naturalist and the Boston Society of Natural History. By the time she was forty-nine, “E. Monroe Carstairs” had earned the reputation of being very sound on the Mollusca of the New England coast.
In the course of preparing these articles, Miss Carstairs had collected hundreds of specimens, and little jars containing pickled Cephalopoda and Gastropoda lined her study shelves in grim profusion. But she had living barnacles and sea slugs as well, housed in the conservatory pool, where they kept company with lobsters and crabs and feathery sea worms in a kind of miniature ocean. In shape the pond was a wide oval, built up at the sides with a mortared stone coping, nestled in an Eden of Boston ferns and sweet-smelling mint geraniums. Miss Carstairs had fitted it out with a series of pumps and filters to bring seawater up from the bay and keep it clean and fresh.
She was very proud of it, and of the collection of marine life it housed. Stocking it with healthy specimens was the chief pleasure of her life. Summer and winter she spent much of her time out stalking the tidal flats after a neap tide or exploring the small brackish pools of the salt marshes. But nothing was as productive of unusual specimens as a roaring gale, which, in beating the ocean to a froth, swept up rare fauna from its very floor.
As Miss Carstairs stood now with her hand upon the bell pull, her wide experience of such storms told her that she must either bring in the seal immediately, or watch it wash away with the tide. She pulled sharply, and when the maid Sarah sleepily answered it, ordered her to rouse Stephen and John without delay and have them meet her in the kitchen passage. “Tell them to bring the lantern, and the stretcher we used for the shark last spring,” she said. “And bring me my sou’wester and my boots.”
Soon two oil-clothed men, yawning behind their hands, awaited Miss Carstairs in the dark kitchen. They were proud of the forthright eccentricity of their mistress, who kept lobsters in a fancy pool instead of eating them, and traipsed manfully over the mud flats in all weather. If Miss Carstairs wanted to go out into the worst nor’easter in ten years to collect some rare grampus or other, they were perfectly willing to go with her. Besides, she paid them well.
Miss Carstairs leading the way with the lantern, the little company groped its way down the slippery wooden stairs to the beach. The lantern illuminated glimpses of scattered flotsam: gouts of seaweed and beached fish, broken seagulls and strange shells. But Miss Carstairs, untempted, ran straight before the wind to the tidal pool where lay her quarry.
Whatever the creature was, it was not a seal. The dim yellow lantern gave only the most imperfect outline of its shape, but Miss Carstairs could see that it was more slender than a seal, and lacked a pelt. Its front flippers were peculiarly long and flexible, and it seemed to have a crest of bony spines down its back. There was something familiar about its shape, about the configuration of its upper body and head.
Miss Carstairs was just bending to take a closer look when Stephen’s impatient “Well, Miss?” drew her guiltily upright. The wind was picking up; it was more than time to be getting back to the house. She stood out of the way while the men unfolded a bundle of canvas and sticks into a stretcher like a sailor’s hammock suspended between two long poles. They bundled their find into this contrivance and, in case it might still be alive, covered it with a blanket soaked in seawater. Clumsily, because of the wind and the swaying weight of their burden, the men crossed the beach and labored up the wooden stairs, wound through the garden and up two shallow stone steps to a large glass conservatory built daringly onto the sea side of the house.
When Miss Carstairs opened the door, the wind extinguished most of the gaslights Sarah had thoughtfully lit in the conservatory. So it was in a poor half-light that the men hoisted their burden to the edge of the pool and tipped the creature out onto the long boulder that had once served as a sunning place for Mr. Carstairs’s terrapins. The lax body rolled heavily onto the rock; Miss Carstairs eyed it doubtfully while the men panted and wiped at their streaming faces.
“I don’t think we should submerge it entirely,” she said. “If it’s still alive, being out of the water a little longer shouldn’t hurt it, and if it is not, I don’t want the lobsters getting it before I do.”
The men went off to their beds, and Miss Carstairs stood for some while, biting thoughtfully at her forefinger as she contemplated her new specimen. Spiky and naked, it did not look like anything she had ever seen or read about in Allen, Grey, or von Haast. She dismissed the temptation to turn up the gas and examine it more closely with the reflection that the night was far advanced and she herself wet and tired. The specimen would still be there in the morning, and she in a better state to attend to it. But when she ascended the stairs, her footsteps led her not to her bedroom but to her study, where she spent the rest of the night in restless perusal of True’s Catalogue of Aquatic Mammals.
At six o’clock, Miss Carstairs rang for Sarah to bring her rolls and coffee. By 6:30 she had eaten, bathed, and dressed herself, and was on her way to the conservatory. Her find lay as she had left it, half in and half out of the water. By the light of day, she could see that its muscular tail grew into a powerful torso, scaleless and furless and furnished with what looked like arms, jointed like a human’s and roped with long, smooth muscles under a protective layer of fat. Its head was spherical, and flanked by a pair of ears shaped and webbed like fins.
At first, Miss Carstairs refused to believe the evidence of her eyes. Perhaps, she thought, she was overtired from reading all night. The creature, whatever it was, would soon yield its secrets to her scalpel and prove to be nothing more wonderful than a deformed porpoise or a freak manatee.
She took its head in her hands. Its skin was cool and pliant and slimy, very unpleasant to touch, as though a fish had sloughed its scales but not its protective mucus. She lifted its thick, lashless lids to reveal pearly eyes, rolled upward. She had never touched nor seen the like. A new species, perhaps? A new genus?
With a rising excitement, Miss Carstairs palpated its skull, which was hairless and smooth except for the spiny ridge bisecting it, and fingered the slight protrusion between its eyes and lipless mouth. The protrusion was both fleshy and cartilaginous, like a human nose, and as Miss Carstairs acknowledged the similarity, the specimen’s features resolved into an unmistakably anthropoid arrangement of eyes, nose, mouth, and chin. The creature was, in fact, neither deformed nor freakish but, in its own way, harmoniously formed and perfectly adapted to its environment as an elephant or a chimpanzee. A certain engraving in a long-forgotten book of fairy tales came to her mind, of a wistful child with a human body and a fish’s tail.
Miss Carstairs plumped heavily into her wicker chair. Here, lying on a rock in her father’s goldfish pond, was a species never examined by Mr. Darwin or classified by Linnaeus. Here was a biological anomaly, a scientific impossibility. Here, in short, was a mermaid, and she, Edith Carstairs, had collected it.
Shyly, almost reverently, Miss Carstairs approached the creature anew. She turned the lax head toward her, then prodded at its wide, lipless mouth to get a look at its teeth. A faint, cool air fanned her fingers, and she snatched them back as though the creature had bitten her. Could it be alive? Miss Carstairs laid her hand flat against its chest and felt nothing; hesitated, laid her ear where her hand had been, and heard a faint thumping, slower than a human heartbeat.
In terror lest the creature awake before she could examine it properly, Miss Carstairs snatched up her calipers and her sketchbook and began to make detailed notes of its anatomy. She measured its cranium, which she found to be as commodious as most men’s, and traced its webbed, four-fingered hands. She sketched it full-length from all angles, then made piecemeal studies of its head and finny ears, its curiously muscled torso and its horny claws. From the absence of external genitalia and the sleek roundness of its limbs and body, she thought her specimen to be female, even though it lacked the melon breasts and streaming golden hair of legend. But breasts and streaming hair would drag terribly, Miss Carstairs thought: a real mermaid would be better off without them. By the same token, a real merman would be better off without the drag of external genitals. On the question of the creature’s sex, Miss Carstairs decided to reserve judgment.
Promptly at one o’clock, Sarah brought her luncheon—a cutlet and a glass of barley water—and still the creature lay unconscious. Miss Carstairs swallowed the cutlet hastily between taking wax impressions of its claws and scraping slime from its skin to examine under her microscope. She drew a small measure of its thin scarlet blood and poked curiously at the complexity of tissue fringing the apparent opening of its ears, which had no parallel in any lunged aquatic animal she knew. It might, she thought, be gills.
By seven o’clock, Miss Carstairs had abandoned hope. She leaned over her mermaid, pinched the verdigris forearm between her nails, and looked closely at the face for some sign of pain. The wide mouth remained slack; the webbed ears lay flat and unmoving against the skull. It must be dead after all. It seemed that she would have to content herself with dissecting the creature’s cadaver, and now was not too early to begin. So she laid out her scalpels and her bone saw and rang for the men to hoist the specimen out of the pool and onto the potting table.
“Carefully, carefully, now.” Miss Carstairs hovered anxiously as Stephen and John struggled with the slippery bulk and sighed as it slipped out of their hands. As it landed belly-down across the stone coping, the creature gave a great huff and twitched as though it had been electrified. Then it flopped backward, twisted eel-quick under the water, and peered up at Miss Carstairs from the bottom of the pool, fanning its webbed ears and gaping.
The men fled, stumbling and slipping in their haste.
Fairly trembling with excitement, Miss Carstairs leaned over the water and stared at her acquisition. The mer-creature, mouthing the water, stared back. The tissue in front of its ears fluttered rhythmically, and Miss Carstairs knew a moment of pure scientific gratification. Her hypothesis was proved correct; it did indeed have gills as well as lungs.
The mer undulated gently from crest to tail-tip, then darted from one extremity of the pool to the other, sending water slopping into Miss Carstairs’s lap. She recoiled, shook out her skirts, and looked up to see the mer peering over the coping, its eyes deep-set, milk-blue, and as intelligently mournful as a whipped dog’s.
Miss Carstairs grinned, then hastily schooled her lips into a solemn line. Had not Mr. Darwin suggested that to most lower animals, a smile is a sign of challenge? If the creature was the oceanic ape it appeared to be, then might it not, as apes do, find her involuntary smile as terrifying as a shark’s grinning maw? Was a mer a mammal at all, or was an amphibian? Did it properly belong to a genus, or was it, like the platypus, sui generis? She resolved to reread Mr. Gunther’s The Study of Fishes and J. E. Grey on seals.
While Miss Carstairs was pondering its origins, the mer seemed to be pondering Miss Carstairs. It held her eyes steadily with its pearly gaze, and Miss Carstairs began to fancy that she heard—no, it was rather that she sensed—a reverberant, rhythmic hushing like a swift tide withdrawing over the sand of a sea cave.
The light shimmered before her eyes. She shook her head and recalled that she had not eaten since lunch. A glance at the watch pinned to her breast told her that it was now past nine o’clock. Little wonder she was giddy, what with having had no sleep the night before and working over the mer-creature all day. Her eyes turned again to her specimen. She had intended ringing for fish and feeding it from her own hand, but now thought she would retire to her own belated supper and leave its feeding to the servants.
The next morning, much refreshed by her slumbers, Miss Carstairs returned to the conservatory armored with a bibbed denim apron and rubber boots. The mer was sitting perched on the highest point of the rock with its long fish’s tail curled around it, looking out over the rose beds to the sea.
It never moved when Miss Carstairs entered the conservatory, but gazed steadily out at the bright vista of water and rocky beach. It sat extremely upright, as if disdaining the unaccustomed weight of gravity on its spine, and its spiky crest was fully erect. One clawed hand maintained its balance on the rock; the other was poised on what Miss Carstairs was obliged to call its thigh. The wide flukes of its yellow-bronze tail draped behind and around it like a train and trailed on one side down to the water. This attitude was to become exceedingly familiar to Miss Carstairs in the weeks that followed; but on this first morning, it struck her as being at once human and alien, pathetic and comic, like a trousered chimpanzee riding a bicycle in a circus.
Having already sketched it from all angles, what Miss Carstairs chiefly wanted was for the mer to do something. Now that it was awake, she was hesitant to touch it, for its naked skin and high forehead made it look oddly human and its attitude forbade familiarity. Would it hear her, she wondered, if she tried to get its attention? Or were those earlike fans merely appendages to its gills?
Standing near the edge of the pool, Miss Carstairs clapped her hands sharply. One fluke stirred in the water, but that might have been coincidence. She cleared her throat. Nothing. She climbed upon a low stool, stood squarely in the creature’s field of vision, and said quite firmly, “How d’ye do?” Again, nothing, if she excepted an infinitesimal shivering of its skin that she might have imagined. “Boo!” cried Miss Carstairs then, waving her arms in the air and feeling more than a little foolish. “Boo! Boo!”
Without haste, the mer brought its eyes to her face and seemed to study her with a grave, incurious attention. Miss Carstairs climbed down and clasped her hands behind her back. Now that she had its attention, what would she do with it?
Conquering a most unscientific shrinking, Miss Carstairs unclasped her hands and reached one of them out to the creature, palm upward, as if it had been a strange dog. The mer immediately dropped from its upright seat to a sprawling crouch, and to Miss Carstairs’s horrified fascination, the movement released from a pouch beneath its belly a boneless, fleshy ocher member that could only be its—unmistakably male—genitalia.
Miss Carstairs hid her confusion in a Boston fern, praying that the merman would withdraw his nakedness, or at least hide it in the water. But when she turned back, he was still stretched at full length along the stone, his outsized privates boldly—Miss Carstairs could only think defiantly—displayed.
He was smiling.
There was nothing pleasant, welcoming, friendly, or even tangentially human about the merman’s smile. His gaping mouth was full of needle teeth. Behind them, his gorge was pale rose and palpitating. He had no tongue.
Although she might be fifty years old and a virgin, Miss Carstairs was no delicate maiden lady. Before she was a spinster or even a woman, she was a naturalist, and she immediately forgot the merman’s formidable sexual display in wonder at his formidable dentition. Orally, at least, the merman was all fish. His grin displayed to advantage the tooth plate lining his lower jaw, the respiratory lamellae flanking his pharynx, the inner gill septa. Miss Carstairs seized her notebook, licked the point of her pencil, and began to sketch diligently. Once she glanced up to verify the double row of teeth in the lower jaw. The merman was still grinning at her. A moment later she looked again; he had disappeared. Hurriedly, Miss Carstairs laid aside her book and searched the pool. Yes, there he was at the deep end, belly-down against the pebbled bottom.
Miss Carstairs seated herself upon the coping to think. Had the merman acted from instinct or intelligence? If he had noted her shock at the sight of his genitals, then his flourishing them might be interpreted as a deliberate attempt to discomfit her. On the other hand, the entire display could have been a simple example of instinctive aggression, like a male mandrill presenting his crimson posterior to an intruder.
Miss Carstairs mounted to her study and picked up her pen to record her observations. As she inscribed the incident, she became increasingly convinced that the merman’s action must be the result of deliberate intention. No predator—and the merman’s teeth left no doubt that he was a predator—would instinctively bare rather than protect the most vulnerable portion of his anatomy. He must, therefore, have exposed himself in a gesture of defiance and contempt. But such a line of reasoning, however theoretically sound, did not go far in proving that her merman was capable of reasoned behavior. She must find a way to test his intelligence empirically.
Miss Carstairs looked blindly out over the autumn-bright ocean glittering below her. The Duke of Argyll had written that Man was unique among animals in being a tool-user. Yet Mr. Darwin had argued persuasively that chimpanzees and orangutans commonly use sticks and stones to open hard nuts or knock down fruit. Surely no animal lower than an ape would think to procure his food using anything beyond his own well-adapted natural equipment.
Since he was immured in a kind of free-swimming larder, Miss Carstairs could not count upon the merman’s being hungry enough to spring her trap for the bait alone. The test must engage his interest as well. Trap: now there was an idea. What if she were to use one of the patent wire rattraps stacked in the garden shed? She could put a fish in a rattrap—a live fish, she thought, would prove more attractive than a dressed one—and offer the merman an array of tools with which to open it—a crowbar, perhaps a pair of wire snips. Yes, thought Miss Carstairs, she would put the fish in a rattrap and throw it into the pool to see what the merman would make of it.
Next morning the merman had resumed his station on the rock looking, if anything, more woebegone than he had the day before. Somewhat nervously, Miss Carstairs entered the conservatory carrying a bucket of water with a live mackerel in it. She was followed by Stephen, who was laden with the rattrap, a crowbar, a pair of wire snips, and a small hacksaw. With his help, Miss Carstairs introduced the mackerel into the trap and lowered it into the deep end of the pool. Then she dismissed Stephen, positioned herself in the wicker chair, pulled Descent of Man from her pocket, and pretended to read.
The tableau held for a quarter of an hour or so. Miss Carstairs sat, the merman sat, the rattrap with its mackerel rested on the bottom of the pool, and the tools lay on the coping as on a workbench, with the handles neatly turned toward their projected user. Finally, Miss Carstairs slapped over the page and humphed disgustedly; the merman slithered off the rock into the pool.
A great rolling and slopping of briny water ensued. When the tumult ceased, the merman’s head popped up, grinning ferociously. He was clearly incensed, and although his attitude was comic, Miss Carstairs was not tempted to laugh.
With an audible snap, the merman shut his gaping mouth, lifted the rattrap onto the rock, hauled himself up beside it, and carefully examined the tools set out before him. The wire snips he passed over without hesitation. The hacksaw he felt with one finger, which he hastily withdrew when he caught it upon the ragged teeth; Miss Carstairs was interested to observe that he carried the injured member to his mouth to suck just as a man or a monkey would. Then he grasped the crowbar and brought it whistling down upon the trap, distorting it enough for him to see that one end was not made all of a piece with the rest. He steadied the trap with one hand and, thrusting the crowbar through the flap, pried it free with a single mighty heave. Swiftly, he reached inside and grabbed the wildly flapping mackerel.
For a time the merman held the fish before him as if debating what to do with it. He looked from the fish to Miss Carstairs and from Miss Carstairs to the fish, and she heard a sound like a sigh, accompanied by a slight fluttering of his gill flaps. This sigh, combined with his habitual expression of settled melancholy, made his attitude so like that of an elderly gentleman confronted with unfamiliar provender that Miss Carstairs smiled a little in spite of herself. The merman stiffened and gazed at her intently. A long moment passed, and Miss Carstairs heard—or thought she heard—a noise of water rushing over sand; saw—or thought she heard—a glimmer as of sun filtered through clear water.
Now, Miss Carstairs was not a woman given either to the vapors or to lurid imaginings. Thunderstorms that set more delicate nerves quivering merely stimulated her; bones and entrails left her unmoved. Furthermore, she was never ill and had never been subject to sick headaches. So, when her head began to throb and her eyes to dazzle with sourceless pinwheels of light, Miss Carstairs simply closed her eyes to discover whether the effect would disappear. The sound of rushing waters receded; the throb subsided to a dull ache. She opened her eyes to the merman’s pearly stare, and sound and pain and glitter returned.
At this point she thought it would be only sensible to avert her eyes. But being sensible would not teach her why the merman sought to mesmerize her or why his stare caused her head to ache so. Deliberately, she abandoned herself to his gaze.
All at once, Miss Carstairs found herself at sea. Chilly green-gray depths extended above and below her, fishy shadows darted past the edges of her vision. She was swimming in a strong and unfamiliar current. The ocean around her tasted of storm and rocks and fear. She knew beyond doubt that she was being swept ever closer to a strange shore, and although she was strong, she was afraid. Her tail scraped sand; the current crossed with windblown waves and conspired to toss her ashore. Bruised, torn, gasping for breath in the thin air, Miss Carstairs fainted.
She came to herself some little time later, her eyes throbbing viciously and her ears ringing. The merman was nowhere to be seen. Slowly, Miss Carstairs dragged herself to her chair and rang for Sarah. She would need tea, perhaps even a small brandy, before she could think of mounting the stairs. She felt slightly seasick.
Sarah exclaimed in shock at her mistress’s appearance. “I’ve had a bit of a turn,” said Miss Carstairs shortly. “No doubt I stayed up too late last night reading. If you would bring me some brandy and turn down my bed, I think I should like to lie down. No,”—in answer to Sarah’s inquiring look—“you must not call Dr. Bland. I have a slight headache; that is all.”
Some little time later, Miss Carstairs lay in her darkened bedroom with a handkerchief soaked in eau de cologne pressed to her aching forehead. She did not know whether to exult or to despair. If her recent vision had been caused by the feverish overexcitement of an unbridled imagination, she feared that excessive study, coupled with spinsterhood, had finally driven her mad as her mother had always warned her it would.
But if the vision had been caused by the merman’s deliberate attempt to “speak” to her, she had made a discovery of considerable scientific importance.
Miss Carstairs stirred impatiently against her pillows. Suppose, for the sake of argument, that the experience was genuine. That would suggest that somewhere in the unexplored deeps of the ocean was a race of mermen who could cast images, emotion, even sounds, from mind to mind. Fantastic as the thing sounded, it could be so. In the first edition of the Origin, Mr. Darwin had written that over the ages a bear might develop baleen and flippers, evolving finally into a kind of furry whale, if living upon plankton had become necessary to the species’ survival. The general mechanism of evolution might, given the right circumstances, produce anthropoid creatures adapted for life in the sea. Why should not some ambitious prehistoric fish develop arms and a large, complex brain, or some island-dwelling ape take to the sea and evolve gills and a tail?
Evolution could also account for a telepathic method of communication, just as it accounted for a verbal one. To Miss Carstairs’s mind, the greater mystery was how she could have received and understood a psychic message. Presumably, some highly evolved organ or cerebral fold peculiar to mermen transmitted their thoughts; how could she, poor clawless, gill-less, forked creature that she was, share such an organ?
An exquisitely stabbing pain caused Miss Carstairs to clutch the handkerchief to her brow. She must rest, she thought. So she measured herself a small dose of laudanum, swallowed it, and slept.
Next morning, armed with smelling salts and a pair of smoked glasses that had belonged to her mother, Miss Carstairs approached the conservatory in no very confident mood. Her brain felt sore and bruised, almost stiff, like a long-immobilized limb that had been suddenly and violently exercised. Hesitantly, she peered through the French doors; the merman was back on his rock, staring out to sea. Determined that she would not allow him to overcome her with visions, she averted her gaze, then marched across the conservatory, seated herself, and perched the smoked glasses on her nose before daring to look up,
Whether it was the smoked glasses or Miss Carstairs’s inward shrinking that weakened the effect of the merman’s stare, this second communion was less intimate than the first. Miss Carstairs saw a coral reef and jewel-like fish darting and hovering over the sea floor like images painted on thin silk, accompanied by a distant chorus of squeaks, whistles, and random grunts. She did not, however, feel the press of the ocean upon her or any emotion other than her own curiosity and wonder.
“Is that your home?” she asked absurdly, and the images stopped. The merman’s face did not, apparently could not, change its expression, but he advanced his sloping chin and fluttered his webbed fingers helplessly in front of his chest. “You’re puzzled,” said Miss Carstairs softly. “I don’t wonder. But if you’re as intelligent as I hope, you will deduce that I am trying to speak to you in my way as you are trying to speak to me in yours.”
This speech was answered by a pause, then a strong burst of images: a long-faced grouper goggling through huge, smoky eyes; a merman neatly skewered on a harpoon; clouds of dark blood drifting down a swift current. Gasping in pain, Miss Carstairs reeled as she sat and, knocking off the useless smoked spectacles, pressed her hands to her eyes. The pain subsided to a dull ache.
“I see that I shall have to find a way of talking to you,” she said aloud. Fluttering claws signed the merman’s incomprehension. “When you shout at me, it is painful.” Her eye caught the hacksaw still lying by the pool. She retrieved it, offered it to the merman blade-first. He recoiled and sucked his finger reminiscently. Miss Carstairs touched her own finger to the blade, tore the skin, then gasped as she had when he had “shouted” at her and, clutching her bleeding finger dramatically, closed her eyes and lay back in her chair.
A moment passed. Miss Carstairs sat slowly upright as a sign that the performance was over. The merman covered his face with his fingers, webs spread wide to veil his eyes.
It was clearly a gesture of submission and apology, and Miss Carstairs was oddly moved by it. Cautiously, she leaned over the coping, and grasped him lightly by the wrist. He stiffened, but did not pull away. “I accept your apology, merman,” she said, keeping her face as impassive as his. “I think we’ve had enough for one day. Tomorrow we’ll talk again.”
Over the course of the next few weeks, Miss Carstairs learned to communicate with her merman by working out a series of dumb shows signifying various simple commands: “Too loud!” and “Yes” and “No.” For more complex communications, she spoke to him as he spoke to her: by means of images.
The first day, she showed him an engraving of the Sirens that she had found in an illustrated edition of The Odyssey. It showed three fishtailed women, rather heavy about the breasts and belly, disposed gracefully on a rocky outcropping, combing their long falls of hair. The merman studied this engraving attentively. Then he fluttered his claws and sighed.
“I don’t blame you,” said Miss Carstairs. “They look too stupid to sit on the rocks and sing at the same time, much less swim.” She laid aside The Odyssey and took up a tinted engraving of a parrotfish. The merman advanced his head and sniffed, then snatched the sheet from Miss Carstairs’s fingers and turned it this way and that. Catching her eyes, he sent her a vision of that same fish, shining vermilion and electric blue through clear tropical waters, its hard beak patiently scraping polyps out of coral dotted with the waving fronds of sea worms. Suddenly one of the coral’s thornier parasites revealed itself as a merman’s hand by grabbing the parrotfish and sweeping it into the predator’s jaws. “Oh,” said Miss Carstairs involuntarily as she became aware of an exciting, coppery smell and an altogether unfamiliar taste in her mouth. “Oh my.”
She closed her eyes and the vision dispersed. Her mouth watering slightly and her hands trembling, she picked up her pen to describe the experience. Something of her confusion must have communicated itself to the merman, for when she next sought his eyes, he gave her a gossamer vision of a school of tiny fish flashing brilliant fins. Over time, she came to recognize that this image served him for a smile, and that other seemingly random pictures signified other common emotions: sunlight through clear water was laughter; a moray eel, heavy, hideous, and sharply toothed, was grief.
Autumn wore on to winter, and Miss Carstairs became increasingly adept at eliciting and reading the merman’s images. Every morning she would go to the conservatory bearing engravings or sepia photographs and, with their help, wrestle some part of the merman’s knowledge from him. Every afternoon, weather permitting, she would pace the marshes or the beach, sorting and digesting. Then, after an early dinner, she would settle herself at her desk and work on “A Preliminary Study of the Species Homo Oceanus Telepathicans, With Some Observations on His Society.”
This document, which she was confidant would assure E. Monroe Carstairs a chapter of his own in the annals of marine biology, began with a detailed description of the merman and the little she had been able to learn about his anatomy. The next section dealt with his psychic abilities; the next was headed “Communication and Society”:
As we have seen (Miss Carstairs wrote), quite a sophisticated level of communication can be achieved by an intelligent merman. Concrete as they necessarily are, his visions can, when properly read and interpreted, convey abstract ideas of some subtlety. But they can convey them only to one other mer. Chemical exudations (vide supra) signal only the simplest mer emotions: distress, lust, fear, anger, avoidance; booms and whistles attract a companion’s attention or guide cooperative hunting maneuvers. All fine shades of meaning, all philosophy, all poetry, can pass from one mer to another only by direct and lengthy mutual gazing.
This fact, coupled with an instinctive preference for solitude similar to that of the harlequin bass (S. tigrinus) and the reef shark (C. melanopterus), has prevented H. oceanus from evolving anything that H. sapiens would recognize as a civilized society. From the time they can safely fend for themselves at about the age of six, mer-children desert their parents to swim and hunt alone, often faring from one ocean to another in their wanderings. When one of these mer-children meets with another of approximately its own age, it will generally pair with that mer-child, whether it be of the same or of the opposite sex. Such a pairing, which seems to be instinctive, is the merman’s only means of social intercourse. It may last from a season or two to several years, but a couple with an infant commonly stays together until the child is ready to swim free. Legends exist of couples who swam faithfully together for decades, but as a rule, the enforced and extreme intimacy of telepathic communication comes to wear more and more heavily on one or both members of a pair until they are forced to part. Each mer then swims alone for whatever period of time fate and preference may dictate, until he meets with another receptive mer, when the cycle begins again.
Because of this peculiar behavioral pattern, the mer-folk can have no government, no religion, no community; in short, no possibility of developing a civilization even as primitive as that of a tribe of savages. Some legends they do have (vide Appendix A), some image-poems of transcendent beauty remembered and transmitted from pair to pair over the ages. But any new discovery made by a merman or a merwoman swimming alone may all too easily die with its maker or become garbled in transmission between pair and pair. For, except within the pair-bond, the mer’s instinct for cooperation is not strong.
The more she learned about the customs of the mer-folk, the more conscious Miss Carstairs became of how fortunate she was that the merman had consented to speak to her at all. Mermen swimming solitary were a cantankerous lot, as likely to attack a chance-met pair or single mer as to flee it.
Though Miss Carstairs realized that the merman must look upon her as his companion for the duration of his cycle of sociability, she did not fully understand the implications such a companionship had for him. When she thought of his feelings at all, she imagined that he viewed her with the same benevolent curiosity with which she viewed him, never considering that their relationship might seem different from his side of the equation.
The crisis came in early December, when Miss Carstairs determined that it was time to tackle the subject of mer reproductive biology. She knew that an examination of the rituals of courtship and mating was central to the study of any new species, and no scientist, however embarrassing he might find the subject, was justified in shirking it. So Miss Carstairs gathered together her family album and a porcelain baby doll exhumed from a trunk in the attic, and used them, along with an anatomy text, to give the merman a basic lesson in human reproduction.
At first, it seemed to Miss Carstairs that the merman was being particularly inattentive. But close observation having taught her to recognize his moods, she realized at length that his tapping fingers, gently twitching crest, and reluctance to meet her eyes, all signaled acute embarrassment.
Miss Carstairs found this most interesting. She tapped on his wrist to get his attention, then shook her head and briefly covered her eyes. “I’m sorry,“ she told him, then held out a sepia photograph of herself as a stout and solemn infant propped between her frowning parents on a horsehair sofa. “But you must tell me what I want to know.”
In response, the merman erected his crest, gaped fiercely, then dove into the deepest cranny of the pool, where he wantonly dismembered Miss Carstairs’s largest lobster. In disgust, she threw the baby doll into the pool after him and stalked from the room. She was furious. Without this section, her article must remain unfinished, and she was anxious to send it off. After having exposed himself on the occasion of their first meeting, after having allowed her to rummage almost at will through his memories and his mind, why would he so suddenly turn coy?
All that afternoon, Miss Carstairs pondered the merman’s reaction to her question, and by evening had concluded that mer-folk had some incomprehensible taboo concerning the facts of reproduction. Perhaps reflection would show him that there was no shame in revealing them to her, who could have only an objective and scientific interest in them. It never occurred to her that it might bewilder or upset the merman to speak of mating to a female to whom he was bonded, but with whom he could never hope to mate.
The next morning, Miss Carstairs entered the conservatory to see the merman sitting on his rock, his face turned sternly from the ocean and towards the door. Clearly, he was waiting for her, and when she took her seat and lifted her eyes to his, she felt absurdly like a girl caught out in some childish peccadillo and called into her mother’s sitting room to be chastised.
Without preamble, the merman sent a series of images breaking over her. Two mer—one male, one female—swam together, hunted, coupled. Soon they parted, one to the warm coral reefs, the other to arctic seas. The merwoman swam, hunted, explored. A time passed: not long, although Miss Carstairs could not have told how she knew. The merwoman met a merwoman, drove her away, met a merman, flung herself upon him amorously. This exchange was more complex than the earlier couplings; the merman resisted and fled when it was accomplished.
The merman began to eat prodigiously. He sought a companion and came upon a merman, with whom he mated, and who hunted for him when he could no longer easily hunt for himself. As the merman became heavier, he seemed to become greedier, stuffing his pouch with slivers of fish as if to hoard them. How ridiculous, thought Miss Carstairs. Then, all at once, the scales covering the pouch gave a writhing heave and a tiny crested head popped out. Tiny gills fluttered; tiny arms worked their way out of their confinement. Claiming its wandering gaze with iridescent eyes, the merman’s companion coaxed the infant from its living cradle and took it tenderly into his arms.
Three days later, Miss Carstairs sent John to the village to mail the completed manuscript of her article, and then she put it out of her mind as firmly as she could. Brooding, she told herself, would not speed it any faster to the editor’s desk or influence him to look more kindly upon it once it got there. In the meanwhile, she must not waste time. There was much more the merman could tell her, much more for her to learn. Her stacks of notes and manuscript pages grew higher.
In late January, “Preliminary Study of the Species Homo Oceanus Telepathicans” was returned with a polite letter of thanks. As always, the editor of The American Naturalist admired Mr. Carstairs’s graceful prose style and clear exposition, but feared that this particular essay was more a work of imagination than of scientific observation. Perhaps it could find a more appropriate place in a literary journal.
Miss Carstairs tore the note into small pieces. Then she went down to the conservatory. The merman met her eyes when she entered, recoiled, and grinned angrily at her; Miss Carstairs grinned angrily back. She felt that her humiliation was his fault, that he had misled or lied to her. She wanted to dissect his brain and send it pickled to the editor of The American Naturalist; she wanted him to know exactly what had happened and how he had been the cause of it all. But since she had no way to tell him this, Miss Carstairs fled the house for the windy marshes, where she squelched through the matted beach grass until she was exhausted. Humanity had always bored her and now scholarship had betrayed her. She had nothing else.
Standing ankle-deep in a brackish pool, Miss Carstairs looked back across the marshes to her house. The sun rode low in a mackerel sky; its light danced on the calm water around her and glanced off the conservatory glazing. The merman would be sitting on his rock like the Little Mermaid in the tale her father had read her, gazing out over the ocean he could not reach. She had a sudden vision of a group of learned men standing around him, shaking their heads, stroking their whiskers, and debating whether or not this so-called merman had an immortal soul. Perhaps it was just as well the editor of The American Naturalist had rejected the article. Miss Carstairs could imagine sharing her knowledge of the merman with the world, but she could not share the merman himself. He had become necessary to her, her one comfort and her sole companion.
Next morning she was back in the conservatory, and on each morning succeeding. Day after day she gazed through the merman’s eyes as if he were a living bathysphere, watching damselfish and barracuda stitch silver through the greenish antlers of elkhorn coral, observing the languorous unfurling of the manta ray’s wings and the pale groping fingers of hungry anemones. As she opened herself to the merman’s visions, Miss Carstairs began not only to see and hear, but also to feel, to smell, even to taste, the merman’s homesick memories. She became familiar with the complex symphony of the ocean, the screeching scrape of parrotfish beaks over coral, the tiny, amatory grunts of frillfins. In the shape of palpable odors present everywhere in the water, she learned the distinct tastes of fear, of love, of blood, of anger. Sometimes, after a day of vicarious exploration, she would lie in her bed at night and weep for the thinness of the air around her, the silent flatness of terrestrial night.
The snow fell without Miss Carstairs’s noticing, melted and turned to rain, which froze again, then warmed and gentled toward spring. In her abandoned study, the ink dried in the well and the books and papers lay strewn around the desk like old wrecks. Swimming with the merman in the open sea, Miss Carstairs despised the land. When she walked abroad, she avoided the marshes and clambered over the weed-slick rocks to the end of the spit, where she would stand shivering in the wind and spray, staring into the waves breaking at her feet. Most days, however, she spent in the conservatory, gazing hungrily into the merman’s pearly eyes.
The merman’s visions were becoming delirious with the need for freedom as, in his own way, he pleaded with Miss Carstairs to release him. He showed her mermen caught in fishermen’s nets, torn beyond recognition by their struggles to escape the ropes. He showed her companions turning on each other, mate devouring mate when the social cycle of one had outlasted the patience of the other. Blinded by her own hunger, Miss Carstairs viewed these horrific images simply as dramatic incidents in his submarine narrative, like sharks feeding or grouper nibbling at the eyes of drowned sailors.
When at last the merman took to sulking under the rock, Miss Carstairs sat in her wicker chair like a squid lurking among the coral, waiting patiently for him to emerge. She knew the pond was small; she sensed that the ocean’s limitless freedom was more real to him when he shared his memories of it. She reasoned that no matter how distasteful the process had become, he must eventually rise and feed her the visions she craved. If, from time to time, she imagined that he might end her tyranny by tearing out her throat, she dismissed the fear. Was he not wholly in her power? When she knew the ocean as well as he, when she could name each fish with its own song, then she would let him swim free.
One spring morning, Miss Carstairs came down to the conservatory to find the rock empty. At first she thought the merman was hiding; only when she moved toward the pool did she notice that the floor of the conservatory was awash with water and the door was ajar. Against all odds, her merman had found a way to escape her.
Miss Carstairs groped for her wicker chair and sat, bereaved and betrayed as she had not been since her father’s death. Her eye fell on the open door; she saw blood and water smeared over the steps. Rising hurriedly, she followed the trail through the garden to where the merman lay unconscious at the head of the beach stairs. With anxious, delicate fingers, she caressed his mouth and chest to feel the thin breath coming from his lips and the faint rhythmic beat under his ribs. His tail was scored and tattered where the gravel garden path had torn away the scales.
Somewhere in her soul, Miss Carstairs felt dismay and tenderness and horror. But in the forefront of her brain, she was conscious only of anger. She had fed him, she thought; she had befriended him; she had opened her mind to his visions. How dare he abandon her? Grasping him by the shoulders, she shook him violently. “Wake up and look at me!” she shouted.
Obediently, the merman opened his opalescent eyes and conjured a vision: the face of a middle-aged human woman. It was a simian face, slope-jawed and snub-nosed, wrinkled and brown.
The ape-woman opened her mouth, showing large, flat teeth. Grimacing fearfully, she stooped toward Miss Carstairs and seized her shoulders with stubby fingers that stung and burned her like anemones. Harsh noises scraped over Miss Carstairs’s ears, bearing with them the taint of hunger and need and envy as sweat bears the taint of fear. Miss Carstairs tore herself from the ape-woman’s poisonous grasp and covered her face with her hands.
A claw gripped her wrist, shook it to get her attention. Reluctantly, Miss Carstairs removed her hands and saw the merman, immovably melancholy, peering up at her. How could he bear to look at her? she wondered miserably. He shook his head, a gesture he had learned from her, and answered her with a kind of child’s sketch: an angular impression of a woman’s face, inhumanly beautiful in its severity. Expressions of curiosity, wonder, joy, discovery darted across the woman’s features like a swarm of minnows, and she tasted as strongly of solitude as a free-swimming mer.
Through her grief and remorse, Miss Carstairs recognized the justice of each of these portraits. “Beast and angel,” she murmured, remembering old lessons, and again the merman nodded. “No, I’m not a mer, am I, however much I have longed for the sea. And it isn’t you I want, but what you know, what you have seen.”
The merman showed her a coral reef, bright and various, which seemed to grow as she watched, becoming more complex, more brilliant with each addition; then an image of herself standing knee-deep in the sea, watching the merman swim away from her. She smelled of acceptance, resignation, inwardness—the taste of a mer parting from a loved companion.
Wearily, Miss Carstairs rubbed her forehead, which throbbed with multiplying thoughts. Her notebooks, her scholarship, her long-neglected study, all called to her through the merman’s vision. At the same time, she noted that he was responding directly to her. Had she suddenly learned to speak visions? Had he learned to see words? Beyond these thoughts, Miss Carstairs was conscious of the fierce warmth of the spring sun, the rich smell of the damp soil, and the faint green rustle of growing leaves. She didn’t know if they were the merman’s perceptions or her own.
Miss Carstairs pulled herself heavily to her feet and brushed down her skirts with a shaking hand. “It’s high time for you to be off,” she said. “I’ll just ring for Stephen and John to fetch the sling.” Unconsciously, she sought the savor of disapproval and rum that was John’s signal odor; it lingered near the kitchen door. At the same time, she had a clear vision of Stephen, wrapped in a disreputable jacket, plodding with bucket and fishing pole across the garden to the seawall. She saw him from above, as she had seen him from her bedroom window early that morning. So it was her vision, not the merman’s. The scientist in her noted the fact, and also that the throbbing in her head had settled down to a gentle pulse, discernible, like the beating of her heart, only if she concentrated on it.
A laughing school of fish flashed through the ordered currents of her thoughts, and Miss Carstairs understood that the merman found her new consciousness amusing. Then a searing sense of heat and a tight, itching pain under her skin sent her running into the house shouting for John. When he appeared—from the kitchen, she noted—she said, “Get a bucket and a blanket and wet down the merman. You’ll find him in the garden, near the sundial. Then bring the stretcher.” He gaped at her uncomprehendingly. “Hurry!” she snapped, and strode off toward the seawall in search of Stephen.
Following his scent, she found him hunched over his fishing pole and his pipe. He tasted of wet wool, tobacco, and solitude. “Stephen, I have learned everything from the merman that he is able to tell me. I have decided to release him.”
Stephen began to pull in his line. “Yes, Miss,” he said. “About time.”
The tide was going out, and the men had to carry their burden far past the tidal pool where the merman had first washed ashore. It was heavy going, for the wet sand was soft and the merman was heavy. When they came to water at last, Miss Carstairs stood by as they released the merman into the shallows, then waded out up to her knees to stand beside him. The sun splintered the water into blinding prisms; she turned her eyes inshore, away from the glare. Behind her, Stephen and John were trudging back toward the beach, the conservatory glittering above them like a crystal jewel box. Sharp tastes of old seaweed and salt-crusted rocks stung her nose. Squinting down, Miss Carstairs saw the merman floating quietly against the pull of the sea, one webbed hand grasping the sodden fabric of her skirt. His crest was erect, his mouth a little open. Miss Carstairs read joy in his pearly eyes, and something like regret.
“I shall not forget what you have shown me,” she said, although she knew the words to be superfluous. Mentally, she called up the ape-woman and the scientist and fused them into a composite portrait of a human woman, beast and angel, heart and mind, need and reason; and she offered that portrait to the merman as a gift, an explanation, a farewell. Then he was gone, and Miss Carstairs began to wade back to shore.



Sea-Hearts
Margo Lanagan
There’s never silence, is there? There’s always the sea, sucking and sighing. However many doors you like to close between yourself and it, when all other bustlings and conversations cease or pause, always it whispers: Still I am here. Hear me?
“That oul witch Messkeletha is down there again,” said Raditch.
“’t’s all right. We’re plenty,” said Grinny.
“We’re plenty and we have business,” James said with some bluster—he was as scared of her as anyone. He shook his empty sack. “We have been sent by our mams. We’re to provide for our famblies.”
“Yer.”
“Hear.”
And down the cliff we went. It was a poisonous day. Every now and again the naughty wind would take a rest from pressing us to the wall, and try to pull us off it instead. We would grab together and sit, then, making a bigger person’s weight that it could not remove. The sea was gray with white bits of temper all over it; the sky sailed full of different clouds, torn into strips, very ragged.
We spilled out onto the sand. There are two ways you can fetch sea-hearts. You can go up the tide-wrack; you will find more there, but they will be harder, dryer for lying there, and many of them dead. You can still eat them, but they will take more cooking, and unless you bile them through the night more chewing. They are altogether more difficult.
Those of us whose mams had sighed or dads had smacked their heads for bringing them went down the water. Grinny ran ahead and picked up the first heart, but nobody raced him; we could see them all along the sea-shined sand there, plenty for all our families. They do not keep, once collected. They can lie drying in the wrack for days and still be tolerable eating, but put them in a house and they’ll do any number of awful things: collapse in a smell, sprout white fur, explode themselves all over your pantry-shelf. So there is no point grabbing up more than you need.
Along we went, in a bunch because of the witch. She sat halfway along the distance we needed to go, and exactly halfway between tideline and water, as if she meant to catch the lot of us. She had a grand pile of weed that she was knitting up beside her, and another of blanket she had already made, and the knobs of her iron needles jittered and danced as she made more, and the rest of her was immovable as rocks, except her swiveling head, which watched us, watched the sea, swung to face us again.
“Oh,” breathed James. “Maybe we can come back later.”
“Come now, look at this catch,” I said. “We will just gather all up and run home and it will be done. Think how pleased your mam will be! Look at this!” I lifted one; it was a doubler, one sea-heart clammed upon another like hedgehogs in the spring.
“She spelled Duster Kimes dotty,” he whimpered.
“Kimeses are all dotty,” I said. How like my dad I sounded, so sensible, knowing everything. “Duster is just more frightenable than the rest. Come, look.” And I thrust a good big heart into his hands, sharp with barnacles to wake him up.
The ones as still floats is the best, most tender, though the ones that’s landed, leaning in the wet with sea-spit still around them, is still good, and so even are those that have sat only a little, up there along the drying rime, beginning to dry themselves. The others were dancing along the wrack, gathering too much, especially lad Cawdron. He was too little; why hadn’t Raditch told him? We would have to tip most that sack out, or he’d stink up half the town with the waste.
“They’ll not need to go as far as us,” said Grinny at my elbow.
I dropped a nice wet-heavy heart in my sack. “We can call them down here, make us up some numbers . . . ”
No more had I said it than Grinny was off up the beach fetching them. He must have been scareder than he looked.
I preoccupied myself catching floating ones without sogging my trouser-edges. Some people eat the best ones raw, particularly mams; they drink up the liquor inside, and if there is more than one mam there they will exclaim how delicious, and if not they will go quiet and stare away from everyone. If it is only dads, they will say to each other, “I cannot see the ’traction, myself,” and smack their lips and toss the heartskin in the pot for biling with the rest. If you bile the heart up whole, that clear liquor goes curdish; we were all brung up on that, spooned and spooned into us, and some kids never lose the taste. I quite like it myself, but only when I am ailing. It is bab-food, and a growing lad needs bread and meat, mostly.
Anyway, the wrack-hunters came down and made a big crowd with us. Harper picked up a wet heart and weighed and turned it, and emptied his sack of dry ones to start again. Cawdron watched him, in great doubt now.
“Why’n’t you take a few o’ these, Cawdron?” I said. “’Stead of all them jaw-breakers. Your mam will think you a champion.”
He stared at the heart glistening by his foot, and then came alive and upended his sack. Oh, he had some dross in there; they bounced down the shore dry as pompons.
I picked up a few good hearts, if small, to encourage him. “See how all the shells is closed on it? And the thready weed still has some juice in it, see? Those is the signs, if you want to make mams happy.”
“Do they want small or big?” he says, taking one.
“Depends on her taste. Does she want small and quicker to cook, or fat and full of juice? My mam likes both, so I take a variety.”
And now we were quite close to the witch, in the back of the bunch, which was closer, quieter, and not half so dancey as before, oh no. And she was fixed on us, the face of our night-horrors, white and creased and greedy.
“Move along past,” I muttered. “Plenty on further.”
“Oh, plenty!” says Messkeletha, making me jump and stiffen. “Naught want to pause by oul Messkel and be knitted up, eh? Naught want to become piglets in a blanket!” Her eyes bulged in their cavities like glisteny rockpool creatures; I’d have wet myself had I had any in me to wet with.
“We is only c’lecting sea-hearts, Messkeletha,” says Grinny politely, and I was grateful to him for dragging her sights off me.
“Only!” she says, and her voice would tear tinplate. “Only collecting!”
“That’s right, for our mams’ dinners.”
She snorted, and matter flew out one of her nostrils and into the blanket. She knitted on savagely, the iron needles noising as would send your boy-sacks up inside you like started mice to their hole. “That’s right. Keep ’em sweet, keep ’em sweet, those pretty mams.”
There was a pause, she sounded so nasty, but Grinny took his life in his hands and went on. “That’s what we aim to do, ma’am.”
“Don’t ‘ma’am’ me, sprogget!”
We all jumped.
“Move along, all ye, and stop your gawking,” spat the witch. So I’m ugly and unmanned! So’s I make my own living! What’s the fascination? Staring there like folk at a hanging. Get out my sight, ’fore I emblanket youse and tangle you up to drown!”
Well, we didn’t need her to tell us twice.
“You can never tell which way she’ll go,” muttered Grinny.
“You did grand, Grin,” said Raditch. “I don’t know how you found a voice.” And Cawdron, I saw, was making sure to keep big Batton Baker between himself and the old crow.
“Sometimes she’s all sly and coaxy? Sometimes she loses her temper like now.”
“Sometimes all she does is sit and cry and not say a word or be frightening at all,” says Raditch. “Granted, that’s when she’s had a pot or two.”
We collected most efficiently after that, and when we were done we described a wide circle way round the back of her on our way to the foot of the path. “From behind she ain’t nearly so bad,” I said, for she was a dark lump almost like a third mound of weed, only smoother-edged, and with her needle-knobs bobbing beyond her elbows.
It was wintertime when we ruined everything. It was Cawdron, really, but he would not have said it had we not put a coat on him and got him overexcited.
The weather was all over the place: that was why we were back of the pub. The first snow had fallen, but that was days ago, and it lay only little rotten bits in the shade of walls, nothing useful. We had made a man of what was available in the yard at back, but he was more of a snow-blob, it had gone to such slop—although he had a fine rod on him made of the brace of a broken bar stool Raditch’s dad had put back for mending, so you knew at least he was a man-blob.
Anyway, it was beastly cold and the wind had begun to nip and numb us, so we came in the back, and it felt like heaven just the little heat that had leaked out into the hall from the snug, and there was no one to tell us to hie on out again before our ears turned blue from the language we might hear, so we milled there thawing out and being quiet.
And then Jakes Trumbell found the coatroom door unlocked.
“How is that?” he said, the door a crack open in his hand. He looked up and down it as if it must be broken somewhere.
We were all standing just as shocked. The sea-smell came spilling out the crack, sour and cold.
“Wholeman must have left it,” said Raditch. “Wholeman must store other stuff in there.”
“What other?” said Baker. “Would there be food, mebbe? Would they notice a little gone? Crisps or summink?”
At the word “crisps” the door went wider and our fright dissolved into hope and naughtiness. And as none of us had ever seen in there we went in, several at a time because there was not much room; the coats crowded it up pretty thorough.
“Ain’t they strange?” said Angast ahead of me. “Like people theirselves.”
“They’re thick,” said Raditch. “Have a feel. And smooth.”
“Just like a mam,” said Jakes from the door, and some giggled and some jumped on him and started quietly fighting.
“I wish I could see,” said Raditch, because it was afternoon and the most we could make out was glooming shapes, and hung up very tall. “I want to know how the heads go.”
“Bring one out,” suggested Angast, “to the better light.”
I was glad to go out ahead of him; that room was too much for me, the heavy things pressing at us, hung so closely they pushed out wide at the bottom. And the smell was the smell my mam got when she lay abed unhappy. It was like being suffocated.
We managed to get one of the smaller ones out, and each tried it on awhile, except Cawdron, who would not.
“How do they swim in these things?” said Raditch, lifting his sealie arm.
“It is all bonded to them, proper,” said Angast. “And the water holds them up, you know.”
Jakes was the only one put the hood over, and we made him stop when he looked out the eyes and lurched at us—he has dark mam-type eyes, and it was too eerie.
“It smells,” he said, taking it off. I sniffed the arm of my woolly to see if the smell had stuck. I was worried Mam would smell it on me later, and go into a mood. It was hard to tell. The whole air, the whole hall there, was greenish with that sad smell.
“Cawn, Kit,” said Jakes to Cawdron, “let us see you in it; you will make a great little mam, you’re so pretty.”
“Not on your nelly,” Cawdron said. “It’ll flatten me, that will.”
“We will hold up the weight of it, from the shoulders, so you can stand. Come on; it will suit you so well.”
And seeing as there was nothing else to do but persuade him, we set to it, and Jakes hauled out another bigger coat and put it on, and urged some more, and before too long we had weakened the poor lad sufficient to drape the thing dark and gleaming and—I cannot describe to you the feeling of putting it on. It was as if you found yourself suddenly swimming right down the bottom of the sea, a weight of black water above you.
The snug door opened and there was a scramble. Somehow the coatroom door got pulled and the coats got hid behind legs and we were all lounging idle and innocent when Batton Baker’s dad passed us on his way out the back pisser.
“What you lads brewing?” he says, swaying back when he sees all our eyes.
But none of us need answer, ’cause he opens the yard door then, and the wind hits him to staggering.
“It’s perishin’ out there, Mister Baker,” says Grinny in just the right voice, dour and respectful.
“I’ll freeze my man off, pissing in that.” He squints into the darkening yard. “I see a chap who’s frozen out there already,” he adds jocular. “A fine upstanding chap, if I’m not mistaken.”
And he laughs and out he goes, leaving the door banging.
“He sees so much of a sleeve-edge, we are beaten,” says Grinny, into the quiet of our relief. “Beaten and put in our rooms and no suppers for ever—and our mams so disappointed.”
We had time to hide them better before Baker came back. He swayed and looked at us, all in our same places. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” he finally said, and tapped his nose and went off.
And that might have ended it there and then, and all been tip-top and usual.
Except, “Come, Kit,” whispers Jakes. “You looked the perfect mam.’
So we lumped the coat on Cawdron again, and Jakes put the other one on, and then they made us laugh, trying to walk about like mams, trying to move their hands all delicate and their heads all thoughtful. Cawdron was the best at it, of course, being so delicate anyway, and with the coloring. Jakes was funnier, though, being more dad-like, all freckles and orange hair and hands like sausage-bunches.
“I been abed for days, so mis’rable, Missis Cawdron,” he said, and the way he leaned and rolled his eyes, and his voice trying and failing to trill and sing—we were holding each other up, it was so funny.
And then Kit Cawdron joined in and, my, he was good, because his voice was not yet begun to go, and he could really sound the part. “Because I’m to have another bair-beh,” he says, and we were all just about rolling on the slates there, but as quiet as we could.
“I thought you just had one, missis?” says Jakes, through laughing.
“Oh’m, I did. But ’twas only a girl, so I took her down and drowned her.”
“Grand!” says Jakes. “Another sea-wife for our lads to net, come sixteen summers.”
“Oh no,” says Cawdron proudly—proudly because he was doing such a fine job of imitating, proudly because he was playing a proud mam. “I tied the cross on her breast just like you done, so she cannot be caught,” he said, and gave Jakes a stage-wink, whose face was already falling. “She’ll never suffer like we’ve had to, Missis Trumbell.”
And he was just overacting a suffering mam, staggering, with the back of his hand to his forehead, when he realized how still we all were, how puzzled our faces.
He looked beyond us, and up. His hand snatched to his side and he tripped at his coat-edge and banged up against the wall. His face was not mammish no more, and not at all playful; he was the littlest of us, and the most frightened. He had the most to lose, after all, with Baker’s dad there at the back of us, and Mister Grinny, too, come soundless from the snug to catch us at whatever.
We all of us shrank together and back, all around Cawdron and Jakes against the wall there, staring at those men. They were red already in their natural coloring, but the drinking had enflamed them, and now the rage tided up across their faces and they scarcely looked human. Baker’s dad—jolly Mister Baker, who would toss a flour-roll out his shop door at a quiet time, to any boy, and mustle your hair as soon as look at you—honest, I thought his head were going to burst, it swelled and trembled so, and stared.
“What did you say, lad,” he hissed into the utter silence. Someone gave a little peeping fart at the sound of such rage, and nobody even snickered, we were all so close to shitting ourselves.
Cawdron didn’t whimper or sniff; I could hear behind me how he was applied, how glued, to the wall, trying to melt away into it.
I expected Baker to wade in. Everyone expected it. I saw Grinny’s dad expect it, and decide it must not happen, and put a hand on Baker’s arm.
“Take that off, lad,” he said to Kit Cawdron, gentle as gentle.
The crowd of us loosened, but only a little, at the immediate danger’s easing. “Here,” Raditch muttered, helping Cawdron behind. Silence except for the fumbling, Cawdron’s unsteady breathing, the clop and slide of the coat.
“Come,” said Mister Grinny, holding out his hand. I could not tell what he might be thinking—how does anyone else’s dad think, and what might he want?—but he was not so red now and I was relieved. I thought, Good, they’ll not thrash Cawdron, then. It is too bad even for that. “Hang them coats up, lads,” he says, and he stands there one freckly hand ensausaging Kit’s little white slip of a paw, and the other on Baker’s sleeve who was steaming and readying to roar and punch something, as we hauled the flemming things into the coatroom, and manage to re-hang them. Everybody was shaking like the leaves of the poplars on Watch-Out Hill; everyone was clumsy and needed each other’s help.
When it was done and the door closed, whisper-quiet, Mister Grinny was still there holding Cawdron, but Baker was gone, the snug door slamming and beyond it his hard voice spreading a silence through the snug.
“You’ll not touch them things again, all right?” says Mister Grinny, still gently.
“No, sir.”
“No, Mister Grinny.”
“We won’t. Promise.”
“Even if you find it unlocked,” he says. “Even if the door is swinging wide open, you will not go in. You will not lay a finger on your mams’ coats.”
“Not a finger, sir.” We all shook our heads.
“Shan,” he says to his boy, “you go on home to your mam. All you boys, go on home. Look to your mams and see if they need aught. Bring in some coal. Make them a tea. Rub their poor feet. Or just sit and talk to them the way they like, about nice things, the spring, mebbe, or the fishing. Go home and do something nice for your mams, each lad of you, because things will go not-so-nice for them for a while. And Shan? On your way? Fetch up Jod Cawdron. The lad should have his father by him, for this.”
Out into the cold street we scattered.
“What will they do to Kit?” said Raditch shiveringly to me as we ran. “They will kill him!”
“They will kill his mam,’ I said. “They will kill all the mams—all those who’s had girl-babies, anyhow.”
“Oh gawd, you think?”
“Not kill,” I said. “But I don’t know what they will do to them.”
“Still, I would not be Kit, for all the tea in china.”
“I would not be Jakes,” I said. “It is all his fault and he will feel it. I know I will knuckle him, for one.”
“I don’t know,’ said Raditch. “I don’t think a knuckling is going to set this right.”
“No,” I said over my shoulder, leaving him on his house-step, “but I must hurt something.”
And I ran on home.
For a while Mam paced back and forth, muttering, the shaggy blanket dragging out behind her like a king’s cloak. From one window, past the door, to the other window, and muttering as I say, no words that I could hear.
My dad had gone, the door banged behind him and the bang seeming still to ring, on and on throughout our house. All the swish and scratch of her blanket could not still it, all her hissing whispering, or the pad of her foot soles on the gray boards.
Then she paused by one of the windows, fenced off from me by the chair backs, a seaweedy hummock of her shoulders and then her head, against the glary cloudlight, her hair pushed and pulled a little, a few strands waving in the wind of her warmth. She stood there applying herself to the view and silent, and I stood at the kitchen door silent, listening to the distress.
I went to her, stood at the sill as if I were interested, innocently interested, also in the view. The same lanes slanted away: the one up, the one down. The same front steps shone whitewashed like lamps up and down the lane. The same tedious cat sat in Sacks’ window, now blinking out at us, now dozing again. And through the gaps and over some of the roofs, the sea rode charcoal to the horizon, flat-colored as a piece of slate, with neither sail nor dragon nor dinghy to relieve the emptiness.
She was turning and turning her silver wedding ring, which she did when she was upset sometimes, to the point of reddening the spare flesh around it. She pressed and turned, as if to work free the stuck lid of a jar.
I laid my hands on hers, paler than hers. She looked down from the view.
“What is it, Daniel?”
I took her hands one from the other. I turned to the window again, and draped the ring hand over my shoulder, down to my chest, and I held it and took from her the task of turning the warm silver, moving it much more gently upon her finger than she had been doing. It was loose; let it go and it would slide down to the first joint. If you held it higher and quite careful it need not touch her finger-skin at all. But I did not play so with it, only continued the turning of it for her.
She laughed very softly, deep in her throat. “Sweetest boy,” she said. She kissed the top of my head and then laid her other hand there. And so we stood, she in her cloak blanket and me wearing her like a cloak, turning the ring on her finger while outside the steps glowed and the cat dozed and the sea sat flat behind it all, nothing of anything changing.
My mam had never had daughters—only me, and a couple of those seal-things that did not live more than a few minutes outside of her. So after that first unpleasantness—which was all about did she know, and why had she not said, and how could they do this to the men who loved them so—our peaceful life went on. But Lonna Trumbell, across the lane, she had drowned six—“Daughters-in-law for all of ye,” Marcus Trumbell had boasted up at Wholeman’s. Trumbell woke us up every night now, rolling down the hill when Wholeman turned him out, bellowing foulness. He would force into his house, and sometimes in his rage and hurry to hit her he would forget closing the door, and the whole dire scene would pour straight into our woken ears. Sometimes it was surprising when morning came up and the house there looked quite the same as always, after the smashings and roarings that had come from it in the night.
I would get up and go to my dad in the front room, at the moonsilver lace at the window, his face and front patterned with its flowers. We would stand and flinch there together awhile—we had had the conversation about how Dad could do nothing, having lost no daughters himself. I have lost as many wives for my boy as has anyone, he had said to them, but still he had not the same rights to misery. He would stand there, his great hand on my shoulder and arm, his thumb at my hair and ear, and I would hold to his leg as to a big warm tree, while Trumbell’s shouts, and the wife’s, and sometimes Jakes’ and Kerry’s as well, made a kind of awful weather over there, that might yet blow across the lane, and break something of ours.
When Dad patted and sent me off I would go in to Mam, curled tight as a hedgehog in their bed, sometimes sea-blanketed and sometimes wool. There! If you want to be held tight, clamber up next to your sea-mam when she is alarmed; she will pull you into the knot of herself where nothing can get at you. Her breath will change from uneven and muttering to slow, steady, sea-like as your presence consoles her, and behind the rushing of it and the beat-beat of her pulses calming, Trumbell’s rage is nothing, Trumbell’s blows, Jakes’s pleas; it is all happening in another house, another world, as separate from us as a birds’ duel among the clouds, as fish-monsters’ battling away down in the sea.
They spoiled their wives’ faces, some of them. Some men made the women stay home and not show anyone, until they were not so swollen; others took them out on their arms, and very gentlemanly escorted them about the streets and in the lanes around. If you came upon the men they would greet you gruesome heartily, and say how they and their lady-wife were out for a stroll and weren’t it lovely weather?
And you would not be able to not glance just a little at the wife. You needed to know—although what good did it do, to know a tooth was gone, to marvel how tight and shiny and bright purple eye-skin could swell up?
And then you were caught; somehow you felt again as if you were abandoning the woman to her bully man by walking on. But my, the most thing you wanted to do was run from this awful game, from the two faces, one so wrong-colored and -shaped, the other a skin of mawkish friendliness over a red-biling rage.
They used all to go down together, the mams, and wash their blankets in the sea. They would sit about on the rocks at the start of the south mole, with their feet hooked in the seaweed, and the water would rush up, and fizz and shush in the blankets, and rush away again. It seemed to soothe them, and we liked to be with them then, clambering about at our own play among them while they joked to one another. “I’ve a mind to let it go,” Grinny’s mam might say, “the way he’s been treating me. I’ve a mind to lift my feet and let it float away, free as a summer cloud.” Or my own mam: “Not many sea-hearts down the washing-beach this year, anyone find? Usually there is a good lot coming up by now.” They sat so solid there, and watched the crowding sea so attentive, you could imagine them not getting up from there ever, sitting like sea-rocks all night even, searching the black waves as the water and knitted weed bobbed and sucked around them.
Messkeletha would walk along the mole above; the mams always ignored her. She would climb down now and again muttering, and wade out to one woman’s blanket and another’s. From her belt-string she took a length of weed for mending, and worked there scowling a while. Then she knotted and bit off the shining weed, and waded back, climbed back, and paced and stared again above.
When the washing was done and the mending, she would loose one of her two-finger whistles up to Wholeman’s Inn—which would set us boys to practicing our own whistles, none of us achieving anything like the witch’s piercingness except sometimes by luck. Dads would file out of Wholeman’s—not all the dads, maybe six or seven—and gather along the rail there and watch while the mams dragged their blankets up, and spread them on the mole-top, some of them, or carried the great wet bundles in their arms or on their heads, up to their own clotheslines to dry.
“Bye, Sal, then.”
“Bye, Peachy. Don’t you take no nonsense now.”
That was how it was done, before Titch Cawdron let slip. Now Messkeletha came to your door and took out your mam individual—which was terrifying, that she knew where you lived and might come back of a night and snatch you out through your dreams. It was horrible; everyone seemed blamed.
Some mams went tall and proud ahead of her pretending their weed was not such a burden; others, particularly ones whose dads had beaten them, walked as if smacked low, or expecting to be, bobbed along gathering up corners and turning their faces from all the windows as they went.
“My dad watches them go by,” I heard Grinny say to Asham. “Every one, and he’s not a good word to say of any of them. My mam will be scrubbing and scrubbing over the sound of him, but he’ll just talk louder—the sly look of that one, the three girls that one stole away, how Martyr walloped the smile off that one’s face. It’s shocking, and he will not let me go, not out into the yard, even. He makes me stay and listen.”
We were none of us let out at that time, even the sons of the mam called to washing. We were a distraction, the town said, and it would grow from there: a lad would have his friend, and then his friend’s friend would tag along, and before you knew it the lot of them would all be down there, arrayed on rocks and scheming again.
We lived high enough in the town that not many women were brought by. But when they were, Mam or Dad would hurry to close the door, and open the lace so as to show no one was looking from behind it, and find works to do in yard and scullery, and ways for me to help them. When the knock came for my mam, Dad would always have some job ready. “Here, take the other end of this, Dan’l; save your old man’s back.” Or, “Is that ash-bin still out the back lane, I’m wondering?” So that I should never see her go, never see Messkeletha take her. Or maybe that he shouldn’t see. Perhaps he was as frightened of the oul witch as I was.
They used—and it seemed so foolish to me now, but it wasn’t then, in those accepting days when we all ran about among our mams’ skirts—they used to be allowed to gather, in this house and that, the mams and children, by themselves without men or Messkeletha. At first there would be talk and tea and sitting upright and eyes everywhere. They would talk of their men and their men’s tempers; they would talk of us, and how we were coming on, how we ate and grew.
Then one of them would sigh and cross from table to armchair, or settee or fireside stool. All their movements would suddenly change, slowing and swaying, and their voices would lower from so bright and brittle, and someone might laugh low, too. As we ran in and out we would see more of them gather at the seated one, leaning to her or pulling her to lean on them. Hairs would be unpinned and fall, and combs brought out and combing begin, and there is nothing happier than the sight of a mam’s face when her hair is being combed. When we were littler we would run in from our play and lie among them, patted and tutted over and our own hairs combed and compared, the differences in wave and redness. Sometimes we were allowed the combing, but our arms were never long enough to do it as well as they did for each other, long slow silky sweeps from scalp to tips, the combed mam dreamy, the comber thoughtful above.
But of course that came to an end once the daughter-matter were out. Mam combed her own hair now, and if Dad or I saw her at it we would take it on too, and it was always a pleasant time, but it was not the same, though I didn’t like to say, as a room full of warm mams murmurous by the fire, and several hairs to plait and play with as you would, and any number of bosoms to lay your head upon, and doze away an afternoon.
Nobody expected Aggie Bannister, after all her time hid away from us, so no one stopped her. They were too astounded seeing this white creature in midst of the clouds and gray, among coats and wool hats and clumpy boots this naked thing, all that bared skin in the cold air, the wobbling nipple-eyes mad below her determined face, and then the wobbling bottom behind, the feet that we remembered from summer, toenails and bunions and cracked heels freed of the shoes that so pained them, the slap of cobbles against foot-soles. Wrong, so wrong, for this season, for this place.
Down she ran, Aran’s mam, through the dark gray town like a running flare, through the streets like an animal gone wild, like someone’s stock got out and not knowing about towns and hard surfaces and cold. Or about real people, and their eyes and their laughter and their cruel words. Oh, gracious who was that! Aggie Bannister! It’s Aggie! Her name, which was not her name at all but Bannister’s chosen name for her, his own name with a girl’s name that he liked tied on before like the front end of a horse costume—her name got passed all down the streets and back over shoulders into the houses, and from being on so many lips, it became soiled so badly that the woman might never be able to lift her head in Potshead streets again, nor Bannister pass by without laughter breaking out behind him, nor Aran nor Timmy nor Cornelius neither.
It was clear where she was headed, and while she was not thinking straight, we were. Or at least, she was after a different aim: to reach the sea, whereas we only needed the view of it, so we all headed down Totting Lane and Fishhead Lane straight down, while she ran the full ramp length of the main street and across to the mole and then she clambered, all white bottom and—you could see every fold of her if your eyes were good as mine, while the young men whooped and whistled and the women and the married men turned their faces away behind their hands, and glanced again and groaned and laughed. She clambered, slipped, clambered down and then turned and with one bloodied knee ran limping, ran clumsy as if she were transforming back right there, down the pebbly gray sand towards the water.
And then she was in it, a naked back and bottom in the middle of a white fan of water. And then the green-white froth passed over her and her hair wasn’t wild any more but pasted flat to her head. Thank goodness! I thought. The seals will come and fetch her and she never will have to flounder ashore and face our kindness and our ridicule. And she was embracing the waves, and swimming there so strongly, you could tell they were her home; she was not clumsy there.
“She want to stay within the lee of the mole,” said Prentice Meehan above me. “It’s dirty farther out.’
A howl of the wind turned to the howl of a man, the howl of Bannister running out the house ends. “Aggie!”
“Look at him! He has her coat!” Which made him look somewhat octopus-ish, all its arms and flaps a-flapping.
“Don’t you expect me to do that for you,” muttered Arthur Sack to his missus. He was standing his hand locked around hers, glaring at her, while she gazed now towards lumbering woeful Bannister, now out to the water, where Aggie was a dot of black, a momentary shining white haunch, a white foot splashing, and now hidden behind the green glass upshelving of a wave.
Along the mole ran Bannister. All our men is taciturn, when not angry; I cannot describe to you the uncomfortableness of seeing him so come out of himself, his mouth wide in his face like a bawling bab’s, his arms reaching. His bellows were torn up by the wind and waves and thrown at us in shreds, some strange animal’s cry, not a man’s, not a grown man’s.
Right out to the end he got, and still he yearned farther. He made to clamber down the end point.
“Don’t be daft, man!” said some man.
“He will be swept away!” a woman said dreamily.
But the sea jumped up and smacked the mole-end, a great fanfare of spray, and Bannister staggered back in it, soaked with it. And there he stood a moment, clutching her coat and staring out to where she came and went, came and went, bobbing and struggling now among the wilder, dirtier waves.
A spot of sun came then, poked a hole in the clouds and cut a bar through the spume and lighted on them both as he flung the coat, as it flew—not far, it was so heavy—as it lumped out into the air and splatted on the water and was gone there, then was there again, struggling, just as she was, to stay above water.
And the laugh-and-chattering here against the rail stopped, because coat and Aggie were so far apart, and neither of them were swimming towards the other. We saw the coat edge at the surface, the shadow of the coat within a big sunlit wave; we saw her face, her mouth, her arm and breast, and a different wave crash down, folding her down into the sea. Bannister knew not to dive in; even mad with grief he knew. He stood instead a little way down from the mole-top, stood with legs bent and red hands claws upon his knees, bellowing out to Aggie not to die.
She did not obey him. She lay slumped in the water when next we saw her, only her back, and then the sun went away and the sea brought her in behind the mole again. Through the gray rain-beginning, through the green-gray waters, the rows and curling rows of them, up and down it brought her slow—mams ushered some of the littler boys away. It deposited her not three yards from where it had thrown up the empty coat, a welter of black flesh and stirred pebbles, onto Potshead beach.
“It is all our faults,” shivered little Thomas Davven, left behind with me on the rail while the men ran, while the woman pushed children away, while here came Messkeletha with one of her blankets for a shroud. “If we had not faddle-arsed around in that coat room . . . ”
“It is all their faults,” I said and savagely. The witch cast me a look in passing, and I waited till she had gone, one blanket-corner dragging as she went. “Stealing our mams out of the sea in the first place,” I hissed to Thomas.
“Oh, you cannot blame them that.” He clutched himself and bowed and bent in the cold wind, without the shelter of the crowd any more. “You had the choice between women like that raddle-witch and our beautiful mams, which would you choose?”
He had me. That was no fair choice, that was. “Still,” I said through my teeth, clamping them tight against their chattering. “Still, they never ought to done it. They dint belong here. They belonged under the waves.”
Down there, we could see it all well; we were like birds stopped above them in the wind. Only Aggie Bannister was normal length, white and awash until they pulled her by wrists and ankles up out of the shadows; the rest of them were all cap-tops and coat-shoulders, with boot toes popping out, popping away again. And Messkeletha hurried up, a snarl of red-streaked white hair above a trailing clump of knitted seaweed, and her feet were bare and blue, the toenails long as the teeth of some old neglected dog.
I went home to Mam. I did not care if she talked or wept of slept or hid from me under her seaweed; I wanted only to be in the room with her, to see the mound of her and know she was not drowned and naked before the Potshead populace.
I sat by the window and the sun now and again broke through and lit the sea silver, and lit the ceiling with silver reflections, and the wind outside was one breath and the sea, rushing, pausing, falling, was another, and Mam’s was another—though mostly I could only see it in her rise and fall, not hear it among all the others. And then there was my own breathing, which at first when I sat was all raggy and half into speech, and after a while was soothed, by Mam’s ongoingness, by the wind’s being outside and by the distance of the dirty sea and of the people round Aggie Bannister, to something that fit, that fell into peaceful pace, with all the other beings’. The furniture sat plain and hard in its place; the rug that I remembered her making—her twisting fingers with her singing face above—lay finished and in place by the bed, and her hair was a black salty tangle on the pillow, beyond the table where lay her shells, and her stones that meant something, and her sea-glass, red and blue and powdery white, smoothed to harmlessness, beaten to something beautiful by the sea, taken from the sea before it were quite beaten away into nothing but more sand.
I was not waiting for anything. I had forgot I was there; I had forgot, indeed, who I was. Being with Mam often made me this way—how much did it matter, after all, that I was crossed of land-man and sea-woman? Time could pass unwatched; it need not lead away from good times so that I yearned back, or push me towards a future that I dreaded. I could just lounge, and breathe like this, and the silver lights of water and winter could move above me.
There is labor in getting a boat through the sea. Either you pull it with oars, digging and hauling the water back, or you dance and scrabble with sails and sheets, begging the wind to cooperate with your work. Or some men engage with grease and metal, propellers, stinking fuel, and carve up the sea behind them with an engine.
Looking from that labor to the seals, you can tell they are magical. All they have is those slender hands, those fine feet like a limp plant hanging off their back end, like a tail. I have watched men struggle with the washed-up body of one of those, reduced to cutting it to pieces and moving it with hooks. They are such a stubborn, slippery weight. And yet they fly under water, and spin and sport and somersault, all the while we chug and beat and swear above.
First the mainland was a black fingernail’s-edge between the pale sea and the pale sky. I pulled Dad’s sleeve as he talked to Mr. Fisher, who was coming over to buy some tins and vegetables for the store.
“There, yes,” Dad said to me, and gazed at it a little, first to satisfy me and then because some thought had caught him about it.
“Don’t you be fooled, young Dan’l,” Fisher said around Dad’s front. “It may look like the land of promise, but Killy’s best, home is best.”
Dad squeezed my shoulder, invisibly to Fisher. I didn’t know whether he meant me to listen carefully to Fisher or ignore him and flee to mainland as soon as I ever could. Mam had combed my hair—I had watched in the mirror—so that it was two slick curves either side of a raw white parting. My whole head still felt scraped and chilled.
Slowly the land grew; slowly it rose and unrolled out of the horizon: two main rounded hills with others either side like attendants. The sea slopped and danced below us. The sky blued as the sun got up higher, and we began to see shapes on the land, forested parts and fielded, and the glint of roofs and roads, and the black cliffs with the dazzling break between them, where we would chug in and find safe harbor.
“We will catch the bus in to Knocknee,” said Dad. “It goes right from the pier.”
“So we’ll not see this town, so much?” I said, disappointed because it seemed so rich, with its warehouses along the front like a wall, with its several steeples, with its shining vehicles gliding along by the water.
“Can you not let the lad at the fleshpots of Cordlin Harbor, Mallet?” laughed Fisher. “Even to the ’stent of a raspberry lollipop at Mrs. Hedly’s shop?’
“We’ve business.” My Dad shook his head and smiled. “Knocknee Market will have to be excitement enough for the boy.”
I did not see how anything could be more exciting than motoring in between the heads. Cordlin Harbor spread and spread out, serene and glossy after the tumbled sea, after the beating of the waves at the cliffs’ feet. Rank after rank of boats was moored here, alongside the piers and also punctuating the more open water, each little pleasure motor, each ketch and trawler, kissing its morning reflection. Cordlin Town lay as if spilled in the valley, thickening towards us in the bottom, thinning away to skerricks, a cottage here, a barn there, higher up the hills like drops of milk around porridge in a bowl. Windows winked at us and the great granaries and woolstores stood all barred windows and red-and-white brickwork, and I saw for the first time the humbleness of my home island, in contrast to this center of wealth and commerce.
“There’s our bus,” said Dad, and I noticed the marvelous thing, painted and polished, a crest on the side of it and a number-plate behind, and with people, Cordlin people, people who did this every day, already in it waiting, for our boat to come alongside, for Dad and me to walk up the gangplank with the other islanders, for us to climb on to the little glinting box of the bus, and pay our fares, and sit.
I held fast to Dad’s hand. Mr. Fisher clapped my shoulder, and the surprise of the blow made my heart jump hard in my chest, and ran across my scalp like a wind-gust through damp grass.
The trip to Knocknee was all events, one piled on the next so that my telling of them, which at first I tried to rehearse to Mam in my head, fast became garbled and then fell to silence. I hung onto the windowsill, grateful that Dad looked over me, and would see the important things, would collect any details that I might miss. Presently the overwhelming town with its too-many faces, its too many curtains and gates and window boxes, sank away and we were in fields, flying among fields on the back of our grinding, squashy-wheeled monster, and this I could bear more easily, fields being more like the sea in their emptiness, in their roundness and billowyness, Cordlin fields being very much like Killy fields, such as those were.
I turned to Dad: “Such a noisy way to get about.” I thought the engine must be right below our seat, it juddered at our bums so.
“It is indeed,” he said. “Noisier than a boat, and certainly noisier than a man’s own legs. But fast,” he added. “And fast is what we’re wanting, to reach inland and back in a day.”
And to see numerous people, not all of them friendly, and to ask them questions that made their eyes slide aside, made them shake their heads and turn away. I ran about after my striding dad, and the running, and the ways of people, eventually tired me. He put me on a sunny bench in the market square and bid me wait while he searched on.
Before long someone else was put there, at the other end of the bench, someone in skirts, with hair. I had got my breath by then, and when we had caught each other glancing several times, “I know what you are,” I said to her.
She stopped swinging her legs. She looked at me and narrowed her eyes, which were pale like a dad’s looking blue in this light but possibly green, possibly gray. “Well, what?”
“You are a girl-child,” I said.
She gave a small hiccup of a laugh. “No joking!” she said. “Good thing that you told me.” And she swung her legs some more and looked about at the legs and bums and baskets and bustle.
“You are, aren’t you,” I said.
She looked me up and down. Her breath was white on the cold air. “Are you touched, or what?”
“I ant never seen one before,” I said.
She snorted.
“It’s true,” I said. “We don’t have them on Killy.”
Her face got more startled, and prettier. “You’re from Killy Isle?’
“I am,” I said. “My dad brang me over this morning.”
“For the first-ever time?” Now I was interesting, and she seemed to have stopped disliking me, which was good.
“First ever,” I said.
“You been on that one island all your life?”
“I’ve been to St. Mark’s, and Ogben also. And on lots of sea.”
“I never seen the sea yet,” she said. “My mam and dad won’t take me. Say it sends men potty. Is your dad potty?”
“I don’t know,” I said, not sure what she meant, and not sure about Dad. None of these legs were recognizable as his, none of these hats, fuzzy-outlined against the sunshine.
“Are you potty?” said the girl. What a lot of hair she had, and it was not straight and silky like a mam’s. It looked as if, you take that band off, undo that ribbon, loose it from those plaits, it would stand straight out from her head, or possibly get up and walk right off her, or flame up and away, burn away in the sunlight, from the heat in its wires, from the combination of so many hot red strands together.
“I’m not potty.” I knew that much.
She laughed at me, but not all unkindly. “You might be anything,” she said, “you look so strange, with your great eyes.”
I turned my face from her embarrassed, and again she laughed. These girl-children were certainly unsettling.
“What brings you, then?” she said as if she had a perfect right to know. “You and your dad, to Knocknee?”
“I ant sure,” I said. “He has business here, he said.” Again I searched the crowd, for I rather wished he would burst out now, perhaps with something for me to eat, some mainland fancy.
“Cloth, mebbe?”
“I don’t think so. He said he had to talk to someone.”
“Hmm,” she said considering. “Private, like, then, if he put you here. Was it a woman?”
“I think so,” I said, knowing for certain so, but not liking, somehow, to confirm what this girl might be thinking.
“Don’t you have womens there, on Killy? Is it all potty boys and men?”
“We have women,” I said, stung. “We have very beautiful women, all our mams.”
She narrowed her eyes at me again, and breathed more breath-smoke. “Ye-es,” she said and frowned. “That is your specialty out there, is it?”
“What?”
“I’m trying to remember. I’ve heard mams talking. There’s something about those Killy women, isn’t there?”
“Maybe,” I said. “But they’re our mams, so don’t you say anything that might get you popped on the snout.”
“Well, they must be unusual, to’ve got an unusual like you,” she said commonsensically, looking me up and down again.
I turned back to the crowd, to the sun, not knowing what to say to that. They’re usual for our town, I wanted to assert. Perfectly usual. But I could not say it. She would not find that convincing, and I did not want to feel more foreign than she had already made me.
We had come to bring home a girl, but not the girl from the market. This other girl we fetched from a smelly part of the town; there was some kind of offal piled and straggling in the drain outside her family’s house.
I thought her mam was her grandma, she had so few teeth and was so weathered. All the time they talked the woman watched my dad as if he might snap at and bite her, as if he were there to trick her and she ought to be very careful.
The girl herself was orange-haired like all of them, but not so clean as the market girl, and she had something of the twitchiness of the mam about her, and something a little sneaky, I thought. She sat there all pursed lips, her glance flicking from Dad to the mam to Dad, listening close and clearly understanding everything they exchanged, although to my ears it made no more sense than murmurings in someone’s sleep.
They were talking about money; the mam wanted some, and Dad was saying how he oughtn’t to have to pay, giving board and accommodations to this girl as he would. He seemed to be buying her, buying something she could do. Truth tell, she didn’t look capable of a lot, so skinny and gray-fleshed. Looked more like the sort to skip quick smart out of any job going.
Dad sighed. “You have eleven of her, missis. Ain’t you glad to get the burden of even the one of them off your shoulder?”
“This one eats mouse-rations,” snapped the mam. “Why don’t you take one of the big girls, my Gert or my Lowie, great heffers that they are?”
“You know why, Mrs. Callisher. This is the one with the touch on her. As can be taught up useful by our Messkeletha.” Ah, that was what he wanted. For when the oul witch died, of her awful coughing, or perhaps just the strength of her own evil.
“Useful for what? Useful for living on Killy, is what. Useful for catching and keeping mermaids. And stuck in that God-hole for the rest of her life, the amount she’ll be useful elsewhere.” She slid a glance at me. “I don’t want grandsons with tails,” she said. “Granddaughters with fins.”
“We will pay her a yearly journey here, how about that? Boat and carriage to visit you every spring.”
The mam sucked at the inside of her discontented face. “And no one to marry.”
“She might well meet a man here, one of her visits. I don’t know, missis. These terms is reasonable. I’m sure Trudle would be very content, a room of her own built special onto the oul-woman’s, and a livelihood.”
The girl Trudle gave a kind of a whinny, and were no prettier for laughing. If anything she looked more weaselish or rattish, creased up like that.
Her mam looked at her and shook her head. “She’d be happy on a dungheap, that one. She’s touched more ways than the one.”
“Ask Fan Dowser how touched I am,” said Trudle in a rasping voice.
Swiftly the mam stepped over and smacked Trudle’s head. The girl rubbed the spot and glared up at her through her eyebrows.
“Very well, take her,” said the mam with great carelessness. “Don’t come blubbing back to me, though, what she gets up to with your pretty lads.” She spared me something of a sneer, but there was fear in it, too. “As I say, there’s not a lot up her top. Why a person cannot have magic and intelligence I do not know.”
“’Tis straightforward enough work,” said Dad.
“Hmph. Nothing of this nature is straight. Go fetch your box, girl.”
I did not like traveling with this girl. We were an odd little couple, her and me, her in some ancient hand-me-down ruffles and a big dark-blue bonnet, her weasely face in the middle looking everywhere. She walked in a funny rocking way, her legs wide as if she had discovered herself wet. People glanced at us going by, and glanced away when they saw me watching. My dad preceded us, Trudle’s box on his shoulder, her best-dress pillowing up at the top. He was walking quite fast, making Trudle rocky-rock along ridiculous. It was a nightmare, this big town and the hurrying, people’s eyes and opinions peppering us as we walked, and the sun lost behind the flare-edged house rows. Trudle did not speak to me nor I to her; we only struggled along separate and together, both after Dad.
Then the crowds cleared, and the bus was there waiting for us alongside its shelter. The door was just hissing shut, but my dad hoyed and waved and ran, and it opened for us again.
Trudle got up first very bustling. She chose a seat halfway down and sat very straight and pleased there, sparing Dad a glare when he made to sit by her, so that he came with me to the seat behind her instead.
“That was close,” he said as the bus threw him back into his seat. “Any more bargaining with that mam and we’d have been stuck here the night.”
I could smell Trudle Callisher; I could smell the oldness of her clothes, and the fact that she had not bathed in a while.
“I seen you got talking to a maid?” says my dad politely when we had got our breaths.
I nodded, watching the last of Knocknee town whirl by: a cottage with a yard full of rubbish, a dog with a plume-y tail, water shining in bootprinted mud.
“What was that like?” he said.
I shrugged—it had not been like anything, and I did not know what to think of it, what to say.
“Did you like her?”
I slid my bottom back, to sit straighter in the seat. Cows flew by, some of them watching us with their great heads raised. “She was fine, I suppose.” Did I have the right to like or dislike such a stranger? Today I was just a big empty trawler-hold, with the world’s fish and sea-worms tumbling into me. “We only talked a little while.”
There’s something about those Killy women, isn’t there? I saw the girl’s narrow eyes, her hair-wires around her head as she asked. Those Killy women. I wished I was among those Killy women suddenly, sharply; I was sick of this adventure. I wished I was tiny again, and curled in Mam’s lap with her singing buzzing and burring around me in the quiet room, Dad gone to fish or to Wholeman’s. Or among the mams on their sea-washed stones, their blankets trailing and pulling at their legs as they called to each other, as they laughed, grown-up jokes that we didn’t need to understand, and me with my fellows at play.
Trudle watched everything out the window across the mainland countryside. She boarded the boat ahead of us as if she owned it, and kept similar straightness and cheer all across the Bite.
When we reached Killy my dad sent me up home, and I did not see what happened then and nor did I mind. I went home with a lemon for my mam, given me by Mr. Fisher. I dug my fingernail in the rind a little and sniffed lemon all the way up the town, to clear the Trudle-smell out of my head.
From what I gathered she were given over to Messkeletha just as promised and no fussing. And after that the two of them went about a pair, like a flour-caddy and a tea. They both wore witch-dresses, tight to their tops to the waist, then springing out like flower-bells, nearly to the ground. Cages and flowers, like all those women at Knocknee and at Cordlin Harbortown wore, so presenting of themselves, so insisting on your looking.
The one’s hair was dirty orange in the sunlight, the other’s mostly frost, only a few reddish stains in it to hint what it once was. And Messkeletha’s was thin in places; as Trudle stayed longer, she grew her hair, as if to make the point that she alone had such color, and could bear it about in such quantity.
Messkeletha never was polite, never greeted you even did she meet your eye, and this one learned the same ways quite fast, or at least towards mams and children. For men she would raise what might be called a smile if it were not so sly and ambiguous. “Mister Paige,” she would say, but it would come out Pay-eesh, too lingering, and Paige would seem to dodge and weave without taking a step in any direction, would seem to bow and tug a forelock without taking his hands from his pockets. In all her interactions with our men Trudle got herself this chopped-about reaction, and enjoyed herself with the getting, anyone could see.
But, as I say, she followed her mistress about the town and there was something powerful in there being the two of them, the small caddy tripping after the big one, taking on and giving new notes to the oul-witch’s herbaceous, privy-aceous smell. Two bells on feet, they were, ringing unpleasant thoughts out the men’s memories. Two ragged flower shadows, they crept along the sky on Watch-Out Hill. Messkeletha would stand peering to sea and town on the south mole while Trudle bent bum-up collecting fish-scales for their magics. Or the two of them would be horrors together on Marksman Road, glowering ahead, pretending not to see us boys as we hugged the hedge opposite, greeting them feebly.
You stand there against the boat rail with your small warmth hugged to you inside the stiff coat. The seals break out of the endlessness of the sea, they make all that space less anguishing, all that drowned world beneath. Their round head-tops, their whiskery-ness, the humdrummery of their rough breath, the shiver of ripples around the landforms of their heads, their seeming to smile—you cannot help but love them.
And the eyes, oh the eyes. The eyes are the magic of them, seals and mams: deep as night but starless, starless and kind—or at least not calculating the way pale eyes are. They are dark and glossy as any sea-washed stone, still magic while wetted, still live.
Water flowing over a rock, over a seal, curves and curls to the rock’s shape—or the seal’s—clinging. The skirts around mams’ thighs are like that, the curves of them, the cloth. Follow a mam down the town and you cannot keep your eyes off her beskirted bum, what it does with that skirt, shaking and shuddering it, turning it almost to liquid.
They have beautiful faces, too, not like dad faces all pinched and pale and suspicious. Mams’ faces are open, the eyes wide and all-seeing, the mouths ready always to kiss you, their salty kisses. My baby, they call you, even if you are someone else’s. They gather up anyone little and kiss them better, they encircle them in their strong arms, the skin so cool, the flesh beneath so warm. Strands of their loose hair catch in their lips, and in yours, and their eyes blink over you, and their mouths smile. They love children, mams. It doesn’t matter whose; they love all of us.
I found Toddy Martyr the far side the northern mole, where you can see forever and not be seen, where the town might not exist, for all you can see or hear of it.
I saw him because I looked up from my moody walking, from my plodding boots, and in among the mole-rocks one of those rocks lifted an arm and dropped it again. Then I worked out a head, with hair flopping about on it in the wind a bit of black, a bit of shine, and a pale boy-face. I didn’t care who it was; it was someone out here with me not a mam or a dad, not a witch, and greeting this someone would provide me a path away from my thoughts.
By his swaying and by his singing which I now separated out of the wind’s other strings as I clambered, Toddy was off in his own land, or his own private ocean and swimming. Then he wrenched something up and lifted—ah, it was a spirit-bottle—and drank from it. He was headed for trouble, wasn’t he? That bottle was quite full, the way he had to heft it.
“Dan’l Mallett!” he cried as he distinguished me from all the other rocks climbing towards him. “What brings you here this fine morning, sirrah?” And he bonked the cork back in and held out his hand like an old gaffer from the village seat.
I shook it, cold frog that it was. “Your dad will give you a thrashing, no mistake.”
“Rather me than my mam. And this here is the fuel of his thrash-motor, so I am doubly saving her.’”
“You could’ve only emptied it, into the sea or otherwise,” I said.
“That’s what I intended. But then I got seated here and I thought what a waste. And here, have a slosh of it, Dan’l; it is like carrying hot coals in your stomach. It warms all of you, right out to the toenails.” He twisted out the cork and offered me the bottle.
“There’s a quantity,” I said in wonder. I lifted and tipped. The air off the stuff rushed out the neck and nipped my nose; the spirit itself ran cold and evil and stinging across my tongue; a little ran out the side and dripped to my collar, leaving a line of cold burning. “Who-hoah.” I gave it back to him, and wiped my chin, and crouched in the cavity next to him.
“How is this, Dan’l? It is in-suff’rable the way things are, do you not think?”
“With the mams, you mean?” I was still negotiating the spirit into myself; it felt as if it were eating my gullet lining to lacework.
“With the mams, with the dads, with all the people of our world.” He spread his arms extravagantly, as if the people were out there seaward, not behind us.
“None of us is happy any more,” I conceded.
“Happy!” He shook his head, pointed his face to the wind to clear it of hair. “I hate my dad. I could kill my dad, had I stren’th. And he hates me. And he hates my mam so wild, he’s like a madman at her. He can. Not. Let. Up. And the only reason she don’t hate him is, she’s so dispirited. She hardly have life to lift her head, let alone raise a good temper.”
I sat my bottom to the wet sand among the rocks and hugged my knees and nodded miserable.
“I don’t see why everyone’s fussing so,” said Toddy. “Who wants girls anyway? What are they good for?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I han’t ever known any.” Except that red girl at Knocknee, her hair fizzing and flaming, her inquisitive eyes looking me up and down.
“And babies. Gawd, that last one! Yawped all day and night until Mam took her down. He was glad to be rid of it as much as I was, the racketing. We could all get some sleep.”
We listened to his cruel words in our shelter there. Then doik!, he pulled out the cork again, thrust the bottle at me, as much apologizing as daring me to drink more.
The second pull of it was gentler; it soothed the damages caused by the first. Watching Toddy’s throat jump around his next swallow, I told myself I must not do this again too soon. It was far too pleasant, too warming against the weather. Enough of it, and I should be agreeing Toddy Martyr; I should be agreeing all the Toddy Martyrs of this town; I should be loosing everything about my own mam and how she lived alone in her room under her weed, and about Trumbells opposite—though the town knew most of that already.
I drank myself hot-faced, though—that didn’t take much. And I kept Toddy company while he sickened himself. When next he could anyway stand I helped him up and along to Fishers, because he wouldn’t be taken to his home. Then I went hill-walking, not wanting to present myself at my house with spirit on my breath. Right to the top of Watch-Out I went and down and across the Spine and to Windaway Peak, all that way, and stood in the rain there and listened to the chattering of my teeth. The drink was gone from me by then, and it was a trudge home, and more of a trudge. I thought I would never get there.
I woke warm in the morning knowing what I must do. I ached all over, from my hair-ends in to my heart. I sat up and looked around at the ordinariness of my room, at the spills of light across the wall around my window-blind, and at all sides of my proposition to myself.
That night I walked up home from Wholeman’s hearth with the first part, the main part, accomplished. Dad had stayed behind, with his pipe and pals awhile, to talk that special make of eldermen’s talk that makes no sense to young ones with its boringness, but seems to gratify dads so.
Into our little house I broke, the seaweedy silence of it. I hummed, a twiddling tune such as Jerrolt Harding had been whistling up in the snug, but without so much direction as he.
I went in to her. She was a great dark dune there. She was awake, though, because you couldn’t hear her breathing.
I sat at her pillow edge and tried to distinguish the tear-salted hair from the knitted weed. A scooped sea-heart lay beginning rancid in a saucer on the sill; the spoon was licked clean, almost polished in its shine.
“Mam,” I said, “I have some news for you.’
She burrowed a little deeper into the blanket.
“Your son,” I said, “has got himself a position, as bottlewash at Wholeman’s.”
I had thought her still before, but now she was all listening; not a leaf of seaweed moved.
“I’m a good lad, says Mister Wholeman. He says they can trust me. Cannot they.”
The dune quaked and her white face rolled up from under. There was not much light. “Did they bully you?”
“A little,” I said. “I had to weep some and show proper remorse for that day last winter.” I thought perhaps she could hear my smile, if she could not see it.
She crawled up to me. Powerful out from under the blanket came her warmth and the smell of the warmed weed. “They would kill you, Daniel, even for thinking this.”
“Yes,” I said, with an odd satisfaction. “It’s different, though, when you are our mams. Mams is different from wives.”
She swayed there on her hands and knees, accustoming herself to the thought. Fears and realizations stopped and started her breath. Even with their little window-shine her eyes were indistinct; holes in her floating pale face through which her attention poured and poured at me.
“I know I don’t need to tell you,” she said low. And then she whispered, half-strangled, “You must not say a word.”
“Not to anyone,” I said to her, as earnest as she could wish. “Don’t you worry. Not even to myself.”
She laughed suddenly, and knocked me to the bed, and squashed the breath out of me the way we had always liked to fight. She was still the stronger yet, though I might be bottle-boy, but I was beginning to see that I might soon have a chance against her. It was all darkness and strain and struggle a little while, and stifled laughter and threats.
She pinned and then released me, sprang back onto her haunches and the fight was over. “They will know it was you, Daniel,” she said. “And no other.”
“I don’t care,” I said panting. “You will be home by then.”
“Foolish boy,” she said fondly, and her thin hand reached through the dark, pushed my hair behind my ear, tickled down my neck and along the shelf of my collarbone. Then she slapped my cheek twice, lightly. “Let me think on this. Out of here, laddy-lad. Just a glance at us and he’ll know we were plotting and scheming. Go.”
I went to bed happy. I washed and undressed and lay down untroubled, and my sleep closed over me like sun-warmed water.
Things fast went out of my control, of course, as they will when you tell a secret. First, it was that Kit’s mam must come too, and then all the mams. Then, Kit’s mam must bring Kit, and then, yes, all the other mams must bring their boys too. “Particularly you, Daniel,” said Mam, “who is up for the greatest punishment. The only way I can protect you is have you with me.”
“I can protect myself,” I said, as stoutly as I could, but truth to tell a mad hope had been lit in me when she said that Kit was to be coming. Was that possible, then? For us to go under and be seals with our happy mams?
It turned out there was work involved, much secret work, difficultly organized because the mams could not have with each other, and must send coded and sometimes garbled messages along of their boys, house to house under the guise of playing. This work involved witchery of a kind, though not Trudle-spells nor Messkeletha, and skins, fish skins and sheep-skins and any kind of skins that could be got. The stories we span about skins, to our dads, when they happened on our hoards! The only way to get over the terror of it was to pretend it were all a great game, a great secret costume-play for the dads, and some of them were entirely silly with it, conducting false rehearsals of carefully crafted song-and-dances so as on purpose to be discovered and scramble to hidings in their skin patchworks.
“Stand still, Daniel.” Mam’s hands were at my face, pinching, pinning. “Or I’ll have your eye out.”
“It’s tight as tight,” I said. “A boy cannot breathe in it.”
“Not here,” she agreed. “But once you touch water, it will all soften, and you’ll grow great underwater lungs, for to swim full minutes on a single breath. You’ve seen us.”
“I have. And will my nose work the same, close-and-openable on top of my snout?”
“Exactly that way, my sweet.”
I tried it within the hood. She tut-tutted. “Wretched boy.’” She sounded quite fond all the same.
“There,” she said eventually. “Now, don’t dislodge my pins, getting it off. It must be sewn aright if it’s to fit and form you.”
Time came for the thefts from the coat-room. I don’t know what they had planned for the red-witches; some things they kept from me, so as I could not confess them if pressured by the men. Down at Wholeman’s I was bottlewash and guard and keeper-at-bay of our dads, stopping them going the pisser while the coats were taken out the back, between elf-fifteen and elf-thirty by the snug clock, which had a chime that could be heard in the hall. Grinny and Batton had been locked in the room all afternoon, taking down the coats and tying them, and the whole operation went like a game of fire-buckets along a chain of children to Lonna Trumbell, who only had to sniff one coming to say whose it was and where to send the runner. I pictured it all happening as Jerrolt held the men steady and somnolent in the snug with the tunes I had requested, which were all the slow and funereal ones it would be rude to get up and piss through: “The Night My Mother Died” and “Low Lay the Boat in the Harbor” and “The Fiercest Storm.”
“I could just about hear the thunder in that,” said Baker to my horror as Jerrolt finished and the snug clock chimed. Straightaway Fernly Asham and Michael Cleft got up and went out. I hurried to the scullery with my tray of bottles and began to wash and wash, waiting for the fiercest storm to break over our heads.
Which it did not. Thank heaven, I thought, something has got in the way of it and we must wait another several nights. I have been sweating on nothing; the coats are still in their rows, the hall and yard are empty and cold as always.
But no, the key was where I had told Grinny to leave it. And walking up home, the town was different. The secrets gusted about the streets with the leaves and litter, thick enough in the air to choke me.
Run along home, Wholeman had said. No, lad—when I’d protested—you done a fine night’s work. Like some kind of little steam engine you are, getting through them bottles. The rest can wait’ll tomorrow.
But no one will be here tomorrow to do them, I almost said, then went obedient home.
There I found my mam pacing. She scooped me up and squeezed me. “While I have arms to do this,” she said.
“Did it all happen, then?” I said, hardly believing, into her black hair. “Did you all do?”
Out from under the table she pulled the bag, and from it she tugged a coat-edge, very thick and smooth, dark, with not a lot of freckle. She unslid the whole skin and held it up beside herself by the hood, the exact height, though the ragged face-holes were nothing like my pretty mam. The closed air of our front room soured and went salty.
“Do you remember it, from back then?” I held the slithery skin to my lips; it seemed to defy my bottlewashed fingers to purchase on it and feel it properly.
“No,” she said. “but it smells of me and mine, very distinct. Let’s get on, then.” She fell to whispering. “Everyone else is gone, Daniel, hours ago.”
Close she came and folded the coat, the ragged-faced floppy person, down to bag size. “Slippery thing,” she said flusteredly, as the sleeves misbehaved. Surely that smell would be smelt, out in the street where we carried it? Surely someone would stop us: Neme Mallett, what are you out for, this time of night? And what do you think you have there, that can only be one thing? And pluck the bag from my fingers, open it and bring the trouble down on our heads.
“There, done.” She met my eyes and huffed. “Let us shut up and follow, then.”
Off we went, coated but unbuttoned. She took my hand once we were out on the street, and hers was cold and tight.
“I do love him,” she said to the cobbles, to the passing front steps. “I am breaking his heart.”
“He ought never have caught you, Mam,” I said severely. I didn’t want to think of Dad. “None of them ought. They should have left you in your home.”
I thought she smiled down on me out of the stars, but the light was not good and her hair shadowed her face, she might have winced just as easy.
Down slippy-slop we went, the wind skirling and twiddling around us, caught in the narrow ways. Every now and again a strong breath from the sea would push at our faces, smelling green and live and massive. When that happened, Mam would almost run a few steps, as if the sea were summoning her more peremptory.
The water was rucked-up and difficult looking between the moles. I thought I saw seal-heads awaiting, a couple, but when I looked again they were not there. They may have been only wave-shadows, mistakes of my eyes, wishings perhaps if I but knew what I wished.
“Come-come.” Mam let go my hand and preceded me down the steps to the beach. I hurried after her, frightened and not knowing why but needing to be right by her for my own peace.
We ran out from the wall, the town hunkering behind us, its eyes tightening the skin of my back. Out across the scraping pebbles we went, impatient water smashing its hands at the edge of them, the wind frothing and flapping our hairs at our ears.
Let us run home, I would have said, and all go on as before. But she knelt before me and her face in the moonlight was clear—alight as the moon, it was—and I was too busy admiring the clean arches of her eyebrows to voice my doubts.
“Step in,” she said and then I was preoccupied, wasn’t I, with fitting myself—for truth, I had grown a tiny bit since she sewed the thing—into the sheepskin suit. I gasped but did not complain as she tied and tied me into it, and then she pulled the ragged hood-mask down over my face and it was as if she sewed my mouth shut and my chin to my chest. I stood there with my neck pulled into an ache behind, my little sounds nothing against the sea’s impatience.
Through the eyeholes I watched her as well as I could, for though she was being indecent there was such joy in it, such spirit, I could not but follow her every move, privileged to see. White she emerged out of her scratchy land-clothing, out of its wrinkles and seams.
“Ah!” She flung her drawers up on the pebbles, and she was animal within, all flesh and fur uncluttered by all those trappings.
Next she took up the coat-bag, drew out the coat, wrestled it open and slid it on. All of a sudden the air was cold and thick as water. I gasped inside my dry leather mask, and my flatted hair crawled.
She did not don the coat like any man-garment; rather, she began, and then the thing sank upon and encompassed her, clung on close, clung to its own edges around her. Clap and clop and zip, it went, and snick, and then she fell, from standing foot-fins together, straight into the wavelets, where she was now seal, and flang herself down towards the deeper water.
She turned and there was enough of her left that I could not refuse to follow, so I too fell and floundered through the curdled cold air and into the sea through its foamy edge. There the water, and the magic, overtook me, and what was seal of me supplanted what was boy, and I ceased to think and to intend or decide, in any way that makes sense in a story, but only followed my mam, crying after her into our dark world, all alive to the tides now and temperatures, to the bubbling trail of her that I sought and followed with my whiskers, to the depths and wonders and fellows and foes disposed on all sides of us, and before us, and below.
I will not tell you much about that time. It is not the kind of thing that can be caught in words, human words out of our subtle mouths: sunlight shafting into the green; the mirrory roof; the women racing ahead through the halls of the sea, the cathedrals; boat bellies, and the mumble and splash of man-business disturbing the water above; the seal-men, the sea-men, spun light as wooden tops by the delicate tail, pressing out the water behind them, impelling their bulk forward, upward, outward—It is very much like flying, through a green air flocking with tiny sunlit flecks of life.
Seal-men I found to be very like our dads on land, all possessiveness and anxiety, patrolling the borders of the clan. When we went up on a beach, they must always be seeing other seal-men off, coming back blown and bloodied. It seemed a savage way of work to me, this knocking of heads together. Sometimes me and my fellows had a play at it, but it were two rubber heads bouncing off each other, no teeth and no purpose, and the mams laughed lounging around us.
And then there were those sister-seals, our size but not fighters, but only slipping alongside us through the sun shafts, blinking beside us through the roof of the world, into the windy air and the rasp of breath in both of ours’ opening nostrils. Those whiskery sea-maids, the ones with the spell on them to keep them seals, to keep them safe from human men. Like animate seeds or stones, they moved, like bullets leaping through the water, like weed undulating away along the tide or teasing your face with a leaf-end.
I don’t know how to tell you. Seal feelings are different from human ones, seal-affections, seal-ties with other seals. The best I can do is overlay a skin of man-words on the grunt and urge and song and flight and slump of seal-being.
Our mams belonged better here than they ever had belonged above. Our mams found their wings, is how you might put it. Our mams did not glory or revel or make any particular celebration, but only slipped back to rightness, went back about their business. The bulk of our mams was not beautiful as a man sees beautiful, but to seal-eyes their beautiful black teardrops of being fell fast, flew fast, twisted through the home depths.
The sea was at our ears and against our sensitive faces, all its cavities and their echoes like a giants’ city, this castle, that market and that cluster of tiny homes. Braided through, it was, with tidal temperatures, underlain with colder harder depths, with darkness-fish and the skeletons that fell out of everyone’s feeding. Here above we were a multitude, in ranks of size and ferocity; I cannot explain to you, if you are a fisherman, the beauty and panic of a shining mass of herded fish, the whole school flashing back and forth looking for the no-way-out among my darting fellows, the topmost swimming out into the air in their terror.
The days were long and unformed; the seasons beckoned us, then pushed us away behind them; stars rode over us, and moons in their boatishness and bulbousness; towns were a crust at the edge of our world’s eye and people were mites that crawled there. If I saw my father in that time, I don’t recall it, or recognizing any man of Potshead—or woman, because Messkeletha was still there for a long while, and Trudle stayed all that time, and is still here now.
I don’t recall particularly the landscape of our island, not above its rocks or above the beach-sand that as men we called Crescent Corner. As the sea to men, beyond the point that they can see bottom, becomes only the plumblined depths full of loves and livelihoods, so to seals the heights become only wastes of dry blaring light from which weather and occasional dangers descend.
I felt no pull to the land; I barely knew that I knew the land; I barely thought; I didn’t feel the way a person feels. I only was, following flurries of instinct, flurries of friends and of fish.
“It happened by accident,” says my dad. “Shorten Thomas found it out, enraging ’cross an ice floe one winter—all those cold nights without light nor woman will set a man to clubbing. Only he was using a hacker-pick that sealers have, cutting them, you see. Well, he was in a fine way—up to his ears in hotpunch too, no doubt. And he says it like this, that he turned at the end of the crowd of them, and weeping and looking back down the path of his butchery he saw a boy—all long and lanky, he says, much like you were extracted as, Dan’l. Writhing on the ice, he said, just like a seal does, only not managing to move as they do, for he was not built the same. And when the boy realizes, up onto hands and knees he goes, and quick as he can but clumsy—because he has forgot, in all that time, how to progress such a body—he crawls for the edge of the ice.
“Shorten went after him, calling: ‘Boy, boy! What is your name?’ But not fast enough, and the boy gets to the rim and looks back once, and falls in, all messy like an accident, not like seals do, like a brine-drop back into the ocean. And of course there drowns, doesn’t come up even the once, for all Shorten’s pleading. The cold catches him, and his first breath of the North Sea, and all that is left to Shorten is a few bubbles among the bobbing ice.”
“He looked around, you say, the boy?”
Dad shakes his head. “You press Shorten on that, he will break and blub at you like you charged him with holding the boy’s head under. He says he was all emotional, and you all look the same, you boys. He says he couldn’t tell, that he might even have been looking his own Vernar in the eye and not known, the boy would have grown so much. But it might have been any of you, any of the ones we’ve not recovered yet: Snow, or Toll Hardy, Harold Roman, or the Gormlin twins who knows?” In the windowlight my dad is worn and clean; even the smoke from his brier-pipe is clean and white as his hair. Evening is coming; that light is cool, gray-blue. I am glad of the fire against its lack of cheer.
“So, then,” he begins into the crackling silence with the sea behind it.
“Yes.” The light fades on his face even as I watch, all crags of frail flesh.
“Well, he is struck horrorful with the thought he may have butchered other sons, he says, but mainly he’s wondering, How did I cut that seal, to free the boy inside? And he goes back and finds the skin—and this is not hard among six-seven slaughtered beasts, because it has all shrunk and thinned, don’t you know. It’s one of those wee coats, you see, that your mams made to spirit you away in. Wi’ the hoods, you remember? All of rabbit or lambskin.”
I nod. “They stank to be inside, and were so tight. We had to put them on there in the shallows, else we were trapped tight in them, unable to walk, and too big for them to carry as well as their own coat.”
“And Shorten sees that with this pick he’s managed to cut, neat as a tailor, all the front stitches down the middle, so as to open the thing just like the coat that it is, and out has come the boy. And he brings the skin home and tells the tale, and we’re all there handling this wee coat and weeping, like it were a holy relic, a roomful of grown men brought to nothing by this garment, all of us trying to recognize our wife’s hand in the stitching, all of us desperate to see it, yet not to see it, so as not to lose hope of our son.”
There is a slight crack in his voice on that last word, and I look up in time to see him surprised, and embarrassed, and straightaway recovered. “So then the hunt was on, every man for his boy,” he says almost jovial, lifting pipe and paws and letting them drop to his blanketed lap, a fleck of ash stirred out of the bowl by the movement and falling beside.
I was born again and I came out crying—a lot of us did, they say. There never was such a race as the seals for mawking and mowing. I came out crying into a driving rain, and all sounds hurt my ears, rain-hiss on the decks and hatches and the sealers’ celebrations: “Daniel Mallett! Welcome back to the world, boy!” They lifted me into the confusion and there with my big bony shoulders pulling my ragged coat apart up the back I stood and choked and took their embraces, that each was like an assault on me but which I did not rebuff. I had not the strength; I had forgot how to use arms.
They laid me down on the deck; it was not comfortable. Some man had put a rope-coil under my head for pillowing and it pressed in hard enough to hurt. I was accustoming myself—and it was difficult—to the frontwaysed eyes seeing two things for every one and putting them together. My bony body was less massy than before; how could it be so much heavier? Everything was heavier around me, glued to the deck; the men as they moved must cling to it; anything that fell must roll or slide to any lower point.
Around me was airy noise, every movement light and startling, every contact a concussion, throwing out more noise. Unpredictable, to no rhythm, they moved and swore and fumbled, the men of my town, of my land-world, and the sea-birds stuttered in the sky. And I was glued here myself, to these coat-remnants beneath me, pressed to the damp wood by this blanket, its heavy knots of sea-grass. All the wind could do was push the damp hair back and forth on my brow; it could not lift and return me to the water; it could not lift even this knotted knitted thing, that held the little left of my warmth around me in the absence of my seal-flesh.
It was an ill-making dream, and the men came by, smiling and patting me, to console me for it, all the way home. They asked me nothing; they did not expect me to speak, out of this strange-packed mouth, out of this flat face with its new framework of jaw. They muttered and crooned, and as the sky went on and the illness, their noises slipped together, interlocked into items of sense. Welcoming me, they were, welcoming me back; their words were all about their gladness and our preciousness, their sons’. They were changed men from the ones I was beginning to remember.
“You’ll be heavy to yourself awhile,” said one, over the grinding of the boatside into the jetty, over the hard explosions of sound in my back, in the back of my head. He lifted the weed-blanket off me, and I waited to fly up into the air. But I did not. I lay helpless.
They hooked my arms over two men’s necks and taught me walking, across the deck all cluttered with box and bolt and reel; across the frail plank that was all that kept me from a dirty corner of water, a corner of my home below. And to the land, locked unmoving, the jetty standing firm against the water that slapped and fought it below. My feet dragged and my legs attempted rescuing them—how was I to support myself and balance, on these two stalkish things? The men had put a shirt on me and trousers but still the foreign knees swung and braced below my poor-focusing eyes, my heavy head. I knew that they belonged to me, but I could not see how ever I was to control them.
My father was brought down the street to me, but I did not see him, only heard clomping boots and men saying, “See, Dominic? There he is!” And then a voice out of years ago, out of my bones, saying, “Is that him? Is that my Daniel? Are you sure?”
Then space opened before me and I heaved up my head. Some boots swam there and his familiar belt-buckle, and then the rest of him was there, sharp-edged and astounding, his big hands out wide at me and in between them his awakening face.
“Dan’l,” he said, and “Dad,” I said, and even words were heavy here, all burdened with the years, and my head sagged again and there was nothing but wet greeny-black-blue cobbles ringed by boot-toes and marveling men.
“Here, let me take him,” said my father to the man at my right, and they un-hooked and re-hooked me and I seemed to walk worse than ever, leaning onto him with my head swung fast into his shoulder.
“You will be fine, my boy,” he said. “Fine and good.” And he held me up and walked me. A splash appeared a brighter blue on his shirt and I had not known it was raining, or he was crying, and I tried to say, I did not know what, that I knew him, that I was surprised, that I was sorry, that I had found my way somehow into this strange, long, wrong-grown body—but all I could manage for the moment was seal-cries, that said nothing, that had to say everything for me.
“We found out various as they came back,” my dad says, “a little by little. But that first boy, Willem Canker, no. He came in, shocked and shivering, eyes all over the place, and as they brought him on the boat all the men were at him, question-and-poking, weeping on him and embracing, each asking after his own sons.
“Some thought Willem had gone simple, there under the waters all that time, or perhaps half-drowned on the way up and it had affected his brain, because he did not utter a proper word all the way, only moaned somewhat and seemed to suffer to be with us.
“We put him away in his house. Joel Canker laid him in his bed, and milk-and-breaded him back to life, and every now again he would come out and say, Oh he is coming good, every day a wee bit more our lad. He was sitting by the boy, talking and talking whenever he was awake to usen him to the sound of words again, to bring him back his memory. And today he answered me, he might say. Today he said yes, when I asked him did he want for milk.
“Which the rest of us found little consolation of, one word here or there when such bright little buttons you’d been all of you, never stopped rattling and singing morning to night, ever one of you, questions questions. And the last five years along at Wholeman’s every word you had spoke we had turned over and wet with our tears and polished with our examinations and nostalgias. Besides which, Canker might be imagining, from the strength of his own wishing, and Willem truly damaged and never to think a clear thought nor speak a clear word again.
“But then the boy came out. I remember the day. ’Twas a whole new weather and season, bright and blowy, and suddenly there was color in the sky and flowers on the hills around town.
“And the boy come out, good as new, Willem Canker, good as gold; I opened my curtains and there he was walking up the town long and limber with his easy man-stride—just like yours, Dan’l, only of course I’d not seen yours then. Had no surety of ever seeing it, always I reminded myself. I remember he looked up—not at me nor no one but just up, at the town, at walls, and maybe at hill and sky above, and the look of him—of all our boys and our wives and our selves rolled into the one—the sight of him near split me down the middle. And Canker out ahead—he did not need to sing, just his face was singing, the joy of it. They say it is a sin, envy. You must not covet, they say. Well, your old man, Dan’l, he’s a sinner I hope you don’t mind, cloven by envy, hating Joel Canker for having what I had not.”
He beams around his pipe; takes the thing from between his teeth with one rheumaticky hand, reaches out the other and bats my face with it, softly, and takes it purple-gray away, trailing soap-scent.
Then a thought scoops his smile away and he’s a codger again, all belligerent, his eyes a-swim with window-light. “’Course, there’s some that only got that ever, only ever got that envy and no more. Corris Snow, bless his soul, and the Greens, none o’ theirs came back.” His gaze is like a pressure on my face, feasting on me and guilting about it.
Sometimes it can be simple pleasure seeing each other, but not often; net after net of past event and slippery feelings drops between us, until sometimes I can barely make him out through the masses.
When that happens I will up and sigh, and fetch us teas, maybe, that the two of us can sip staring out over the roofs and water, while it all dissipates. You cannot have that stuff drawn in on yourself too close and constant. It will drive you mad; it will drive you off Chisel Top like Corris Snow, into the arms of your wife as you think, into the rocks, crushed cold there forever. Sometimes you must just stand, upright on the earth as you are or cupped in an armchair like Dad or propped on a barstool; sometimes you must just breathe and be, with your small land-lungs and your stuck body. You must cease your wishing for things you cannot have, and just proceed towards the grave, kind as you can be to your fellow travelers, not raising any great hopes or moaning any great miseries.
This is the truest way for us boys, and the hardest, bred as we are from two great tribes-ful of yearning. Not all of us can steady ourselves so, and none of us are balanced aright all of the time.
We were all put to fishing, of course. Gratefully the older men passed us their places on the boats, while the ones with still a little fire in them leaped to ordering and instructing us with almost glee.
It was good for us. It was better than sitting at home net-mending with the sadder dads. The sea was the best place for us, halfway between our two homes and with a job to do. And it tired us properly, all that hauling and winding. And you never knew what curious-familiar thing would come up squirming in the net and make you wonder.
This was going to be our lives then, these the components, unless Grinny enacted his scheme of starting Trudle knitting again, unless Raditch and Cawdron took up theirs, of rowing to the mainland for a look at the women there.
I am not much for venturing. I had no such schemes. I tend to stop where I am brought or put, and endure whatever yearning is my lot there. It has been before me all my life in my mam, and now it is in me, and in my dad, and that is only natural, the whole town with its head full of sea and seals, enraged or grief-ridden or both. Us boys—well, I did not know about the others, it was not as if we named things to each other. For myself I felt too freshly arrived, too newly born yet to do more than walk and work from day to day. I thought if I waited, equanimity might come, my father’s slow eating of himself, after all these years, notwithstanding.
I came home early from helping at Fisher’s store. The smell was all through the house: wild salt sweat of mams, caverns of ocean, turning the air blue-green. I walked through it with my arms out; it all but swirled about them.
In the kitchen, at the heart of the smell, at the heart of the home, Dad sat at the slab table with his white plate and a spoon and a caught-red-handed look disguised as normal every-dayness up at me.
“What brings you so early?” he accused me.
“Done all I had to do.” His chin was tilted up, his eyes craven, and then there was the thing on the plate—hairy, with a rubbery inner lining with a blob of orange curd on the lip. The spoon hovered.
“Here,” he says. “There’s another.” Points with his thumb to the pot on the stove. As if this were an ordinary dinner.
I tried for both our sakes to pretend it was. Crossed and spooned it from the pot, clanked out a plate and rattled a spoon from the drawer. Cut the cap off, with my big capable hands—last time I et one of these, my mam had to open it for me, that tough skin.
The steam flooded up and the smell: bodies, wet hair, boiled shellfish, sour seawater, the coziest of winter nights, her clear pale skin with a hint of green; her hair like black water made thread, made silk.
I spooned up a bit and there it was in my mouth now, all my childhood, warm and free of worry, before the future came down out of its scratchy gray cloud and began to bother and itch me. Days of play and safety, our mothers laughing together, my mam and dad laughing, too, looking to each other, leaning arm to arm. I would do things; I would perform; I would stand on my hands against the wall so they would look at me again, include me with them. Always it was my fight when Dad was there, to have her eyes and her mind on me.
Well, I got that, did I not. The curd sat cooling on my tongue; it slid down my throat, soaking my head with the sweet-saltness. Up sprang tears, but not so far as to fall.
I saw what we had done to them, the mams and boys to the dads. It weren’t necessarily worse than what the dads done in the beginning. What a thing to weigh up: would you rather be born of redheads both, or would you be silky-dark and big-eyed? Would you prefer another mother? There is no way of trying that out. Maybe mainland children love their scour-haired mams just as fiercely as we love our silkies, maybe they learn to lose themselves in pale eye-depths whereas here with our mams’ darknesses beside them, our dads’ blues and greens revealed no more than blue-or-green-painted curves of china.
Anyway we took all that away, the polish off the china, the shine of purpose and determination. I had not known what we were doing back then. I did not know, looking back now, whether we ought not to’ve, with Dad there across from me, head bent over the rubbish-looking heart, scooping up more orange.
And once we’d gone, us and the mams, each man had a choice, either to go like Bannister into breakage and mourning, and slope around Potshead like a sprite lost between this world and the next, or to go rocklike with rage like Martyr or Green, and shout and rally everyone, and proclaim how things were all right, an improvement in fact, now that those sly enchantresses had loosed their holds on our hearts.
But they had not, of course. They never would. You could not be free if you were born of them, and looking at our dads the husbanding of them was much the same: you thought you had caught and confined them, but really it was you as was tangled in the weed nets; you could not breathe properly either in air or in water, were the seal-women not there to encourage the life in and out of you.
Raditch ran up, and stood all outlined in the sunny doorway. “Ho, Daniel. There looks to be another witch coming in.”
“What do we want one for?” I did not stop sweeping. “Trudle is young yet, and when she goes there is all those daughters.” All wall-eyed skitterish four of them.
“She’s here unaxed,” said Raditch. “Come down and watch. I’m going to.”
“Someone told Trudle?”
“Jakes and Wretch.” The names floated back to me through the empty doorway.
Dad would be down there already; it was something the dads did, watch the unloading, some of them swap worldly words with the lumping-men. I propped the broom by the door and walked down through the sunshine.
Between the cottages I could see the Fleet Fey cutting towards us, the spot of red hair at her prow. A very straight figure, I thought, not like our Trudle, who had hunched into Messkeletha’s old shape by now, taken over the posture as well as the witching, so as we should know it at a distance—know to turn and run, in good time, before she could enchant another daughter out of our loins.
Everyone gathered to meet the boat, just about: such men as would leave their houses and most of us long-shanked boys, trickling down from the streets and the men already on their bench and bollards on the front. “What is this, then, eh? What is this?” said Grinny’s dad happily, taking up position against the warmed storehouse wall.
Trudle came down out the town at the moment the gangway-end clacked to the cobbles. Her daughters preceded her wild in their grubby print frocklets, all of the same flowers; she carried the boy against her shoulder who anyone could tell would grow up simple, he stared so slack-mouthed.
She met the visitor with the little suitcase at the plank-end, stood fast there so that the girl could not step off.
“What do you think you are about, young miss?” At the sound all the daughters swilled in around her and stared.
The girl looked Trudle over, and all the eyes around her. “Who are you,” she said, “that I should account to you?” She asked it plain, with no sneering. “Are you mayor or police or officialdom?”
“What business has you in this place?” Trudle pointed her chin at her. “We’ve all the women we want here and no more.”
The girl’s gaze traveled from one end the crew of us behind the witch to the other. “Are you sure? It seems a touch unwomaned to me. But I have property here,” she said, “if you must know my business, though it is none of yours, as far as I know you yet.” She stepped neatly around Trudle and the daughters in her skirts.
“Property? What property?” Trudle swung and followed her, as if she were attached with string.
The girl crossed half the dock and stood there surveying us. “This is the way you welcome strangers, then?” she said, not loud but we could hear her, every syllable. “Let them be harassed and harridaned even before they’ve set foot?”
“What property would a mainland girl have here?” said Trudle at the girl’s elbow and fear all over her.
“Quieten, woman,” said old Baker.
Trudle bristled and chin-poked at him, drew herself up as much as she might.
But he went on, to the visitor, “Now I see you, you must be Dully Winch’s girl, of his wife Mary.”
“You have it,” she said. “Lory Winch, I am.”
“Lory, that’s right.” The woman-name was uncertain in his mouth.
“My mother died in the winter.” No one looked or offered anything, so she went on. “She has left me a cottage here,” she said.
And straightway I saw it in my mind, the house called Winch’s, a boarded-up box on the road out to the Hill. It was the first time I realized it belonged to anyone, and was not there just to say out beyond Winch’s with, a landmark only.
We followed them up, Lory Winch and Baker, with Trudle there too, in close, still suspicious, and the daughters flowing around, and the boy staring dumbly at us over Trudle’s shoulder. Up the sunshiny lanes we went, after those red hairs—for all the witch’s girls had piles of it too, flags of it, bunches of it haphazardly pinned. The visitor’s was all tied in, two plaits clambering back over her head from her temples and joining to one down her back. I had seen such plaiting on mams’ dark heads, but theirs had lain obedient, while this seemed on the point of bursting its bindings did it but get half the chance.
Winch’s stopped where it always had, only I saw it for the first time in a long time. It was black boards; it seemed to lean, the slope threw your eyes off so much, to lean back into the hill, for a better hold, maybe. The yard was thick angelweed up to the fencetop, up to the windows, like a bowl of wild salads, and sea pinks clumped and sea rocket trailed off through the pickets into Asham’s fields around.
I thought she would be disappointed, a town girl like her. I had seen Knocknee houses. But “Yes,” she said into our silences. “It is exactly as Mam said. I could have found my way alone with her directions, and a little black house is what she said.”
We stood in the road and watched the creature encounter the gate. Raditch stepped forward to help. “No, I have it,” she said. She opened it to the extent it could be opened, by which she could sidle onto the broken path, and then she waded up to the door. She took a key from her belt that was all the bigger and blacker for being in her small white hand, and she slid it into the keyhole and turned it, and we heard from the sound of that the house had insides, as well as the outsides we knew.
And we saw them, when she pushed the door wide into an upcurl of dust: papered walls, with pictures, and beyond the far door some furniture-back looming, shadow on shadow.
The miss put her case on the floor, a little way into the hall. She looked at us all out there with our stares on.
“Thank you for your help, gentlemen,” she said, and it was hard to say how much she was laughing at us. “Let me settle myself here awhile, and then I’ll out with a thousand questions, I’m sure.”
“Did you want them battens taken off your winders, miss?” said Raditch. “I can fetch a claw and have it done soon as looking.”
“Maybe in a while,’ she said. “For now, I need the place to myself, if you don’t mind.”
She turned her back on us and darkened away down the hall, an upright young woman. We were not used to seeing that type of figure.
“Well,” said Grinny as we walked slow away, hoping rather she would call us back for some question or favor. “That has livened up our morning.”
“What’s she want here?” fretted Trudle among us. “Who would want a-coming to this place?”
“You heard. She inherited. She wanted to see what she had,” said Baker’s dad. “I don’t reckon she means to take your place, Trudle. She isn’t got a spelling look about her.”
“Why did her mam go, though? The widder?” This was Cawdron, gormless still. I didn’t know the answer, but I knew it was one of those questions no one wanted asked.
“Sem reason they all went,” snapped Martyr, Toddy’s dad that had beat his wife, and to whom Toddy had not returned.
And what was that? Cawdron’s face said it, but he didn’t allow it out of his mouth. All of a sudden the older men found the spirit to walk, and closed their faces down, and went preoccupied with important and worrisome thoughts, so that they did not have to answer him.
“And so she is up there now, settling herself.” I laughed. “Like a little red hen.”
My dad had not come up to Winch’s with the crowd. He bit into his breakfast bread and dealt with it, nodding and nodding to keep me quiet.
But she’d done something, that little hen; she’d pushed something over in my brain that now was falling, stone by stone. “They used to be all red, didn’t they?”
He nodded towards the door.
“Why did they go? Widow Winch? Everyone?”
I saw him realize that I would not be put off. “There were no prospects here for them.”
“Prospects?”
“Norn to wed, boy,” he said crossly, and bit the bread again.
“Ha, there is nothing but men here. Was there such a crowd of red girls, then? Too many to go round? Couldn’t some of them have stayed?”
But he was shaking his head and chewing.
“How did it happen, then? You tell. Then I’ll not bother you by guessing wrong over and over.”
He dabbed his bread at his plate. He chewed as long as he could and then swallowed, and did not bite again, only sat there dabbing, picking up crumbs with the damp bread-edge.
Stubborn old coot, he would not say, all that morning. I did not sit and badger him; now and then in passing I would say. “You are going to have to tell me some day. Well, it may as well be today, no?” or the like. But all he would do was chew at his teeth and look as if I had smacked him.
I know what you need, I thought, and after our dinner I went down to Fisher’s and got us a bottle of spirit.
“Cold nights, these,” said Doby Fisher just as his dad would, cold weather or hot, to anyone who bought such a bottle. “Man needs a tot.”
I carried it up home. Dad watched me cross to the hall with it.
“I know what you’re at,” he said after me.
“Good,” I threw back. “I should not like to deceive you.”
“Impertinent.”
Well, it took that night a bit of hoo-ing and hawing, and a long disquisition on whiskies the land over, but we reached a time after all the nonsense, late in the night, when all lamps outside were gone excepting the sky’s own, when anything could be said between a son and his father; we’d taken on the perfect amount of liquoring to make the tongue loose but not yet the tears.
“Oh, Daniel,” he began, out of nothing, out of my questioning way back this morning, “she were so beautiful. You know it,” he said. “You remember. She come out the skin and none of our misery had touched her yet; none of the cruelties of this world had marked her. She was sad, yes, she was desperate to go home, but you could distract her from that, you could fascinate her with any small thing—the way an auger worked, maybe, or a swallow-nest in the eaves. And when she laughed—well, you remember, don’t you? You made her laugh enough. We were all envious of our sons, that could make their mams laugh just by breathing, or playing stones, or asking where the sky ended, or eating up a fresh bowl of porridge. None of us husbands could do that, not so readily. We were always their imprisoners as well as the men they loved, and the fathers of their children.”
He put out his glass, and I filled it for him, with candlelight and the sweet-woody smell of truth-telling. He slid it back to himself and looked into its dark-gold eye.
“I’ve had a plenty of time to go over this. While she was here I did not think it, but when she went, and you with her—why, then we all had time, didn’t we? Years we had, to meditate upon it. There were some men all afire to fetch up more women from the sea, but with their few tries they had no luck, and the rest of us, we wanted the wives we’d had and no other; we wanted our own lads back that we knew.
“I remember when Jon Fisher brought the very first one in, and we all went down the storehouse to see her. Tricked up in Lucy Fisher’s dress, she was, and my, wasn’t she uncomfortable. She stared, one way and another; she would not look at you. She had been crying, all botched about the eyes, you could see. Jon Fisher’s mam sat by her, looking so fierce, no one was bold enough to say a word, to ask the seal-girl anything.”
He sipped his drink. “I thought she would die if she stayed here, and she must have thought the same, for she made herself bleed breaking into the cupboard where the skin was that night, and fighting her way out of Fishers’. In the morning she was just footprints across the wharf, blood-prints. I was glad for her, and I was blistering angry with Fishers the same, for not locking her up better, or setting any kind of guard on her, so’s we could look some more in the morning.
“We know Martyr is not an admirable fellow, and we knew he wasn’t then, yet when he showed at market with his new girl on his arm, that he called Ivy, just as if she belonged on dry land among us, the thing we wanted most to know was how he had come by and kept her. And one by one from him and each other we found out, and one by one we went and had a sea-blanket knitted up. Some went by water and netted their wives there. Some waited until the seals come up for sunbasking in Crescent Corner. And some went well away and took theirs from icebergs up north or other islands. There was no stopping us. Even the women threatening to go did not stop us.”
“But I always thought the women went first, and left the men in need.”
“Oh no, lad. They were here all the time. They saw it all. They said and said: You don’t stop this, you will lose all the real-wives of the town, and then you will see what it’s like, being married to magic. Which they did, and which we did. Which we are seeing still.”
He took almost a bite of the spirit, to bring himself back to me and this room a moment.
“Anyway, I did same as all of them—I was no stronger nor better at the sight of those lovely women. You know the story from there.”
“I do not,” I said. “Did you go down Crescent Corner or what, for instance?”
“No, I was not brave enough. Crescent was for lads who could do it alone, and I wanted others around me. You always had to have Messkeletha there, of course, but I wanted fellows, too. Make me feel I was on the right path, that it was not against nature, what I was doing.” He snorted and looked at the window. “Yes, so I just went out on our boats, with the wife-net the witch had spelled for us and that first blanket she had knitted me from seaweed and a good portion of my money, and up come your mam.” He gave this last an end-of-story flourish.
I did not let up with my eyes, though. He paused and added a little water to the spirit, then shot me a glance. Then—it was a relief, I could tell. He fell into the next part, and his face flowered open. He had never told it before, and he knew he was doing right by telling me, and I saw expressions on him he had never worn before, except when my mam herself were in this very room with the two of us.
“Then the seal would be fighting trapped in the blanket, and most unladylike noises it would make. Messkeletha was at your elbow muttering: Keep her covered, keep her covered. But even through the knitted weed you could see the split in the seal-flesh, the crimson that did not bleed, the whiteness of the woman that came out clean, not touched or at all smudged or smelling of seal from inside. Clean as a peeled onion she came out, and soon you had all whiteness bucking in there like a mad maggot and you thought, Whoa, Messkeletha’s got me a bent one; how will I get my money back?
“But then she told me: Right, my work is done now. I am going for sleep before I throw my stomach—for she was always on border of seasick, out there on the boat with us doing this work. All our money in the world could not settle her stomach.
“And she’s gone, and it’s only you—all the other lads are up beyond the deckhouse so as not to catch the silky’s first eye and become her master instead of you.
“I found which end was her head and I held her down and I whispered her calm. Her eyes through the netting, through the blanket—I had seen enough seal-women by then to know them, yet this was a new beast, of course, among us, and I was her first close person.
“All the time whispering, I drew back the blanket, just from her face first and then her hair, untangling as I went. One white shoulder.
“What have you done? she said to me, at a pause in my whispering. Why have you taken me from my home? Her voice grew stronger later, and clearer, but that first utterance it was rusty and bubbly, and did not know how to pitch itself.
“To take care of you, I told her, the best you have ever been cared for. To make you my wife.
“By now we had run out of girl-clothing left to us by our own mams and sisters. But Grinny and Ewart had proved themselves neat at stitching up shifts that covered a woman decent, and I had me one of these, which I gave to her: Here, put this on. It’s kinder than that rough blanket.
“And I will not forget her in it: lost, white-armed and white-footed and white-faced, sitting on a bollard in the gray shift with the world gray around her, boat and boy and sea and sky of it, looking up to me for—”
He drained his glass, put it down, and examined the table either side of it. “Well, back then I liked to think it were love and comforting she looked for, but she may as easily have been reproaching me, for taking her up from everything she knew, and landing her here in my strange world, for my strange pleasures, for the rest of our lives, as I thought.”
He sat a long time with that sour expression, thinking. Then his mind moved on, and his face softened.
“I hope you have a wedding night half like it, though, Dan’l. I hope you hold someone to your heart with only a shred of what I felt for that animal-woman. It is not something you can give back to the sea, after that. You put your full self, your full soul into them narrow hands, and afterwards you cannot be far from her, for fear of becoming nothing. When you all went, Dan’l—ahh, can you imagine? Can you imagine the—the—” He grinned over the candle at me. “The ghosts we were, the objects! We bare had strength to eat—and some did not, of course, and died that way, Errol Curse was one. We did not manage a funeral even for Errol, just put him away in the earth where he would not smell and interrupt our miseries, though Baker was all for throwing him in the sea, to make the point to Curse’s wife, and Frederick and Batton, what they had done to him.”
Then the tears started, and I will not show him to you that way. I stayed out the weeping with him, though, and the talking; I poured him more spirit when he asked for it; I agreed with him and soothed him as I could.
I lifted my head from my arms some time after midnight. He was staring into and addressing his drink.
“A night like this, it were,” he said, “with the night breeze drabbling in the window just so, with not much to it.”
I did not know if he meant the wedding night, or the night he met Mam, or the night they all went down to Fishers’ store and saw the first seal-woman, and began the whole thing—or indeed another night of his story, that I had not been awake for.
I was washing the breakfast plates next morning when Dad came to me, which was unusual of him. Just his approaching, out of his chair when I knew he had already performed all the rituals of his morning, threw the day unusual. Was he poorly some way?
He came up close. “The Winch girl is here,” he said to my shoulder.
“Here?”
His blue eyes swam as surprised as I felt. “She wants to speak to Daniel.” As if Daniel were a third person—which almost he might be, a Daniel that Miss Lory Winch summoned.
I dried my hands. Dad watched me, watched me go, as if I were become that third man, another creature suddenly.
She flamed in the street outside. She had her hair different today, tied back still but exploding out beyond her shoulders. But very demure underneath it, with her arms folded.
“Good morning,” I said.
Her face was so white it seemed lit from inside. She considered me until my greeting had erased itself from the air into foolishness. “You don’t remember, then,” she said, disappointed.
Which immediately I did. There was only the one red girl to remember, after all, other than Trudle and Trudle’s girls. “Knocknee Market,” I said.
She beamed.
“I went home and bothered my mam about you Killy men. I had not even realized she came from here. I suppose it is not something you boast of, that you were no prospect in a town full of beautiful mer-women.’
In my head Dad said, Did you like her? And I heard his tone now as I’d not when he said it, the great restraint in it, over the shyness, over the interest. I hid one-third of myself by leaning behind the doorpost. How could she stand so cheerfully in the sunlight and talk so?
“I am very disappointed not to have seen them,” she said. “From the looks of the lads, they must have been quite a different make.”
She wore neat mainland shoes, with an odd strap on them that seemed not entirely necessary.
“Were there any pictures painted of them, or photographs taken?”
“Cawdron drew some, of his mam, when he was little, that his dad has still on their wall. Grinny’s dad brought a picture from the mainland—not of a wife, but a woman who looked like a wife. Some old painting; this was a picture of the painting. She had quite the look. That is at their place, sometimes on the wall, sometimes behind an armchair.”
“Come walking?” she said. “You can only footle about on a doorstep so long.”
“I’ve dishes to finish.”
“Those can wait, Daniel,” said my dad up the hall. “Or even I could do them, at a pinch. Think of that. You go.”
“Come down the water?” said Lory Winch. “I have barely seen anything, there was such a crowd around me yesterday.”
“Are you sure?” I said to Dad.
“Of course.” He waved me away. “Go. Go. A walk in the sunshine with a pretty girl can only do you good.”
So out we walked, and down the town, and as we walked and conversed—as she questioned me and I showed her the shapes of my ignorance, as I filled their emptinesses from Dad’s memories and brought them back to her—without hardly being noticed, the rest of that summer went by. By the time we reached the water the air was chill and the sky gray. Graceless the waves moved, chop-chopping where they ought to have been smooth, a field of moving thorns against the underside of the land-world.
Lory and I walked along the mole between them, the littler water to our left an apron for the town; then to our right and forward the larger sea, busy all the way to the horizon and who knew how far beyond? Foam smeared it here and there, like whiteness being combed out; apart from that, the surface was dark and opaque; nothing splashed or surfaced, and no boat cut through the chop.
We did not hold hands; we were too secret for that. I did not even look at her, though her orange hair burned as bright now in my heart as it did at my shoulder-height over there. I could see it out the corner of my eye, crawling up into the air, unraveling from its ponytail, the frizzy bits at her forehead and temples flinging themselves away from their tetherment, always sprung back by their curliness. I could see, even as I chewed my lip and looked out at the nothing overriding our mothers, Lory’s curve of white forehead; Lory’s round-tipped white nose spattered with pale freckles; Lory’s mouth that I intended kissing, soon as I could summon myself, the palest apology for color; Lory’s soft girl-chin. All of these were neat and clear-edged against the dirty ocean, and her mainland hair, her dads’ hair, smoked orange into the sky, curled and tumbled down her back like brookwater tightened between rocks.
The moment passed when we could stand any longer without awkwardness. Still I stood and stared, not knowing what else to do, but Lory turned and eyed the town, and went to the stones at the path edge and examined among them—for sheltering birds, maybe, or for things washed up. Her curiosity would make something arrive there, make the right thing happen now, any moment, and carry her on out of her shyness, and me with her.



The Drowned Mermaid
Christopher Barzak
On the morning after the storm the body of a drowned mermaid was washed ashore. She was curled in an almost S shape, her arms thrown over her head as if to block out the glare of the sun. Her skin was pale, rubbery, and white. The kind of pale that comes from living either beneath the earth or beneath the sea. Her black hair was twisted with ropes of seaweed, and a bruise, golden brown and purple, stained the skin of her right cheek.
Helena found her. She had woken that morning from another dream of her daughter Jordan, from another night of terror and mystery in which she played the lead role. She’d been in a casino this time, after receiving instructions on how to win Jordan back: “Go to the roulette table, place your bet on black thirty-one, walk away from the wheel without collecting your winnings, and believe me,” a disembodied voice told her, “you’ll win. Walk toward the nearest restroom, but don’t go in. A man in a dark suit will meet you by the door. Take his arm. He’ll bring you to me.”
She’d done as instructed, but as usual, never found her daughter. Never won her, never opened the locked safe without tripping the alarm. Or in another situation, she might be fooled into thinking Jordan was behind a certain door. But upon opening it, she would find nothing but a dark, empty room. As in the shell game, Helena could never pick the one under which the con man had hidden the Ping-Pong ball.
So she had come down to the beach after waking, leaving Paul asleep in bed. The sun had just risen, dappling the waves with light, and gulls screed in the air, circling and diving over the water.
From a distance the mermaid’s body looked like driftwood, smooth and round, silhouetted by the morning light. It was only when Helena came closer that she noticed the scales glinting in the light; the thickly muscled tail; and after moving one of the mermaid’s arms off of her face, the bulbous eyes, black and damp as olives.
She knelt beside the body and rested her ear against the chilled skin. A sluggish pulse still pumped through those emerald veins: a slow, locomotive beat. Unconscious then, Helena decided. She stood again, turning her head one way, then the other, scanning the beach to see if anyone else had ventured down this way yet. There was no one around at this hour. But that would change soon enough. It was the end of summer. Within an hour the beach would be strewn with bodies laid out for the sun to take. A ritual sacrifice.
Working quickly, she lifted the mermaid’s arms and shoulders from underneath and started to drag her. She pulled her away from the hissing waves that collapsed under their own weight, turning to foam as they reached the shore. She dragged, then paused to catch her breath, then picked the mermaid up once more to go a little farther. And all the while the mermaid’s head lolled on the stalk of her neck as if it had been broken.
It was a long, exhausting journey. But in this way, they reached home soon enough.
Home was a house perched forty feet above the beach on the edge of a cliff in Southern California. Sleek and modern, it was filled with furniture that had been fashionable two decades before and had again come into style. There was a deck in back of the house, braced against the cliffside, and when high tide rolled in it would begin to resemble a pier, the pilings of the deck’s foundation partly submerged in water. The side of the cliff was buried beneath a lumpy shell of boulders, an ad hoc seawall that served to deter any further erosion that might undermine the house’s foundation. Helena and Paul had lived there for fifteen years, since he took the position teaching history at the university. Before the seawall was built, they had seen whole houses fold in on themselves.
The only problem to emerge since moving here, to a sleepy village by the sea, was that sometimes, often in the summer, homeless people or drifters would hole up beneath their deck. They’d stay for a day or a week, making homes, fleeting as dreams, among the boulders. Then they’d vanish and never be seen again.
Helena and Paul never instinctively disliked or feared these people. But as Helena once articulated the problem, “It’s that you can hear them down there, whispering, right below your feet.” It would have been easy to have the drifters removed, but they never called the police. As Helena once pointed out to Paul, who stood with phone in hand, ready to dial 911, “What if it was Jordan down there? What if she just needed a place to stay the night?”
Paul had placed the phone back on its cradle, but not without saying, “If she needed a place to stay, why wouldn’t she call? Why wouldn’t she come home?”
In the past Helena would have supplied him with reasonable answers to these questions—it had once been a specialty of hers—but most questions that had anything to do with Jordan had become unreasonable. As well as inexplicable.
By the time Helena reached the stairs leading up to the back deck, people had started to arrive. They came with surf boards lashed to the tops of their cars, or with children, lathered in sunblock, trudging wearily across the sand.
Helena climbed one step at a time, planting her feet securely before pulling the mermaid up to the next step. It took a long time. Sweat beaded on her forehead, then dribbled down into her eyes. She could hear her own breathing, sharp intakes of breath followed by exhausted sighs.
She wished she were younger, not slowed down by midlife. If I only had more energy, she thought several times a day, I could do more. As it was, she spent most of her days barely able to keep up with the house. Every time she turned around, there was a loose tile in the linoleum, or a burned-out bulb that needed to be replaced. Even caring for these small tasks drained her easily. She spent all of her energy in her dreams, overnight, looking for Jordan. By morning, she would wake exhausted, as though she hadn’t slept.
Finally she reached the deck, forty steps high, where she sat down for a few minutes to catch her breath, arranging the mermaid’s head on her lap. A few strands of hair trailed over the mermaid’s face and Helena snatched at them, brushing them out of those dark, fishy eyes. And those eyes, a person could lose themselves in them, could dive down into their cold black waters and drown.
She slid the back door open, then pulled the mermaid into the house. Her tail bounced up and down as it rolled over the sliding door track. Helena took her into the bathroom, heaved her tail up and over the lip of the tub, and followed with the upper half. The mermaid’s skin squeaked against the porcelain. She ran cold water from the faucet until it splashed over the sides.
It was enough. She’d done enough. She leaned against the tub and sighed, satisfied.
Now for Paul. She would have to find a way to explain this to him as reasonably as she could. This was possible. This was reasonable. She had done something. She stroked her fingertips across the mermaid’s bruised cheek and decided that in and of itself, this purple and gold blossom would win any argument with Paul.
But before she could wake him, there he was. He walked into the bathroom still wearing his pajamas, grinding the sleep out of his eyes. “Why all the racket?” he asked, yawning.
And when he removed his hands form his bleary eyes, Helena smiled up at him weakly and said, “Surprise.”
Paul was uncooperative, angry, and later he realized, a little unkind. Upon seeing his wife sprawled on the bathroom floor with that creature—he immediately thought of it as that creature—lounging in the tub behind her, he began to shout. “What have you done? Where did that creature come from? You must be insane, Helena. Completely mad! Get it out. Get it out right now.”
She pleaded with him—he knew she’d plead with him, it was like Helena these days—and practically begged him on her knees. “You don’t understand, Paul. She’s hurt. She needs help. I found her on the beach. Just look at her face, the poor thing’s skull has been battered. Please, you must. You have to. You must let her stay.”
An awkward pause followed during which Helena looked longingly into his eyes and spoke to him like that, with her eyes. It was a trick she’d always been able to pull on him, and each time she did he was helpless. Flustered, he fled the bathroom and went to change out of his thin blue pajamas. He wanted real clothes covering his skin. The nightclothes made him feel caught off guard, vulnerable.
They passed the day in a series of short, sharp spats, nearly all of which originated with Paul sliding around the corner to stand uselessly in the doorway of the bathroom. He’d stare at Helena pouring handfuls of water along the puckering gills of the mermaid’s throat, the thin little slits opening and closing, drinking the air out of the water. Or he would comment derisively on finding her stroking the mermaid’s hair, humming a wordless tune to soothe her, something she once did for their daughter when she was a little girl. And then Helena would stop whatever she was doing and say, “What? What are you looking at? Go away!”
He told her he was going to take the mermaid himself and throw her back to the sea. He said, “There are proper channels for dealing with these things, and you, my dear, have followed none of them.”
It was true. If she had notified the police, they would have said to leave the mermaid on the beach. They would have come and blocked the area off with sawhorses and yellow tape that had “Do Not Cross” printed on it in bold black. They had dealt with merfolk before, years ago. The proper thing to do would be to wait for high tide to roll in, and allow it to take her home.
They decided to make a pact. Helena explained that she couldn’t allow the mermaid to go back with the tide in this condition. She’s unconscious, she argued. Defenseless. In this state, a shark or some other scavenging creature could pick at her. Paul agreed easily enough to that. He said, “Till she’s well enough, then.” And Helena nodded, accepting this proposal. Although, Paul thought, it was a reluctant nod.
“Till she’s well enough, then,” Helena agreed.
Paul rolled his eyes at this childish bargaining and retreated to his study, hiding amongst his books, waiting for the moment he could get that creature out of his home. She was eerie. She floated in the tub like a corpse.
He spent the next two days hunched over his desk, busying himself with preparations for the coming semester, creating his syllabi and course summaries, until he heard the squeals and screams in the bathroom, announcing she had awoken.
After something special of one’s own disappears, a person should learn to be prepared for unexpected events. After Jordan disappeared, Helena came to feel, paradoxically, both ready to handle anything that might come her way, as well as on the verge of disintegrating into tears whenever she saw anything remotely reminiscent of her daughter. Because of these conflicting emotions, she found herself both willful and in tears as she struggled over a bra, black and frilled with lace—one Jordan had left behind—when the mermaid woke.
“You mustn’t struggle so,” she told the mermaid, who was attempting to tear the bra from her chest. Helena had covered her with it out of consideration for Paul. But the bra was too large for the mermaid, whose breasts were smaller, firmer than Jordan’s, probably from all of that swimming she did. “But it will do,” Helena said. She grabbed hold of the straining straps and pulled the bra back on, tightening it like a wicked stepmother. “It will do.”
“Having trouble?” Paul asked. He stood in the doorway, still holding a book from his study in one hand.
Helena ignored him. The mermaid bared her teeth, two crooked rows of pearls, and hissed at them. Her bulbous black eyes seemed even more bulbous now that she was awake. And darker as well, like two black moons. They were set far apart in her head, but turned inward a little, so that they seemed to be communicating to each other some deeply private, mysterious secret.
“I’m sorry,” Helena said, waggling a finger in the mermaid’s face. “But there are rules in this house, young lady. We don’t go traipsing around naked. Now it’s time for some dinner and then you’ll go straight to sleep. Consider yourself grounded. And don’t ask for how long either. You’ve been worrying me sick.”
The mermaid’s body was so long that her tail hung over the lip of the tub, drooping down towards the tiled floor. She still had ropes of seaweed tangled in her black hair, and sand speckled her skin, as though she’d been dipped in glitter. Helena reached out a tentative hand to stroke the mermaid’s hair, but snatched it back when the mermaid suddenly opened her mouth in a wide O and began to scream.
The scream spilled out at such a high piercing pitch, the bathroom mirror shattered. It burst apart in a rain of jagged silver, clattering into the sink, onto the tiled floor. Pieces lay at Helena’s feet, each one reflecting an individual eye, a patch of green scales, or a mouth, unhinged and opened so wide you could see the red wet skin inside.
Even after the mirror flew apart, the screaming failed to stop. Helena clapped her hands over her ears and looked over at Paul, who had done the same. “Stop it!” she shouted as loud as possible. “Stop it this instant!” Her eardrums tightened and vibrated, thrumming. They were ready to burst as well. The mermaid gripped the sides of the tub, though, and threw her head back into a higher octave.
Hesitantly, Helena lifted her hand and slapped her across the face. Then the screaming choked off. “That’s enough out of you, young lady,” said Helena. She looked at her hand, pink from the slap, then back at the mermaid, who clutched at her cheek. It was the same cheek, already bruised and swollen with dead black blood from whatever accident had knocked her out and washed her ashore two days before. Helena could tell it hurt enough as it was. Now she knew it hurt even more.
Embarrassed, she stood and pushed her way past Paul, out of the room. Past Paul, who told the mermaid, “That’s a fine way to act, now isn’t it?”
Helena tried finding things for the mermaid to eat. She experimented with seafood first, offering up a plate of lemon-pepper whitefish on a bed of rice. But the mermaid wrinkled her nose and pushed the plate aside. When Helena brought her fried calamari, she hid her face underwater, and when presented with a bowl of fruit she pinched her nose between her finger and thumb. Paul chuckled when informed of this last reaction. “She finds the scent of apples repulsive?” he asked. And Helena shrugged, throwing her hands in the air.
“She has to eat, Paul,” said Helena. She lay on the white leather couch in the living room, her head on the armrest, her feet elevated on pillows, exhausted. She’d been bustling around for the past two days with more energy than Paul had seen in her for the past year. Whenever she wasn’t in the bathroom with the mermaid, she was fixing up the house. Patching cracks in the walls, polishing furniture, upending reclining chairs to sweep beneath them. There was so much to be done, she murmured as she went. She had let it all go, it had all gone astray.
“Let me have a try,” Paul offered. Helena had been staring at the ceiling, at a brown spider-shaped water stain she wanted to erase, but she turned her head toward him when he spoke.
“You?” She squinted at him.
“Yes, me,” Paul said. “I’ll take care of it.” Then he rose from his chair, grabbed his jacket from the hall closet, and left the house.
Paul sincerely wanted to help. Even though he was still angry with Helena, he couldn’t stand to see her banging her head against walls over that creature. He’d been hoping she’d stop playing these games with herself. Over a month ago, he’d found a journal she’d been keeping secretly, in which she wrote long florid letters to their daughter. Or in which she wrote down detailed memories she wanted to capture before forgetting. He had found an entry that read: “My memories flash over my mind, like lightning briefly illuminating a dark landscape.” He hadn’t known his wife was a poet. He still didn’t know if she was a good one or not. And he had found: “Dearest Jordan, I miss you so. When are you coming home? I found a coffee stain the other day and thought of you. Perhaps you made it, before you left? I’m not mad, though. We’ll get new carpet! It’ll be an excuse.”
She collected old newspaper clippings, stories from over two decades before, now yellowed with age. Articles detailing the resurfacing of the merfolk. They had come with a message, although it took months for translations to occur. They didn’t use words but spoke with squeals and clicks, like whales and dolphins. They were sad, they said. So sad to see us still walking on land. It looked painful and exhausting. And why, they wondered, did we continue to put ourselves through this self-imposed exile? It tortured them to see us torturing ourselves. Come home, they said. You’ve proven your point. All is forgiven.
They had disappeared soon after arriving, had only stayed a few months. And soon after, people began disappearing as well. Or so it was said. Paul knew that Helena considered this to be a possibility with Jordan: that she’d gone down beneath the waves to join them. “Others have,” Helena said. “A girl who lived down the street from me did. Martha. Martha Pechanski.”
But Paul didn’t believe Jordan chose that route. A year ago now—the last time he saw her—she’d been living with a group of squatters in an abandoned tenement in LA. A friend of Jordan’s had phoned him, or someone who had once been a friend, and said she no longer attended classes at UCLA. That she’d hooked into a group, a bad group, the friend said. And that this is where you will find her.
Paul went one day, without Helena, and found Jordan in a dreary room, wearing stained jeans (stained with what, he couldn’t tell) and a threadbare T-shirt with the word Billabong fading on its front. She’d been a surfer, and still had her board with her even then. Her hair was matted into dull and frizzy coils, almost dreadlocks. He shivered, seeing her like this. “Why?” he had asked. And she had replied, stroking the board that lay across her lap, “Because it’s all a lie.” He asked what she was talking about, he wanted her to tell him what it was that was all a lie, but Jordan would not elaborate. She only stroked her board like it was a cat.
She was high on meth, he discovered. He went home and told Helena, who shouted and screamed and immediately made him drive her to the place. By then, though, Jordan was gone again. “Why didn’t you bring me with you?” Helena had demanded. “Why didn’t you let me talk to her?” Paul had no answers for her then. He still didn’t.
He stopped at an Asian grocery a few blocks from their house, where he bought food and drove home between the roadside corridors of palm trees. At home he unpacked the items in his experiment while Helena scrutinized everything. All of it was Japanese food, she pointed out. “I know,” Paul said. “Take this to her.” He held out a clear plastic package filled with sheets of greenish-black, papyrus-like material, which Helena sniffed at doubtfully.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Roasted seaweed,” Paul told her.
Martha. Martha Pechanski. The girl with the green eyes and blond hair, the blond hair that reached down to the small of her back. And those legs—those legs that turned anyone’s head. Twenty-three when Helena was seventeen, the girl who lived down the street, the girl who married into the sea. There were two stories about Martha Pechanski and Helena knew them both.
One story said Martha drowned herself in the ocean. She had tied plastic grocery bags filled with rocks around her belt loops and walked out and out, into the waves, until they covered her head like a veil. She was a sad girl, some said, cut quite a tragic figure. Had problems that no one else knew about. A person would say this while twirling a finger beside an ear. But Helena never liked those who insinuated Martha was crazy.
The other story said Martha Pechanski had fallen in love with a merman she met while surfing one day. She’d been out early in the morning, her legs straddling the board, waiting for a wave, when his head burst out of the water. Like a dolphin or a seal. Some said it was her legs he had noticed from beneath, dangling in the water.
The merman’s eyes were like two black glass beads and his hair was moss green. His skin was ivory and his muscles moved beneath his skin like light rippling on water. If you kiss me forever, he told Martha, I can breathe for us both beneath the sea. And so she went, clasped in his arms, mouth on his cold mouth, his strong tail pushing them down deep, deeper, until they reached home. There she developed gills and a tail of her own and soon she forgot her former life. It was only in dreams, sometimes, that Martha possessed those head-turning legs once again. And in those dreams, her legs took her step by step back down to the water.
A sea gift, Helena thought. What the sea takes, it gives back in return. She leaned over the edge of the tub and watched the mermaid devour sheet after sheet of the seaweed paper. “You like that, don’t you?” she said. That and the raw shrimp Paul bought, and the tuna and the salmon eggs. She was a luxurious girl, this one. This mermaid here, now she was a fussy one.
Over the past few days she had eaten her fill of the groceries Paul bought; she had calmed down a bit. With her stomach full, she’d given Helena this gift of proximity. She was allowed to be closer now, although the food had to keep coming. They fed her raw oysters, popping them into her mouth like grapes. The days were good, filled with peace and harmony once again. The only cloud obstructing their place in the sun was that several homeless people were sleeping under the deck again. Helena found them. Or rather, heard them, whispering beneath the deck. Let them stay, she told herself. A sea gift, she thought. A gift from the sea.
That and a neighbor had phoned to tell Paul he was bringing someone over to inspect his house; it seemed its foundation had been undermined over the past few years, and the seawall hadn’t helped as much as they had hoped. Paul mentioned the call to Helena, but she didn’t hear him. “We should get ours looked at as well,” Paul said. “And soon. I start fall classes in less than a month.”
“Do it then,” Helena said. She didn’t have time for that. She’d given up on the house to devote herself to the well-being of this girl, this beautiful girl in the bathtub.
She ran a comb through the mermaid’s dark, tangled hair.
It was a silver comb, an heirloom handed down for generations in Helena’s family. The mermaid seemed to enjoy it. She looked at the comb as though she might lick it. She seemed very partial to beautiful combs, Helena thought. Perhaps she lost her own in the accident?
The mermaid grinned at Helena, showing those crooked pearls for teeth. She wagged her tail happily at the other end of the tub. She had accidentally knocked a vial of lavender bath salts off of a shelf at the far end of the tub the day before and when they fell in they had clouded through the water, turning it a light purple, perfuming the air. They had been Jordan’s. And now she smelled quite like Jordan used to, Helena thought. A little briny from all of that surfing, and a little lavender as well. Something above and something below.
The night before, Helena had had another dream. This time she’d been invited to a talk show, by an uplifting, sentimental host—a woman who was soft and fleshy and obstinately maternal. The show was about people who had disappeared and the loved ones left behind. Paul refused to come, but Helena told the motherly host everything, her whole story, in front of a studio audience. The audience cried at all the sad parts, which made her happy. Somehow, she thought, she’d told Jordan’s story right.
When Helena had finished, the host waggled her eyebrows teasingly and said, “We’ve searched long and hard, far and deep, and we’ve found someone we think you’d like to see, Helena.” A door opened on the set then, and out walked Jordan, young and beautiful, eager to be in Helena’s arms. Tears were shed by all. The audience applauded and applauded again. And when all had quieted down, Helena asked, “Why, honey?”
But Jordan didn’t answer. Helena smelled something fishy. She held her daughter out at arm’s length. There was seaweed braided through her hair. The talk show host commented on how fashionable it looked. She asked, “Where did you have it done, dear?” Jordan opened her mouth to answer, but a scream spilled out instead. The scream spilled out and flooded the studio set, washed over the audience, and shattered the camera lenses. This broadcast was at an end. When Helena woke, her head was filled with static from a dead television channel.
Helena began to hum a wordless tune, thankful that the dream hadn’t been as futile as the ones that came before it. This one had a bit of hope. The mermaid now had finished off the seaweed sheets and was lounging extravagantly with her head nestled on the lip of the tub while Helena combed through her hair, freeing it of sea substances. Soon it would no longer be encumbered by kelp. A sea gift, Helena thought again. But now, thinking that, something made her afraid.
What if she had gotten it all wrong? she wondered. She remembered the articles about the merfolk resurfacing. They had said, “You came from the sea and to the sea you shall return.”
But she’d been thinking of this process the other way around. Jordan had gone into the sea and returned. Certainly a little changed, but returned nonetheless. What if—and she cringed at this thought—what if this beautiful girl in the tub would have to go back? She had come from the sea. Would she have to go back? Helena couldn’t bear that. She’d lost too much already.
The mermaid had fallen asleep. A mucousy film slid down over her black eyes, clouding them, making her look blind. “I need something from you,” Helena whispered. “Not much. Just something to remember you by, in case you have to go.”
She stood and padded out of the bathroom, returning a few moments later with a pair of orange-handled scissors. Kneeling beside the tub, she plucked a long tress of black hair away from the mermaid’s face, lifting it to get at its roots. It smelled of lavender and of something dark and underwater. Sliding it between the mouth of the scissors, she gently squeezed them closed.
Paul was on the back deck drinking a glass of bourbon when he heard the screams. At first he thought it might be another of the mermaid’s fits, but soon he realized someone was in pain. He flew through the house until he came to the bathroom and grabbed hold of the doorframe to stop from running any further.
Helena sat on the floor with her legs folded beneath her, holding a pair of scissors in one hand and a hank of hair in the other. The mermaid writhed in the tub, throwing her tail back and forth, cracking it against the wall. Paint flaked off, and plaster had begun to fall away as well. Green blood pulsed out of her scalp, pouring over her face. “Shh, please, shh,” Helena pleaded. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean, I only meant.” She reached out to touch the mermaid reassuringly, but was rejected with bloody hands.
The mermaid squealed like a child. She screeched like a gull. She stuttered an annoying patter of clicks and stops, then moaned a deep mournful song that climbed steeply into a howl. “What have you done, Helena?” Paul asked. But Helena only shook her head, as if nothing was wrong. Nothing at all.
“That’s enough,” Paul said. He plunged his hands into the bath water and pulled the mermaid out. His back strained and he nearly buckled over. Her scales scraped at his flesh and a pink rash, the color of a fresh burn, bloomed on the insides of his arms. “It’s no good,” he told Helena. “I’m sending her home.”
As soon as he made it to the back deck, Helena was up on her feet and behind him. “Wait, Paul, don’t do this. You don’t understand. You don’t understand.” But he didn’t listen. He stepped down and down until his feet reached sand, and then he headed off in the direction of the nearest pier. He could see its lights in the distance, like strange pearls floating in midair.
“No, Paul,” Helena shouted as he stalked away, down the beach. But he didn’t listen to her, only kept walking. She balled her hands into fists and hit the deck railing in front of her, then sat down in a chair and wept. “What’s happened?” she thought. “What’s happened? And why all of that blood?” Her thoughts raced in circles. She struggled to catch one. If she could only sort this out, she could stop things from progressing, she knew.
But her thoughts stopped abruptly, interrupted by what sounded like voices. Beneath her feet. Beneath the deck. “Go away,” Helena murmured, but they continued to chatter beneath her anyway. “Go away, I said.” She raised her voice. She stamped her foot on the floorboard beneath her. “Get out!” she screamed. “Get out of here!” She stood from her chair and began jumping up and down on the deck. The boards twittered beneath her. “Get the hell out of here!”
Beneath the deck, beneath her feet, they could see light from overhead, filling the cracks between the floorboards. Dust and sand sifted down between the cracks each time the woman jumped. “Get the hell out of here!” she screamed. And so they gathered up their sleeping bags and scrabbled down the boulders.
Helena watched them go. They scurried away like beach squirrels or rats. She yelled at them once more, for good measure. Then they disappeared, swallowed by the night.
“Where was I?” she thought. “Green blood,” she reminded herself. “Start there. Find the thread and go back.” What had happened?
But before she could begin again, the house moved beneath her, disturbed by its dreams. It shifted and trembled, as if an earthquake were occurring. The windows rattled in their frames. Pictures fell from their walls. The cracks Helena had patched days ago reappeared. She stood in the doorway between the deck and the house and waited to see what would happen.
For the entire length of the pier, Paul carried the mermaid in his arms like a bride. He staggered with her past fishermen with buckets full of sand sharks, past a cigarette stand closed for the night, past rollerbladers executing stunts on steps and benches. He walked all the way to the end of the pier, where a restaurant had been built as a tourist trap. People came here and went home to their friends and told them, “I ate over the ocean.” As Paul passed by its plate glass windows, the people inside pointed out at him, or pressed their faces against the tinted glass to stare.
At the end of the pier, he lifted the mermaid over the rails and said, “Goodbye.” For a moment, as he looked into her eyes, her face melted like hot wax and reformed itself into his daughter’s face. He released her then, and she spiraled down to the black ocean like a green ribbon snatched from someone’s hand by the wind. There was a splash, and then when he leaned over the rails to search for signs of her, he found nothing but the reflected yellow light from the pier lamps striping the black water.
Back at the house, the house that now swayed and creaked like a storm-tossed ship, Helena had fallen into bed. Furniture scraped across the floors. Wine glasses dropped from their racks in the kitchen to shatter like icicles against the linoleum floor. The house was crumbling, sliding slowly down the cliffside. With each bump and unexpected movement, Helena was tossed around on her bed. The tide was sweeping in, hissing up to meet the house on the beach. Soon it would be high tide and the house would no longer be a house. It would be a boat. A houseboat. It would drift, unmoored, out to sea. By sunrise Helena expects she and the house will have already traveled some distance, but not so far out she’ll be unable to step onto the back deck and wave to Paul, who will be on the beach. A tiny black speck scratching his head, wondering what was happening. She will wave to him with both arms, big enough for him to see. And then—because it’s obvious now this house is unsound, its cracks appearing everywhere, certainly not a seaworthy vessel—she will abandon ship. She will wait till sunset, when the sun floats over the waves, and then she’ll jump so that Paul and any other spectators will see her as a silhouette against it. A red disc spread out on the white sky, like Japan’s flag, and inside it, a graceful woman diving into the sea.
She will take with her only the mermaid’s tress of hair, tied around her neck like a choker. And perhaps it will gift her with powers. Perhaps it will enable her to breathe water. Then she will swim down, like the Pechanski girl, like Martha, that crazy in love girl from her youth, and she will search the coral kingdoms for Jordan.
Perhaps one day she will wash ashore, a naked woman covered with nothing but her own bruises, who has been to the ends of the earth, to history, and back. And maybe someone will find her there and drag her home.
Helena rocks on the waves of her bed. The house rocks on the waves of the ocean. She understands that going under with only a lock of hair in her possession is not the sanest plan.
Still, she brings the hair to her face and inhales its salty lavender scent once more. She tells herself, “It will do.”



Abyssus Abyssum Invocat
Genevieve Valentine
The Prince
Once, a mermaid fell in love with a prince who fell from his ship in a storm; when he had ceased to struggle, the mermaid took his face in her hands, passed her fingertips over the lids of his closed eyes, pressed her mouth against his mouth. Then she delivered him to the surface, where he was safely found.
But the salt of a man’s lips was sweeter than the salt sea, and the memory of it drove the mermaid nearly mad, until at last she left behind all she knew to find the prince again.
She gave her voice to the hag in the grotto; the hag gave her a knife and said, “Very well.”
She swam until her home waters were far behind her, until the prince’s castle was in sight and she could swim no farther; then she lay at the edge of the water, and cut at her flesh until it was cleaved in two.
She was not allowed to wash her hands clean (she was not allowed to ask anything again, of the sea); when the men found her in the morning, they saw a naked woman holding a knife, up to her elbows in blood.
They hanged her from the first tree they found, so young that it sagged under her weight.
It’s grown crooked ever since; I can see it from my window, as I tell you this.
Miss Warren came to the school the winter the ice broke in filmy crusts across the rocks.
The rain was coming down in sheets, waves trying to devour the shore, and no one saw her arriving; she was just there, waiting for them in the schoolroom the morning after, as if she’d grown overnight from the boards.
She looked them over, one by one, as if searching for something, but she must not have found it, because they just studied geography, and she walked among them carefully, and silent as the grave.
The consensus after class was, it was no wonder young single ladies were now permitted to teach in Cornwall, if they were as plain as Miss Warren.
(Matthew said nothing—he was already sixteen, and would graduate by summer, what did he care if she was plain for a spring?
She had paused by his desk a long time, watching him draw from the map, little strings of islands like a necklace of beads. He could feel her gaze on his neck; it never moved, all the time she stood there. Her hands were thin and white, and she held the fingers together, like a dove’s tail.
There was a hitch when she breathed, as if her lungs were giving out.
He watched her walk back up to the board, watched the line of her arm all the while she wrote the names of cities on the blackboard, her little white wrist sliding in and out of her sleeve, her hair as colorless and fragile as a sheet of ice.)
The first story she writes at the start of spring, when the green is creeping back over the rocks wherever the ice scraped it away, and the ospreys wheel over the courtyard of the school.
She writes it on the ruins of the old stone wall, where she was high above the water and alone but for the ghosts of the oppidum, who had, in the Roman years, looked out onto the ocean and seen serpents in the spray.
(It’s a relief from the press of anxious boys, their little wars and flares of temper.)
She gives it to Matthew, a single sheet of paper pressed into his workbook, where he’ll discover it some time from now, turning a page to start a lesson, frowning at it, touching his left lapel as he always does when something has taken him by surprise.
(She wants him, by then, because he holds very still; because of the way he looks at dead things with an air of sorrow; she wants him because his hair is dark, and gleams like the hair of a drowned man.)
Matthew waited two weeks for some word from her, but nothing came. She gave lessons as though nothing had happened, and spent Saturdays in the schoolroom reading, and Sundays walking the path that led to the sea, stopping from time to time to turn her profile to the water as if she was looking behind her. But she was too far, and from where he stood at the window, he couldn’t see anything for sure.
The next week he stayed behind on Saturday, after service, to get her alone.
(The story wasn’t the sort of thing one brought up to the Schoolmaster.
It was the sort of thing you read over and over as you pretended to study at night, casting looks out the pitch-black window, as if you could peer past the candlelight and all the way down to the sea.)
She was reading from an atlas.
“Sit, if you like,” she said.
Her voice was metallic at the edges, like a rusted bell, and she didn’t look up to greet him, or use any words of kindness.
He thought how strange she was, how little she knew of manners or the customs of the school.
Still, he sat beside her.
“I found this,” he said, and set the story on the open pages.
She looked at it. Then she turned a leaf; the paper vanished.
“Why did you give it to me?”
“I don’t love you,” she said. “You mustn’t think that. You’ll go mad if you do.”
She had unfastened the topmost button of her collar, as if she couldn’t breathe; he could see a sliver of shadow under the line of her dress.
“What did you think of the story?”
He thought about it.
(He had drawn the scene twice in his notebook, then burned the pages. They weren’t the sort of thing you left for others to find.)
“It seems truer than the other stories they tell you,” he said at last.
She raised an eyebrow, turned another page.
He said, “And I pitied her, for losing everything in pursuit of love.”
She looked at him, just for a moment, as if she was surprised. Her eyes were green as glass.
The pages were a map of the West Indies and the sea that surrounded them. Amidst the roiling waves, someone had drawn a ship, splintering to pieces. Sirens circled the drowning sailors, the water beneath them nearly black. Safely at the edge of the tumult slid the legend, Abyssus Abyssum Invocat.
He sucked in a breath.
She looked sad, now; he didn’t know what he had done.
“The deep calls unto the deep,” she said.
The translation wasn’t quite right—Millard and some of the other boys would have called her stupid or romantic, if they’d heard her, said it was the reason she taught geography and not Latin.
But her hair was the color of seafoam, and the lines of her profile were carved out by the last of the daylight, and the words sounded so like a prayer to her that he only nodded yes.
If he reached out a hand and held the edge of her cuff in two fingers, who else was there to see it; if they sat together until it was full dark, who was there to say?
The Ship
Once, a mermaid fell in love with the prow of a ship that fell from a ship in a storm; the mermaid pushed aside the bodies of the dead as she swam, and caught it up in her arms.
It had hair like her own, blown back, and it had arms like her own flexed in fists, and a face like her own set in a mask of triumph, and from the bottom of her gown bloomed two pointed feet, one on top of the other like the suffering Christ.
Within each thing on the land, the mermaid thought, there must be such a spirit waiting to be freed, and kissed the wooden lips.
She gave her voice to the hag in the grotto; the hag gave her a knife and said, “Very well.”
She cut at her flesh until it was cleaved in two. Then she walked along the beach, the sand a hundred thousand little wounds against her feet, until she came to the first tree she saw, and sank down with weariness.
The bark came apart in her bloody hands, and beneath it she saw the grain-wood of her beloved, and she began at once to weep for joy, and to kiss its smoothness. And the tree, from her beauty and from its loneliness, bent its branches down to meet her.
But the mermaid had been careless. Day is ever the enemy of the sea, and as dawn touched the shore, the mermaid was turned into a spray of seafoam; the tree, stained with blood and tears, died of grief, still reaching out for its beloved.
The tree has been crooked ever since; I can see it from my window, as I tell you this.
The second story comes in full spring, when the trees are leafing and the birds are roosting in nests that cling to the rocks.
(She has been back often to the wall, and rested her feet on the bodies of the dead that lie under this ground that is shallow enough to push them through the grass at any moment.
His was a careful sorrow, in a careful heart, and had to be tended as carefully as a grave.
She has let a dozen papers be ripped from her hands, until it was the right story.)
The water at the foot of the cliffs is green, green as the waters of home.
Since the first story, she has seen Matthew go out walking past the shelter of the school and stand along the path that goes down to the sea, holding perfectly still in a way she can’t stop looking at.
She doesn’t know how he can do it, with the wind here the way it is.
Sometimes he frowns; sometimes he closes his eyes.
His eyes are dark, as dark as if no happiness ever reaches them. She had thought it was a sorrow of his own, before he told her he had sorrowed for a mermaid in a fairy tale.
(Some stories have been ripped from her hands against her will; some stories will never be right.)
Matthew had looked for stories a hundred times before the next one came.
He knew it was the day when her hand trembled as she held it out, her fingers resting an instant too long on the cover, as if she was thinking better of it until the very last.
As soon as they were dismissed, he turned and took the long way round to mathematics, just so he could hang back alone and read it as fast as he could, his fingers trembling.
(She never said what the mermaids looked like; for him they all had green eyes and hair the color of seafoam, their white wrists sliding in and out of the waves as they swam.)
He folded the story shut when he had finished, closed his eyes, pressed it to his chest like a talisman.
The paper carried a smell of the salted sea, and he breathed deep, felt his fingers ache as though he had torn at a tree.
He was late to mathematics; all the while the willow switch was stinging across his hands, he was looking out the window, where the tide was coming in.
He grew distracted. He watched the sea when he should have been at study; he looked at little trees until he swore he could see the branches curling in.
He kept the story folded in half inside his jacket pocket. When he was nervous, he touched his lapel until he could feel the paper pressing back.
During science, they looked at anatomies of insects and frogs and fish and birds, the skin peeled back like the skin of a fruit, everything carefully labeled.
He drew seals, bones and muscles and blubber cradling a pocket of organs. Beside them came drawings of men, the groups of muscles that powered the arms and the abdomen.
At night, he cut them each in half and set them side by side.
(Such a thing could be, he thought, if Nature was clever; he tried to determine how high the little mermaid had cleaved herself in two, before she could walk.)
Sometimes he looked out the windows of the library and said the words over and over to the glass, his lips barely moving, watching a figure in a slate-gray dress walk the narrow path that wandered too close to the sea.
But he wasn’t afraid, watching her; if the waves rose and claimed her, he would run down the rocks and dive into the sea, and seek her until he found her.
He imagined pressing his mouth to her mouth until she breathed; he thought, Abyssus Abyssum Invocat.
The atlas sits on her desk, beside her globe.
It’s safe there, of course; none of the boys see much thrill in pilfering a text.
If Matthew wants to study in the room after the others are gone, who cares enough to stay behind? Who cares enough to watch him turning pages, examining the chains of islands to be sure he can recall them?
His notebook fills up with mermaids in ink. He knows more of the true shapes of things than the men who made the maps, and his sirens have a breath of life.
They have marlin tails and seal tails; their hair spreads out across the surface of the water as they gather around the bodies of the drowned.
(He never draws the shipwrecks; the ships don’t matter, the ships are gone.)
All the mermaids have hair like seafoam; their lips are parted.
When she sees them, her hands tremble.
(She wants, for an awful moment, to reach for a knife and cut until she’s cleaved in two.)
You can’t do this, she writes in the margin. She writes, as small as she can,They were warnings; I told you, you would run mad.
The drawings are too close to life; her face is stamped on every one.
He leaves it on her desk two days later.
He’s drawn a page so thick with waves the page is nearly black. Amid the storm, a mermaid—empty and white—has embraced a sailor with dark hair.
His limbs are loose in hers; he’s stopped struggling; it’s too late.
(Outside, when she looks, he’s standing on the path to the sea, watching her window.)
She writes, This is not for you.
(The waves are too dark to write anything on; she writes it across the body of the mermaid, a tattoo that swallows up her torso, her hair, her open mouth.)
The Deep
Once, a mermaid fell in love with death.
Men fell from a ship in a storm. The mermaid caught one up in her arms, pressed her hand to his screaming mouth to feel the warmth of his lips. After he stopped struggling, she swam among them all, closing their eyes with the tips of her fingers, their lids so thick that she could no longer see their eyes.
She kissed their hands; she carried each of them as far down as she dared, watched them sink into the dark water with their legs trailing like seaweed behind them and their faces sleeping, sleeping.
They carried pink halos with them, where her nails had curled into the skin and drawn blood.
The mermaid could not forget the faces of the drowned men; their faces kept sleep at bay, they drove her mad, and she knew she would find no peace until she could release all the suffering of men.
And she said, “Very well.”
She swam until her home was far behind her. She followed storms wherever they touched the water, and gathered the dead gratefully into her arms, and sent them to the depths with her salt kiss on their mouths.
When there are no storms, or when those who die have not grief enough, she swims as close to shore as she dares, and tastes the salt tears on the air, and waves all mourners welcome in the sea.
She has been searching since; I can see her beckoning me from my window, as I tell you this.
The last story is written in haste, in a schoolroom in a moment of quiet, and pressed between the pages of an atlas.
She wants to warn him, Don’t follow, don’t follow, but her hands betray her, and the story stops.
(Nothing she says will keep him away from the water, now. He has an interest in dead things, and his hair gleams like the hair of a drowned man.)
On the beach she strips down to nothing, walks into the waves.
(The tide is going out; the sea is pulling at her with every step.)
Against the rocks, the waves crash and shatter like bodies; hair like seafoam, white as bone, sharp as the water calling you home.
Don’t follow, she thinks, just before the water closes over her head.
Miss Warren’s disappearance caused a little uproar in the school.
She could not be found. There was nothing in her room to suggest she had lived there at all, save the atlas. At first there was some little scandal as if she’d eloped, but then they all remembered she was plain.
Matthew was not surprised to find her missing; he was only surprised she had gone alone.
(He had gone down to the edge of the water. One lace cuff had gotten trapped in the rocks. It lived in the pocket of his jacket, between a story that had warned him and a story that told him what had happened.)
For two days, he counted time. He did not weep. He was not afraid of little partings.
(He knew what she was; he had always liked dead things.)
On the morning of the third day, there was a storm; sheets of rain battered the windows and hid the shore from view.
He woke when it was still dark.
He wrote across the body of the sailor, Abyssus Abyssum Invocat.
He carried the book tucked close at his side, all the way down to the sea.



Each to Each
Seanan McGuire
Condensation covers the walls, dimpling into tiny individual drops that follow an almost fractal pattern, like someone has been writing out the secrets of the universe in the most transitory medium they can find. The smell of damp steel assaults my nose as I walk the hall, uncomfortable boots clumping heavily with every step I force myself to take. The space is tight, confined, unyielding; it is like living inside a coral reef, trapped by the limits of our own necessary shells. We are constantly envious of those who escape its limitations, and we fear for them at the same time, wishing them safe return to the reef, where they can be kept away from all the darkness and predations of the open sea.
The heartbeat of the ship follows me through the iron halls, comprised of the engine’s whir, the soft, distant buzz of the electrical systems, the even more distant churn of the rudders, the hiss and sigh of the filters that keep the flooded chambers clean and oxygenated. Latest scuttlebutt from the harbor holds that a generation of wholly flooded ships is coming, ultra-light fish tanks with shells of air and metal surrounding the water-filled crew chambers, the waterproofed electrical systems. Those ships will be lighter than ours could ever dream of being, freed from the need for filters and desalination pumps by leaving themselves open to the sea.
None of the rumors mention the crews. What will be done to them, what they’ll have to do in service to their country. We don’t need to talk about it. Everyone already knows. Things that are choices today won’t be choices tomorrow; that’s the way it’s always been, when you sign away your voice for a new means of dancing.
The walkway vibrates under my feet, broadcasting the all hands signal through the ship. It will vibrate through the underwater spaces twice more, giving everyone the time they need. Maybe that will be an advantage of those flooded boats; no more transitions, no more hasty scrambles for breathing apparatus that fits a little less well after every tour, no more forcing of feet into boots that don’t really fit, but are standard issue (and standard issue is still God and King here, on a navy vessel, in the service of the United States government, even when the sailors do not, cannot, will never fit the standard mold). I walk a little faster, as fast as I can force myself to go in my standard issue boots, and there is only a thin shell between me and the sea.
We knew that women were better suited to be submariners by the beginning of the twenty-first century. Women dealt better with close quarters, tight spaces, and enforced contact with the same groups of people for long periods of time. We were more equipped to resolve our differences without resorting to violence—and there were differences. Women—even military women—had been socialized to fight with words and with social snubbing, and the early all-female submarines must have looked like a cross between a psychology textbook and the Hunger Games.
The military figured it out. They hired the right sociologists, they taught their people the right way to deal with conflicts and handle stress, they found ways of picking out that early programming and replacing it with fierce loyalty to the Navy, to the program, to the crew.
Maybe it was one of those men—and they were all men, I’ve seen the records; man after man, walking into our spaces, our submarines with their safe and narrow halls, and telling the women who had to live there to make themselves over into a new image, a better image, an image that wouldn’t fight, or gossip, or bully. An image that would do the Navy proud. Maybe it was one of those men who first started calling the all-female submarine crews the military’s “mermaids.”
Maybe that was where they got the idea.
Within fifty years of the launch of the female submariners, the sea had become the most valuable real estate in the world. Oh, space exploration continued—mostly in the hands of the wealthy tech firms that decided a rocket would be a better investment than a Ping-Pong table in the break room, and now had their eyes set on building an office on Jupiter, a summer home on Mars. It wasn’t viable. Not for the teeming masses of Earth, the people displaced from their communities by the super storms and tornadoes, the people who just needed a place to live and eat and work and flourish. Two-thirds of the planet’s surface is water. Much of it remains unexplored, even today . . . and that was why, when Dr. Bustos stood up and said he had a solution, people listened.
There were resources, down there in the sea. Medicines and minerals and oil deposits and food sources. Places where the bedrock never shifted, suitable for anchoring bubble communities (Art Deco’s resurgence around the time of the launch was not a coincidence). Secrets and wonders and miracles of science, and all we had to do was find a way to escape our steel shells, to dive deeper, to find them.
Women in the military had always been a bit of a sore spot, even when all the research said that our presence hurt nothing, endangered nothing; even when we had our own class of ships to sail beneath the waves, and recruits who aimed for other branches often found themselves quietly redirected to the Navy. There was recruiter logic behind it all, of course—reduced instances of sexual assault (even if it would never drop to full zero), fewer unplanned pregnancies, the camaraderie of people who really understood what you were going through as a woman in the military. Never mind the transmen who found themselves assigned to submarines, the transwomen who couldn’t get a berth, the women who came from Marine or Air Force or Army families and now couldn’t convince the recruiters that what they wanted was to serve as their fathers had served, on the land. The submarines began to fill.
And then they told us why.
I drag myself up the short flight of stairs between the hallway and the front of the ship (and why do they still build these things with staggered hearts, knowing what’s been done to us, knowing what is yet to be done?) and join my crew. A hundred and twenty of us, all told, and less than half standing on our feet. The rest sit compacted in wheelchairs, or bob gently as the water beneath the chamber shifts, their heads and shoulders protruding through the holes cut in the floor. There is something strange and profoundly unprofessional about seeing the Captain speak with the heads and shoulders of wet-suited women sticking up around her feet like mushrooms growing from the omnipresent damp.
“At eighteen hundred hours, Seaman Wells encountered an unidentified bogey in our waters.” The captain speaks clearly and slowly, enunciating each word like she’s afraid we will all have forgotten the English language while her back was turned, trading in for some strange language of clicks and whistles and hums. She has read the studies about the psychological effects of going deep; she knows what to watch for.
We terrify her. I can’t imagine how the Navy thinks this is a good use of their best people, locking them away in tin cans that are always damp and smell of fish, and watching them go slowly, inexorably insane. You need to be damn good to get assigned to submarine command, and you need to be willing to stay a drysider. Only drysiders can be shown in public; only drysiders can testify to the efficacy of the program. The rest of us have been compromised.
It’s such a polite, sterile little word. “Compromised.” Like we were swayed by the enemy, or blown off course by the gale-force winds of our delicate emotions. Nothing could be further from the truth. We’re a necessary part of public safety, an unavoidable face of war . . . and we’re an embarrassment that must be kept out at sea, where we can be safely forgotten.
“The bogey approached our ship, but did not make contact. It avoided all cameras, and did not pass by any open ports, which leads us to believe that it was either a deserter or an enemy combatant. The few sonar pictures we were able to get do not match any known design configuration.” That doesn’t have to mean anything. There are new models taking to the sea every day. I have my eye on a lovely frilled shark mod that’s just clearing the testing process. Everyone who’s seen the lab samples says it’s a dream come true, and I’m about due for a few dreams.
One of the Seamen raises her hand. She’s new to the ship; her boots still fit, her throat still works. The captain nods in her direction, and she asks, in a voice that squeaks and shakes with the effort of pushing sound through air instead of water, “Didn’t we have anyone on patrol when the bogey came by?”
It’s a good question, especially for a newbie. The captain shakes her head. “We’re here to chart the sea floor and bring back information about the resources here.” What we can exploit, in other words. “All of our sea-going sailors were at bottom level or in transit when the bogey passed near our vessel.”
One of the servicewomen floating near the captain’s feet whistles long and low, a tiny foghorn of a sound. An electronic voice from one of the speakers asks, robotic and stiff, “What are our orders, captain?”
I don’t recognize this sailor. She has the dark gray hair and flattened facial features common to the blue shark mods. There are fourteen blues currently serving on this vessel. I can’t be blamed if I can’t tell them apart. Sometimes I’m not even sure they can tell themselves apart. Blues have a strong schooling instinct, strong enough that the labs considered recalling them shortly after they were deployed. The brass stepped in before anything permanent could happen. Blues are good for morale. They fight like demons, and they fuck like angels, and they have no room left in their narrow predators’ brains for morals. If not for the service, they’d be a danger to us all, but thankfully, they have a very pronounced sense of loyalty.
The captain manages not to shy away from the woman at her feet: no small trick, given how much we clearly distress her. “All sailors are to be on a state of high alert whenever leaving the vessel. High water patrols will begin tonight, and will continue for the duration of our voyage. Any creature larger than an eel is to be reported to your superior officer immediately. We don’t know what the Chinese have been doing since they closed the communication channels between their research divisions and ours. They may have progressed further than we had guessed.”
A low murmur breaks out amongst the sailors who can use words. Others whistle and hum, communicating faster via the private languages of their mods. Rumor keeps saying command is going to ban anything on the ships that can’t be translated into traditional English by our computers, and rumor keeps getting slapped down as fast as it can spread, because the speech is hard-coded in some of the most popular, most functional mods, and without it our sailors couldn’t communicate in the open sea. So people like our poor Captain just have to grit their teeth and endure.
I feel bad for her, I really do. I envy her, too. Did they show her the same studies they’d once shown me, offer her the same concessions if she’d just serve as an example to her yearmates? Was she one of the rare individuals who saw everything the sea could give her, and still chose to remain career track, remain land-bound, remain capable of leaving the service when her tour was up? Oh, they said and said that everything was reversible, but since no one ever chose reversal, we still didn’t know if that was true, and no one wanted to be the test case. Too much to lose, not enough to gain.
The captain begins to talk again, and the buzz of conversation dies down to respectful silence, giving her the floor as she describes our assignments for the days to come. They’re standard enough; except for the bogey or bogeys we’ll be watching for, we’ll be doing the normal patrols of the sea bed and the associated trenches, looking for minerals, looking for species of fish we’ve never encountered before, taking samples. Deepening our understanding of the Pacific. Other crews have the Atlantic, mapping it out one square meter at a time; one day we’ll meet on the other side of the world, a mile down and a universe away from where we started, and our understanding will be complete, and the human race can continue in its conquest of this strange and timeless new frontier. One day.
The captain finishes her speech, snapping off her words with the tight tonelessness of a woman who desperately wants to be anywhere else. We salute her, those in the water doing their best not to splash as they pull their arms out of the water and snap their webbed fingers to their foreheads. She returns the salute and we’re dismissed, back to our quarters or onward to our duties.
I linger on the stairs while those who are newer to this command than I scatter, moving with a quick, dryland efficiency toward other parts of the submarine. The captain is the first to go, all but running from the bridge in her need to get away from us. The heads in the water vanish one by one, the sailors going back to whatever tasks had them outside the ship—those who aren’t currently off-duty and seeking the simple peace of weightlessness and separation from the dry. Not all the seamen serving with this vessel are capable of doing what I’m doing, standing on their own two feet and walking among the drylander crew. Every ship has to have a few in transition. It’s meant to be a temptation and a warning at the same time. “Mind your choices; there but for the grace of God and the United States government go you.”
It only takes a few minutes before I’m standing alone on the stairs. I walk over to the lockers set in the far wall (one more concession to what they’ve made of us; in transition, we don’t always have time to get to quarters, to get to privacy, and so they arrange the ships to let us strip down wherever we need, and hold it up as one more bit of proof that single-sex vessels are a requirement for the smooth operation of the Navy). My boots are the first thing to go, and I have to blink back tears when I pull them off and my feet untwist, relaxing back into the natural shape the scientists have worked so hard to give them. All this work, all these changes to the sailors, and they still can’t change our required uniforms—not when we still have things that can be called “feet” or “legs” and shoved into the standard-issue boots or trousers.
Piece by piece, I strip down to my swim trunks and thermal sports bra, both designed to expose as much skin as possible while still leaving me with a modicum of modesty. The blues, especially, have a tendency to remove their tops once they’re in the water, buzzing past the cameras and laughing. That footage goes for a pretty penny on some corners of the internet, the ones frequented by soft-skinned civilians who murmur to themselves about the military mermaids, and how beautiful we are, and how much they’d like to fuck us.
They’d flense themselves bloody on the shark-skins of the blues, they’d sting themselves into oblivion on the spines of the lionfish and the trailing jellied arms of the moonies and the men-o’-war, but still they talk, and still they see us as fantasies given flesh, and not as the military women that we are. Perhaps that, too, is a part of the Navy’s design. How easy is it to fear something that you’ve been seeing in cartoons and coloring books since you were born?
I walk to the nearest hole and exhale, blowing every bit of air out of my lungs. Then I step over the edge and plunge down, down, down, dragged under by the weight of my scientifically reengineered musculature, into the arms of the waiting sea.
“Project Amphitrite”—otherwise known as “Mermaids for the Military”—started attracting public attention when I was in my senior year of high school and beginning to really consider the Navy as a career option. I wanted to see the world. This new form of service promised me a world no one else had ever seen. They swore we could go back. They swore we would still be human, that every possible form of support would be offered to keep us connected to our roots. They said we’d all be fairy tales, a thousand Little Mermaids rising from the sea and walking on new legs into the future that our sacrifice had helped them to ensure.
They didn’t mention the pain. Maybe they thought we’d all see the writing on the wall, the endless gene treatments, the surgeries to cut away inconvenient bits of bone—both original issue and grown during the process of preparing our bodies for the depths—the trauma of learning to breath in when submerged, suppressing the millennia of instinct that shrieked no, no, you will drown, you will die, no.
And maybe we did drown; maybe we did die. Every submersion felt a bit less like a betrayal of my species and a bit more like coming home. As I fall into the water my gills open, and the small fins on my legs spread, catching the water and holding me in place, keeping me from descending all the way to the bottom. The blues I saw before rush back to my side, attracted by the sound of something moving. They whirl around me in an undifferentiated tornado of fins and flukes and grasping hands, caressing my flank, touching my arms and hair before they whirl away again, off to do whatever a school of blues does when they are not working, when they are not slaved to the commands of a species they have willingly abandoned. Their clicks and whistles drift back to me, welcoming me, inviting me along.
I do not try to follow. Until my next shore leave, my next trip to the lab, I can’t keep up; they’re too fast for me, their legs fully sacrificed on the altar of being all that they can be. The Navy claims they’re turning these women into better soldiers. From where I hang suspended in the sea, my lungs filled with saltwater like amniotic fluid, these women are becoming better myths.
Other sailors flash by, most of them carrying bags or wearing floodlights strapped to their foreheads or chests; some holding spear guns, which work better at these depths than traditional rifles. We’d be defenseless if someone were to fire a torpedo into our midst, but thus far, all the troubles we’ve encountered have either been native—squid and sharks who see our altered silhouettes and think we look like prey—or our own kind, mermaids from rival militaries, trying to chart and claim our sea beds before we can secure them for the United States of America. We might have been the first ones into the sea, but we weren’t the last, and we’re not even the most efficient anymore. The American mods focus too much on form and not enough on functionality. Our lionfish, eels, even our jellies still look like women before they look like marine creatures. Some sailors say—although there’s been no proof yet, and that’s the mantra of the news outlets, who don’t want to criticize the program more than they have to, don’t want to risk losing access to the stream of beautifully staged official photos and the weekly reports on the amazing scientific advancements coming out of what we do here—some sailors say that they chose streamlined mods, beautiful, sleek creatures that would cut through the water like knives, minimal drag, minimal reminders of their mammalian origins, and yet somehow came out of the treatment tanks with breasts that ached like it was puberty all over again. Ached and then grew bigger, ascending a cup size or even two, making a more marketable silhouette.
Here in the depths we’re soldiers, military machines remade to suit the needs of our country and our government. But when we surface, we’re living advertisements for the world yet to come, when we start shifting more of the population to the bubble cities being constructed on the ground we’ve charted for them, when the military gene mods become available to the public. I’ve seen the plans. We all have. Civilians will be limited to “gentler” forms, goldfish and angelfish and bettas, all trailing fins and soft Disney elegance. Veterans will be allowed to keep our mods as recognition of our service, should we choose to stay in the wet—and again, no one knows whether reversal is possible,especially not for the more esoteric designs. Can you put the bones back into a jelly’s feet, just because you think they ought to be there? Questions better left unanswered, if you ask me.
Adjustment is done: My gills are open, and my chest is rising smooth and easy, lungs filling with seawater without so much as a bubble of protest. I jackknife down and swim toward the current patrol, feeling the drag from my weight belt as it pulls me toward the bottom. One more reason to dream of that coming return to the labs, when they’ll take me one step deeper, and this will be just a little more like home.
The blues return to join me; two of them grab my hands and pull me deeper, their webbed fingers slipping on my slick mammalian skin, and the captain and her bogeys are forgotten, for a time, before the glorious majesty of the never-ending sea.
We’re deep—about a hundred, hundred and fifty feet below the waiting submarine, our passage lit by the soft luminescent glow of the anglers and the lanterns—when something flashes past in the gloom just past the reach of the light. Whatever it is, it’s moving fast, all dart and dazzle, and there isn’t time to see it properly before it’s gone.
The formation forms without anyone saying a word, the hard-coded schooling instinct slamming into our military training and forming an instant barricade against the waiting dark. Anglers and lanterns in the middle, blues, makos, and lionfish and undecideds on the outside. The five of us who have yet to commit to a full mod look like aberrations as we hang in the water, almost human, almost helpless against the empty sea.
One of the blues clicks, the sound reverberating through the water. A moment later her voice is coming through the implant in my inner ear, saying, “Sonar’s picking up three bodies, all about twenty yards out, circling.”
Another click, from another of the blues, and then: “Marine or mer?” Shorthand description, adopted out of necessity. Are we looking at natural marine creatures, sharks or dolphins—unusual at this depth—or even the increasingly common, increasingly dangerous squid that we’ve been seeing as we descend into the trenches? There are a dozen species of the great cephalopods down here, some never before seen by science, and all of them are hungry, and smart enough to recognize that whatever we are, we could fill bellies and feed babies. We are what’s available. That has value, in the sea. (That has value on the land as well, where women fit for military service were what was available, where we became the raw material for someone else’s expansion, for someone else’s fairy tale, and now here we are, medical miracles, modern mermaids, hanging like apples in the larder of the sea.)
Click click. “Mer.” The sonar responses our makos are getting must have revealed the presence of metal, or of surgical scars: something to tell them that our visitors are not naturally occurring in the sea. “Three, all female, unknown mods. Fall back?”
More clicks as the group discusses, voices coming hard and fast through the implants, arguing the virtues of retreat versus holding our ground. There are still crewmen in these waters, unaware of the potential threat—and we don’t know for sure that this is a threat, not really. America isn’t the only country to take to sea. We could just be brushing up against the territory claimed by an Australian crew, a New Zealand expedition, and everything will end peacefully if we simply stay where we are and make no threatening movements.
One of the blues breaks formation.
She’s fast—one of the fastest we have, thanks to the surgery that fused her legs from crotch to ankles, replaced her feet with fins, replaced the natural curves of a mammalian buttock and thigh with the smooth sweep of a blue shark’s tail—and she’s out of the light before anyone has a chance to react. My sonar isn’t as sensitive as the blues’; I don’t know what she heard, only that she’s gone. “After her!” I shout through the sub-dermal link, my words coming out as clicks and bubbles in the open water. And then we’re moving, all of us, the blues in the lead with the makos close behind. The jellies bring up the rear, made more for drifting than for darting; one, a moonie with skin the color of rice paper that shows her internal organs pulsing softly in her abdomen, clings to a lionfish’s dorsal fin. Her hands leave thin ribbons of blood in the water as she passes. We’ll have sharks here soon.
With the lanterns and anglers moving in the middle of the school, we’re able to maintain visual contact with each other, even if we’re too deep and moving too fast to show up on cameras. This is the true strength of the military mermaid project: speed and teamwork, all the most dangerous creatures in the sea boiled down to their essentials and pasted onto Navy women, who have the training and the instincts to tell us how they can best be used. So our scouts swim like bullets while the rest of us follow, legs and tails pumping hard, arms down flat by our sides or holding tight to the tow line of someone else’s fin, someone else’s elbow. Those of us who are carrying weapons have them slung over our backs, out of the way. Can’t swim at speed and fire a harpoon gun at the same time.
All around me, the school clicks and whistles their positions, their conditions, only occasionally underscoring their reports with actual words. “She’s not here.” “Water’s been disturbed.” “Something tastes of eel.” This isn’t how we write it down for the brass. They’re all drylanders, they don’t understand how easy it is to go loose and fluid down here in the depths, how little rank and order seem to matter when you’re moving as a single beast with a dozen tails, two dozen arms, and trying all the while to keep yourself together, keep yourself unified, keep yourself whole. The chain of command dissolves under the pressure of the crushing deep, just as so many other things—both expected and unimagined—have already fallen away.
Then, motion in the shadows ahead, and we surge forward again, trying to find our missing shipmate, our missing sister, the missing sliver of the self that we have become as we trained together, schooled together, mourned our lost humanity and celebrated our dawning monstrosity together. We are sailors and servicewomen, yes; we will always be those things, all the way down to our mutant and malleable bones. But moments like this, when it is us and the open sea, remind us every day that we are more than what we were, and less than what we are to become, voiceless daughters of Poseidon, singing in the space behind our souls.
The taste of blood in the water comes first, too strong to be coming from the sliced hands of those who chose poorly when they grabbed at the bodies of their fellow fables. Then comes the blue, flung out of the dark ahead, her slate-colored back almost invisible outside the bioluminescent glow, her face and belly pearled pale and ghostly. One of the other blues darts forward to catch her before she can slam into the rest of us, potentially hurting herself worse on spines or stingers. A great cry rises from the group, half lament, half whale song. The remaining two blues hurl themselves into the dark, moving fast, too fast for the rest of us to catch them . . . and then they return, empty-handed and angry-eyed. One of them clicks a message.
“She got away.”
We nod, one to another, and turn to swim—still in our tight, effective school—back toward the waiting vessel. Our crewmate needs medical care. Only after we know she’s safe can we go out again, and find the ones who hurt her, and make them pay.
So few of us are suited for walking anymore, even in the safe, narrow reef of the submarine’s halls, where there is always solid metal waiting to catch and bear us up when our knees give out or our ankles refuse to bear our weight. So it is only natural that I should be the one to stand before the captain—anxious creature that she is—at the closest I could come to parade rest, my hands behind my back and my eyes fixed on the wall behind her, reciting the events of the day.
“So you’re telling me Seaman Metcalf charged ahead without regard for the formation, or for the safety of her fellow crewmen?” The captain frowns at the incident report, and then at me. She is trying to be withering. She is succeeding only in looking petulant, like a child in the process of learning that not every fairy tale is kind. “Did anyone get a clear look at the bogey? Do we have any idea what could have caused Seaman Metcalf to behave so recklessly?”
She doesn’t understand, she is not equipped to understand; she has not been sea-changed, and her loyalty is to the Navy itself, not to the crew that swims beside her. Poor little drylander. Maybe someday, when she sees that there is no more upward mobility for we creatures of the sea, she’ll give herself over to the water, and her eyes will be opened at last.
“No, ma’am. Seaman Metcalf broke formation without warning, and did not explain herself.” She’s in the medical bay now, sunk deep in a restorative bath of active genetic agents. She’ll wake with a little more of her humanity gone, a little more of her modified reality pushed to the surface. Given how close she looks to fully modded, maybe she’ll wake as something entirely new, complete and ready to swim in deeper waters, no longer wedded to the steel chain of the submarine.
“And the bogeys?” The captain sounds anxious. The captain always sounds anxious, but this is something new, sharp and insecure and painfully easy to read.
“No one saw anything clearly, ma’am. It’s very dark when you exit the pelagic region, and while we have bioluminescent mods among our crew, they can’t compensate for the limited visibility over a more than three-yard range. Whatever’s been buzzing our perimeter, it’s careful to stay outside the limits of the light.” I don’t mention the sonar readings we were getting before. They’re important, I’m sure of that, but . . . not yet. She’s not one of us.
There was a time when withholding information from my captain would have seemed like treason, a time when the patterns of loyalty were ingrained in my blood and on my bone. I had different blood then; I had different bones. They have replaced the things that made me theirs, and while I am grateful, I am no longer their property.
It’s strange to realize that. Everything about this day has been strange. I keep my eyes fixed straight ahead, not looking at the captain’s face. I am afraid she’ll see that I am lying. I am afraid she won’t see anything but a man-made monster, and her future in fins and scales.
“I want doubled patrols,” says the captain. “Seaman Metcalf will be detained when she recovers consciousness. I need to know what she saw.”
“You may want to request that one of the other blue shark mod sailors also be present, ma’am,” I say. “Seaman Metcalf no longer has vocal cords capable of human speech.”
The captain blanches. “Understood. Dismissed.”
“Ma’am.” I offer a respectful salute before I turn and limp out of the room, moving slowly—it’s always slow right after I leave the water, when my joints still dream of weightlessness and my lungs still feel like deserts, arid and empty.
The door swings shut behind me, slamming and locking in the same motion, and I am finally alone.
The captain has ordered us to double patrols, and so patrols are doubled. The captain has ordered the medical staff to detain Seaman Metcalf, and so she is detained, pinned clumsy and semi-mobile on a bed designed for a more human form, her tail turned to dead weight by gravity, her scales turned to brutal knives by the dryness of the air. I know how I feel at night, stretched out in my bunk like a surgical patient waiting for the knife, too heavy to move, too hot to breathe. Seaman Metcalf is so much further along than I am that the mere act of keeping her in the dry should be considered a crime of war, forbidden and persecuted by the very men who made her. But ah, we are soldiers; we signed up for this. We have no one to blame but ourselves.
The captain has ordered that we stay together at all times, two by two, preventing flights like Seaman Metcalf’s, preventing danger from the dark. I am breaking orders as I slide into the water alone, a light slung around my neck like a strange jewel, a harpoon gun in my hands. This is a terrible idea. But I need to know why my sailors are flinging themselves into the darkness, pursuing an enemy I have not seen, and I can survive being beached better than the majority of them; I am the most liminal of the current crew, able to go deep and look, and see, yet still able to endure detention in a dry room. If anything, this may hasten my return to land, giving me the opportunity to tell the Naval psychologists how much I need to progress; how much I need the mod that will take me finally into the deeps. Yes. This is the right choice, and these are orders almost intended to be broken.
It is darker than any midnight here, down here in the deep, and the light from my halogen lamp can only pierce so far. Things move in the corners of my vision, nightmare fish with teeth like traumas, quick and clever squid that have learned to leave the women with the harpoon guns alone. There is talk of a squid mod being bandied about by the brass. I hope it comes to something. I would love to learn, through the network of my soldier-sisters, what the squid might have to teach us.
The captain has ordered that patrols be doubled, but I don’t see anyone else as I descend into deeper water, the darkness closing around me like a blanket full of small moving specks. Every breath I take fills my throat with the infants of a thousand sea creatures, filtered by the bioscreens installed by the clever men who made me what I am today. I am not a baleen whale, but the krill and larvae I catch and keep in this manner will help to replace the calories my body burns to keep me warm this far below the sea. (Easier to line our limbs with blubber, make us seals, fat and sleek and perfect—but we were always intended to be public relations darlings, and fattening up our military women, no matter how good the justifications behind it, would never have played well with the paparazzi.)
Something flashes through the gloom ahead of me, too fast and too close to be a squid, too direct to be a shark; they always approach from the side. I fall back, straightening myself in the water so that my head points toward the distant surface. The water has never encouraged anyone to walk upright, and the changing weight of my body discourages this choice even more, tells me not to do it, tells me to hang horizontal, like a good creature of the sea. But I am still, in many regards, a sailor; I learned to stand my ground, even when there is no ground beneath me.
She emerges from the dark like a dream, swimming calm and confident into the radiant glow of my halogen light. Her mod is one I’ve never seen before, long hair and rounded fins and pattern like a clownfish, winter white and hunter orange and charcoal black, Snow White for the seafaring age. Clownfish are meant to live in shallow waters, coral reefs; she shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t exist at all. This is a show model of a military technology, designed to attract investors, not to serve a practical purpose in the open sea. She smiles at me as I stare, suddenly understanding what could inspire Seaman Metcalf to break formation, to dive into the oppressive dark. For the first time, I feel as if I’m seeing a mermaid.
Seaman Metcalf dove into the dark and was thrown back, battered and bruised and bleeding. I narrow my eyes and whistle experimentally. “Who are you?”
Her smile broadens. She clicks twice, and my implant translates and relays her words: “A friend. You are early,” another click, “No? Not so far along as those you swim with.”
“You have harmed a member of my crew.”
The stranger’s eyes widen in wounded shock. “Me?” Her whistle is long and sweet, cutting through the waves; the others must hear her, no matter how far above me they are. Some things, the water cannot deaden. “No. Your crewmate asked us to strike her, to push her back. Voices can lie, but injuries will tell the truth. We needed your,” another series of clicks, this one barely translatable; the closest I can come is “dry-walkers,” and I know then that she is not military, has never been military. She doesn’t know the lingo.
She’s still speaking. “ . . . to believe there was a threat here, in the deep waters. I am sorry we did not sing to you. You stayed so high. You seemed so, forgive me, human.”
She makes it sound like a bad word. I frown. “You are trespassing on waters claimed by the United States Navy. I hereby order you to surrender.”
Her sigh is a line of bubbles racing upward, toward the sun. She whistles wordlessly, and three more figures swim out of the dark, sinuous as eels, their skins shifting seamlessly from grays to chalky pallor. They have no tentacles, but I recognize the effect as borrowed from the mimic octopus; another thing the military has discussed but not perfected. I am in over my head, in more ways than one.
She whistles again. “I cannot surrender. I will not surrender. I am here to free your sisters from the tank they have allowed themselves to be confined within. We are not pet store fish. We are not trinkets. They deserve to swim freely. I can give that to them. We can give that to them. But I will not surrender.”
The eel-women circle like sharks, and I am afraid. I know she can’t afford to have me tell my captain what she has said; I know that this deep, my body would never be found. Sailors disappear on every voyage, and while some whisper about desertion—and the truth of those whispers hangs before me in the water like a fairy tale—I know that most of them have fallen prey only to their own hubris, and to the shadows beneath us, which never change and never fade away.
She is watching me, nameless mermaid from a lab I do not know. The geneticist who designed her must be so proud. “Is this the life you want? Tied to women too afraid to join you in the water, commanded by men who would make you something beautiful, and then keep you captive? We can offer something more.”
She goes on to talk about artificial reefs, genetically engineered coral growing into palaces and promenades, down, deep down at the bottom of the sea. The streets are lit by glowing kelp and schools of lanternfish, both natural and engineered. There is no hunger. There is no war. There are no voices barking orders. She speaks of a new Atlantis, Atlantis reborn one seafaring woman at a time. We will not need to change the sea to suit the daughters of mankind; we have already changed ourselves, and now need only come home.
All the while the eel-women circle like sharks, ready to strike me down if I raise a hand against their leader—ready to strike me down if I don’t. Like Seaman Metcalf, I must serve as a warning to the Navy. Something is out here. Something dangerous.
I look at her, and frown. “Who made you?”
Something in her eyes goes dark. “They said I’d be a dancer.”
“Ah.” Some sounds translate from form to form, medium to medium; that is one of them. “Private firm?”
“Private island,” she says, and all is clear. Rich men playing with military toys: chasing the idea of the new. They had promised her reversion, no doubt, as they promised it to us all—and maybe they meant it, maybe this was a test. The psychological changes that drive us to dive ever deeper down were accidental; maybe they were trying to reverse them. Instead, they sparked a revolution.
“What will you do if I yield?”
Her smile is quick and bright, chasing the darkness from her eyes. “Hurt you.”
“And my crew?”
“Most of them will be tragically killed in action. Their bodies will never be found.” They would be free.
“Why should I agree?”
“Because in one year, I will send my people back to this place, and if you are here, we will show you what it means to be a mermaid.”
We hang there in the water for a few minutes more, me studying her, her smiling at me, serene as Amphitrite on the shore. Finally, I close my eyes. I lower my gun, allowing it to slip out of my fingers and fall toward the distant ocean floor. It will never be found, one more piece of debris for the sea to keep and claim. I am leaving something behind. That makes me feel a little better about what has to happen next.
“Hurt me,” I say.
They do.
When I wake, the air is pressing down on me like a sheet of glass. I am in the medical bay, swaddled in blankets and attached to beeping machines. The submarine hums around me; the engines are on, we are moving, we are heading away from the deepest parts of the sea. The attack must have already happened.
Someone will come for me soon, to tell me how sorry they all are, to give me whatever punishment they think I deserve for being found alone and drifting in the deeps. And then we will return to land. The ship will take on a new crew and sail back to face a threat that is not real, while I? I will sit before a board of scientists and argue my case until they give in, and put me back into the tanks, and take my unwanted legs away. They will yield to me. What man has ever been able to resist a siren?
A year from now, when I return to the bottom of the sea, I will hear the mermaids singing, each to each. And oh, I think that they will sing to me.



Somewhere Beneath Those Waves Was Her Home
Sarah Monette
184. Figurehead. Wood. 35” x 18”. American, ca. 1850. Figure of a woman holding a telescope and compass. Ship unknown.
The selkie stands at the window, staring out at the sea. Behind her, in the rumpled bed, the artist snores. She’s had better sex with her own fingers, but it doesn’t matter. He wanted it, and it amuses her to cheat on Byron. In their stalemate—she cannot make him give back her skin, he cannot make her love him—she takes her pleasures where she finds them.
She sighs, running one palm over her velvet-short hair. It would’ve been nice if the artist fucked as pretty as he talks.
197. Figurehead. Wood. 34” x 17”. American, ca. 1830-35. Figure of a woman in a hat. Ship unknown.
I found a museum today. Not a surprise, really, but I’d given up on there being anything interesting to do in this town. The only bookstore for twenty miles was a rare and used dealer along the “picturesque” main street specializing in the most abstruse and technical aspects of naval history. I’d spent hours on the beach, staring at the water and the gulls. The water was dark; the gulls were blindingly white. And malicious, I thought. They would have appreciated me more if I’d been dead, and I saw that truth in their little, bright eyes.
But this afternoon I turned up a side street, and there was the sign: Maritime Museum. I’d taken it for a warehouse. It was open, and I needed something to do for at least one of the three hours remaining before I could legitimately go back to the apartment Dale had rented and begin to wait for him. I pushed open the door, and pushed hard, for like all the doors in this town it was balky and swollen with the breath of the sea.
I’d been in more than my share of maritime museums, as Dale had a passion for them. This one seemed indistinguishable from the multitude: bleak and dusty and full of ship models and scrimshaw and all the sad mortal paraphernalia of a long-gone way of life. I stood for a long time before a case of glass pyramids, once set in the decks of ships to allow light into the cramped spaces below. I wondered how long you would have to stay down there before you forgot that you could not reach up your hand and touch the sun.
The museum’s collection was large, but not terribly interesting. “Thorough” would be the polite word. There was nothing there I hadn’t seen better examples of elsewhere, and I was unhappily conscious that the museum was not occupying enough of the long brazen afternoon. I walked more and more slowly, carefully reading each word of each printed placard, and still I was calculating: how long to finish at the museum, how long to walk back to the apartment, how long to take a shower. How long I’d waited for Dale the previous night and all the nights before.
And then I turned a corner, stepped through a narrow doorway, and found myself in a long hall, its stretch of narrow windows admitting dusty sunlight and a view of the sea; a hall bare except for the double row of figureheads, mounted like the caryatids of some great invisible temple.
I started down the hall, reading the placard beside each figurehead and studying awkward proportions, stiff shoulders, clumsily carved faces. The collection was composed entire of women: naked, half-dressed, clothed in Sunday best; blonde and brunette and redheaded; empty-handed and holding books and holding navigational instruments. And all of them staring, their eyes seeming to seek for something lost and irreplaceable, something that they would never find in this half-neglected room.
There was a feeling of incompleteness about them. They had never been meant to be seen on their own, nor from this unnatural angle. Their makers had intended them to be part of a greater whole, had intended them to lean forward fiercely, joyfully, into the crash and billow of the sea. By rights they were the eyes, the spirits, of ships far vaster than themselves. This room was not where they belonged; this room was not their home.
The dust motes floating in the shafts of sunlight, the long shallow gouges in the floor boards, the cracking, yellowing plaster of the walls—I had never been in a room so sad. The figureheads seemed like mourners, standing at the edges of a grave which was the aisle I walked down. For a moment, I felt truly buried alive, in my marriage, in this town, in this dreary, dusty hall.
But even as my heart pounded against my ribs, my breath coming short from imagined suffocation, I looked into the face of a figurehead whose long wooden hair was entwined with strands of wooden pearls, and saw that I was not the one buried in this room. Nor was I the one for whom they grieved, the one for whom they watched. They were waiting for something that could not enter the museum to find them.
After I worked my way up one side and down the other, I returned to stand in front of one woman, the pale green of sea-foam, her prim Victorian maiden’s face framing the wide-open eyes of an ecstatic visionary. I was staring into her eyes, trying to put a name to what I saw there, when I was startled nearly out of my wits by a man’s voice asking, “Do you like the figureheads, miss?”
After the silence of the figureheads, the man’s harsh voice seemed as brutal as the roar of a nor’easter. I turned around. The door at the far end of the hall, marked Employees Only, was open, and a tall, gaunt old man stood with his hand on the knob. His hair was iron-gray, clipped short, and he wore jeans and a cable-knit sweater.
“Yes,” I said, groping after my composure. “They . . . they are very beautiful.”
“Aye,” he said, coming toward me, and I had to repress the stupid impulse to back away, “they are. There’s nothing like them made any more.” When he reached me, he extended his hand. “Ezekiel Pitt.”
I shook hands with him, although I didn’t want to. It was like shaking hands with a tangle of hawsers, even down to the faint sensation of grime left on my palm and fingers when he let go. I refrained with an effort from wiping my hand on my jeans. “Magda Fenton.”
“Nice to meet you, Miss Fenton,” Ezekiel Pitt said politely, and I did not correct him. “I do most of the collecting for the museum, and I must admit the ladies have always been my favorite.” His smile was unpleasant, the teeth prominent and yellow and wolf-like. His smell was musty and sweaty at once, and I gave in and backed up a step.
“Why do none of them have names?” I had noticed that on the placards; figurehead after figurehead was ship unknown.
“They’re all from shipwrecks, these ladies,” Ezekiel Pitt said. “Their names are beneath the sea, like their ships. I suppose you might call them widows.”
“Yes, you might,” I said, although it seemed to me, looking at their wide, blind eyes, that it would be fairer to call them lost spirits, sundered from their proud bodies, their unbounded blue world, their joyous wooden lives.
Ezekiel Pitt was crowding me again, and I did not like him. I moved toward the door, to finish my tour of this dismal museum and return to my dismal life. He stayed where he was; out of the corner of my eye, I saw him touch the green woman’s face, caressing it like a lover. At the door, I stopped. I had one question more. “Why are they all women?”
He glanced up from the green woman and gave me a horrible, unbelievable, leering wink. “I only like the ladies, miss,” he said.
I could stand him and his sad prisoners no longer; I fled.
179. Figurehead. Wood. 32” x 17”. American, ca. 1840. Figure of a woman crowned with flowers. Ship unknown.
Byron Pitt stole the selkie’s skin on an August afternoon when the sky was dull with heat, the sun as fake as an arcade token and not a cloud near to cover its shame.
Byron knows the old stories either far too well or not nearly well enough. He ran with her skin that first day, ran like an ungainly jackrabbit, and nothing—nothing within the limited compass of what she is allowed—will make him tell her what he did with it. She cannot hurt him, much as she would like to; she cannot leave him. She could refuse to have sex with him, but it would do her no good. Byron is willfully stupid about a lot of things, but not even he is foolish enough to believe she would stay with him one split-second past the moment she got her hands on her skin again. And although selkies can lie, it is not natural to them: she admits the truth of her own appetites. Even Byron is better than no one at all.
But he isn’t enough. He could never be enough, even if she loved him as the stories say some selkies came to love their captors. And she doesn’t even like him, although much to her own irritation, she finds him too pathetic to hate. She’s all he’s ever had, he tells her over and over again, and it’s all too easy to believe.
She doesn’t care about charity. She wants her damn skin back. Her life. Her home.
In the six months she’s been trapped on land, she’s trashed Byron’s apartment twice, searching. Her skin isn’t there. She’s explored this dreary town as thoroughly as she ever explored the sunken ships that were her childhood playground. She knows everywhere Byron goes, and she’s searched all those places, too. All of them except for one.
She knows her skin is in the Maritime Museum, the same way she knows, not quite in her head and not quite in her gut, where her sisters are, out in the cold Atlantic. It may not be true, this knowing, but it’s real. These days, it’s the most real thing about her.
But she can’t go into the museum. The museum is Ezekiel Pitt’s territory, and her fear of him is too deep for reason.
Ezekiel is Byron’s uncle or cousin or something like that. He knows what she is, knew the moment he laid eyes on her, without Byron saying a word, and he doesn’t care. He’s not impressed, not appalled; he looks at her as if she’s just another curio in the museum, and not even an interesting one. But the way he looks at Byron . . . Ezekiel Pitt may not care about selkies, but he understands Byron perfectly. He knows what it is to keep something that doesn’t belong to you. Knows and gloats, and she knows it was Ezekiel who put the idea of catching a selkie into Byron’s stupid head.
She fears him because she does not understand him and because whenever she sees him, she smells death in captivity, smells the truth, that Byron is never going to let her go. Ezekiel Pitt makes her want to submit, to let Byron take her self the way he took her skin, and that scares her most of all.
191. Figurehead. Wood. 45” x 15”. American, ca. 1840. Figure of a woman using a telescope. Ship unknown.
That night, lying beside Dale’s indifference, I dreamed of the figureheads. They were free from their mountings, standing at the windows of their prison, staring out at the clamoring surf. The moonlight showed the tears on their faces, showed their small pleading wooden hands pressed against the indifferent glass. And then, in my dream, like a gull I flew out from the museum, out over the dark and terrible sea. I flew for miles and miles without becoming tired or afraid, marveling in the beauty of the water and the night.
Then I dove beneath the waves. I seemed still to be flying, effortlessly, down through the water, and I knew I was a seal, as much at home in this element as gulls were in the air. I reached the sea floor and there danced in and out of the gaping, barnacle-encrusted hulls of sunken ships. These were the ships of the figureheads, their lives and their deaths, all here interred in the sand beneath the black weight of the water.
188. Figurehead. Wood. 37” x 22”. American, 1865? Figure of a woman holding a broken chain. Ship unknown.
The selkie spends a lot of time on the beach. It drives Byron up the wall; he seems to be afraid that someone will figure out what she is and take her away from him. “Well, I can hope,” the selkie said, and Byron winced and shut up.
She met the artist on the beach, let him think he was seducing her. She’s learned a lot, these last few months, about the lies men tell themselves.
She pushes the cuffs of her sweat pants up and walks as far into the tide as she can in this stupid body that will drown if she lets it, or die of cold. She doesn’t swim; without her skin, it’s just a mockery.
She stands for a long time, until her feet start to go numb, and it’s not until she turns back toward the land that she realizes she’s not alone. There’s a woman standing at the high tide line.
The selkie startles, splashing. The woman doesn’t even seem to notice, and as the selkie wades back to dry land, she realizes that the woman is crying. The selkie skirts wide around her, light-headed with relief when she makes it to the public parking lot without attracting the woman’s attention. She glances back, and the woman is still standing there. Staring out to sea, crying slow silent tears, as if the oceans of her body are trying to find their way home.
176. Figurehead. Wood. 39” x 19”. American, ca. 1820. Figure of a Native American woman. Ship unknown.
I woke up hard, my breath caught in my throat, rolled over and looked at the clock. It was almost six a.m. I couldn’t stand the stifling closeness of the bedroom any longer; I got up, dragged on yesterday’s clothes, and escaped into the open. Dale always slept like the dead, and he wouldn’t care even if he woke. I took the same path I’d taken for days, threading my way through the stiff, sullen town to the beach. I stood there, just above the undulation of seaweed that marked the high tide line, staring at the jeweled golden mystery of the sunrise, my mind, still half-dreaming, full of the memory of the figureheads, imprisoned in a hall as stifling as that bedroom, held away from the place where they belonged. The green woman’s childlike face returned to me, her rapturous eyes.
Somewhere beneath those waves was her home. The rich strangeness, the terrible sadness of the dream returned to me, and I realized that I was crying, hot silent tears sliding down my cheeks; I licked one off my upper lip, but could not distinguish its taste from the salt miasma of the sea. I stared at the water until my eyes felt as sea-blasted and blind as the figureheads’, and then I began to walk, aimlessly, blindly, my mind in the air with the gulls, in the deep water with the seals, in the dusty prison with the waiting women.
190. Figurehead. Wood. 30” x 18”. American, ca. 1870-1890. Figure of a mermaid. Ship unknown.
The selkie answers the phone: “Moonwoman Coffeehouse.”
“Hi, Russet, it’s me. Byron.” Byron always has to name both of them when he calls her, as if he has to guard against the possibility that their identities might slip. She feels sorry for him, for the crippled understanding that thinks identity has anything to do with something as arbitrary as a name. Russet isn’t her name anyway, but it’ll do.
“Hello, Byron,” she says warily.
“Look,” Byron said, his voice a little too high, a little too fast, “I’ve been thinking. I think we should get married.”
She wants to laugh at him, but she can’t find the breath. Because marriage means Byron isn’t getting tired of this horrible fake relationship, isn’t coming to his senses. No, quite the opposite: Byron wants to make it official.
She hears herself say, “Well, we can’t talk about it now, Jesus, Byron!” And watches her hand, small and broad and brown, hang up the phone. And then she starts to shake.
She looks up, and Shelly is staring at her. “You okay?”
“Yeah. Just Byron, y’know?”
Shelly says, “I wish you’d just go ahead and dump his ass,” and the selkie gives her half a smile and a shrug and gets back to work.
She clears tables and scrubs counters all morning, remembering to smile at the regulars, remembering receipts and correct change and to keep out of Shelly’s way as she works. She has the afternoon off. She doesn’t have another meeting with the artist until next week. Byron won’t be home ’til six. She walks to the museum after eating a lunch she doesn’t taste, and then stands in front of the door for nearly five minutes, trying to stop shaking. Ezekiel Pitt isn’t interested in her. The worst he’ll do is tell Byron, and she isn’t afraid of Byron. Byron’s power over her is only a matter of her skin and the old stupid rules about possessing it. Nothing here can hurt her, so why can’t she move?
Because she’s afraid. She’s afraid of Ezekiel Pitt; she’s afraid of the museum where he dens. Her fear is brutal, terrible, so vast she can’t even run from it. She stands, wooden and helpless, on the sidewalk until a voice says, “Are you all right?” and breaks her stasis.
It’s the woman from the beach, the pale, mousy woman who was watching the sunrise and crying, and this time the selkie is close enough that even a stupid human nose can catch her scent. “Oh!” the selkie says involuntarily. “You’re . . . ” The woman the artist is cheating on with me. The woman I smell on him, although he claims you’re hundreds of miles away.
“Magda Fenton,” the woman says. “And you’re Dale’s new model. Russet, isn’t it?”
The selkie nods.
And then a thought seems to strike the woman; she tilts her head to one side, like a bird, and says, “How did you know who I was? Dale showed me his sketches, but he hasn’t drawn me in years.”
“I smelled you.” And then her heart stutters in her chest, because of all the things she shouldn’t have said . . .
“You smelled me?”
“On him. I’m so sorry.”
“He’s sleeping with you.” She doesn’t sound surprised, or even angry. Only tired. “That explains a great deal.”
“I really am sorry,” the selkie says; she feels sick. Because she can’t claim she didn’t know the artist was cheating on his wife. She can’t even claim she didn’t know it mattered. Not when that’s why she was sleeping with the artist herself. Because it’s the only thing she can do that hurts Byron at all.
“Dale’s decisions aren’t your fault,” the woman says, almost kindly. “But . . . you smelled me? How? I don’t wear perfume, and I haven’t . . . ”
The selkie knows she should lie. But she doesn’t. She’s hurt this woman already, and the woman has not tried to hurt her in return. She has behaved like a sister, not a hunter.
The selkie turns her hands palms up, spreading the fingers. And she says, “I’m a selkie.” It’s the first time she’s ever spoken the words.
The woman becomes very still for a moment, staring into the selkie’s eyes as if she could find truth in them. Then, slowly, she bends her head to look at the selkie’s hands, the webs between her fingers, the rough skin of her palms. And then she looks up again, her pale eyes like rock, and says, “Where is your skin?”
The selkie blinks hard against the salt burn of tears. “In there,” she says, nodding toward the museum. “Byron hid it in there.”
201. Figurehead. Wood. 35” x 20”. American, ca. 1850-1860. Figure of a woman, her hands crossed at her breast. Ship unknown.
I believed her.
Dale would have laughed at my gullibility, but I was astonished at how little I cared. I saw the truth, not in her webbed fingers, but in her eyes, which were dark and sad and much older than her face. She was a selkie, a seal-woman, and her soul was trapped in the museum just as the figureheads were.
We walked through the museum together, the only visitors, while she told me about Byron and her skin and in return I told her about the figureheads. Neither one of us mentioned Dale. We didn’t go into the figureheads’ room, but stopped in front of a diorama, dusty and crude, of an Inuit ice-fishing.
“They’re imprisoned,” I finished. “Does that seem like nonsense to you?”
“They’re man-built things,” she said. “I don’t see how the ocean can possibly be their home.”
“Because they’re inanimate?”
“Because men built them,” she said with an impatient shrug.
“Not all men are like Byron.”
“But you’re all . . . ” She waved her hand in an angry, inarticulate gesture and said again, “They’re man-built things.”
“And the works of human beings have no souls?”
“Man-made souls,” the selkie said. “Souls that belong with men.”
“Souls that would profane your home,” I said, understanding.
“You got that right,” she muttered, a pitch-perfect imitation of the sullen girl she appeared to be.
There was nothing I could say. I stood silently, helplessly, wondering if it would be worth the effort to try to convince her to come look at the figureheads, or if it would simply be wasted breath. And what, I asked myself, did I think she could do anyway? She was a creature out of a fairytale, but that fairytale had nothing to do with me and my self-proclaimed duty. She had her own problems.
She’d gone from standing hipshot in front of the diorama to leaning on—no, pressing against the glass.
“Russet?” I said.
“My skin,” she said, her voice no more than breath and pain. “It’s in there.”
“In there?” I stared at the mannequin dressed in stiff, moth-eaten sealskins. My double-take was hard enough to hurt.
“How can I get in there?” the selkie said, and I looked away from her yearning hands flattened against the glass.
“There’s a door in the back wall, but—” And then I remembered Ezekiel Pitt emerging from a door marked Employees Only. “Come on!”
I wasn’t sure she would follow me, but she did. We were halfway down the aisle between the figureheads when she balked, stopping as if she’d been brought up short by an invisible wall. “Are these . . . ” I heard her breath catch. “Are these what you were talking about?”
“These are the figureheads, yes.”
“I knew I hated Ezekiel Pitt,” she said, then shook herself and looked at me, eyes sharp. “Okay, do you have any bright ideas?”
“You mean you—”
“I was wrong, okay?” she said, glaring at me. “I thought you were just, you know, telling stories. It’s what you people are good at.”
I wasn’t sure for a moment who “you people” were. “Don’t selkies tell stories?”
“It’s not the same. But I get it, okay? I’m with the program. Nobody made their souls, and they don’t belong here. And you want to help them. I get that, too. And—” She broke off, glowering, daring me to laugh at her. “I didn’t think you people cared—didn’t think you could care, and I was wrong, and I’m sorry. Okay? Now what are we gonna do about it?”
I had an ally, however unwilling and irritated, and I felt some measure of dread lift away from me. “We should start with your skin.”
She looked startled, so I elaborated, “We know what to do there.” And then, when her expression didn’t change, “I care about that, too.”
“Oh.” She shook herself and said, brusque efficiency to cover embarrassment: “Yeah, okay. Through here, you think?”
“Unless you’d rather just break the glass,” I said, teasing gently, and she responded with a smile as brief and brilliant as a flash of lightning.
“Let’s not even get started on what I’d rather do. For now, I’m gonna go with hoping this door isn’t locked.”
It wasn’t. We slunk through it like characters in every bad spy movie I’d ever stayed up watching, long past midnight, instead of trying to sleep in the same bed with Dale. Or with his absence. The hallway was deserted, and the selkie didn’t waste any time working her way back along to the diorama’s access door.
It wasn’t locked, either.
“You realize I can only do this because you’re with me,” she said. “I mean, I’m scared out of my mind here.”
“I wouldn’t have thought you’d care about breaking the law.”
“I don’t. I care about that creepy motherfucker Ezekiel Pitt.” She slid into the diorama as smoothly as if the air were water, and was back in ten seconds, shutting the door behind her left-handed; her right hand was clenched white-knuckled in a limp, ratty-looking sealskin.
I knew it was her skin as well as she did; it took my breath away to look at her. Her colors were vivid, her lines clean. She was bright instead of dull, focused instead of blurred. Everything in this town was faded, but not the selkie, not anymore.
“Are you frightened of Ezekiel Pitt now?” I said, curious.
She laughed. It was a strange sound, not merely because she sounded like a seal barking, but because it was so obviously a learned response. “Right now, I’m not afraid of anything,” she said. “Let’s see what we can do for your figureheads.”
Ezekiel Pitt was waiting on the other side of the Employees Only door.
“Byron called me when he couldn’t reach you,” he said, looking past me to the selkie. I wasn’t even sure he’d registered my presence. “In a tizzy as usual. I told him I’d see what I could do about pulling his chestnuts out of the fire.” He expected her to be afraid of him. It was in his voice, his posture, the way he looked at her. He knew it was her fear of him that had kept her imprisoned, and he didn’t imagine that could change.
“I wouldn’t worry about Byron’s nuts if I were you,” the selkie said and shoved me gently forward into the figureheads’ hall. “You have other problems.”
“Do I? Seems like you’re the one with the problem, miss. All I have to do is call the cops.”
“No,” the selkie said. She reached out, caught his wrist. And held. He brought his arm up to wrench away, and he couldn’t. “You’re a greedy man, Ezekiel Pitt. You’re holding what doesn’t belong to you. And you need to let go.”
“You’re confusing me with Byron,” Ezekiel Pitt said, still trying to wrench free, and still failing. “And I admit Byron should know better than to think he can hold a—”
“No.” He stopped talking, his mouth hanging slightly open, and she said, her voice flat and calm, “Let them go.”
He didn’t try to pretend he didn’t know what she was talking about. “What do you want me to do? Throw them all in the sea? They’re valuable, you know, and the museum—”
“The wood isn’t what matters. The wood is only what holds them here. Let them go.”
Her grip tightened on his wrist. He was whining now, like a neglected dog: “I can’t. I don’t know how. I don’t know what—”
“Yes, you do.” She walked over to the green ecstatic-eyed maiden, bringing Ezekiel Pitt with her. She was a wild creature, and the truth of her nature shone through her like sunlight through glass. He was nothing next to her.
She put his hand on the figurehead’s forehead. He was whimpering, and the noise was both pathetic and repulsive. The selkie was inexorable. She said, “Let them go home, Ezekiel Pitt.”
His face twisted—a snarl of fury, a grimace of pain—and he cried out, “Goddamn you, you bitches!” as if he could make even freedom into a curse.
The figureheads were free.
In the silence, the selkie let Ezekiel Pitt go.
He backed away from her, from the figureheads which now were nothing but wood, man-made things without even man-made souls. He was cradling his hand against his chest; his mouth was working, though no sound came out until he was five feet from the selkie, out of her reach, and then he hissed, “I’m calling the police, you . . . you bitch!” He turned and bolted, shouldering past me as if I, too, were inanimate wood.
The selkie looked at me, bright-eyed, gleeful, and said, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
181. Figurehead. Wood. 36” x 18”. American, ca. 1850. Figure of a woman holding a sword. Ship unknown.
The woman, who is so much more than the artist’s wife, comes with the selkie to the beach. The selkie is glad.
They stand together just above the rush and retreat of the tide, and the silence between them is awkward, painful, a human silence.
The selkie can feel her sisters swimming out in the cold sea; she can feel her wooden sisters, too, singing without sound in the darkness of the deeps. Silence with her sisters won’t feel like this, won’t be wrong.
She says, “You could come with me. If you wanted?” She wants. She wants this woman to be her sister.
The woman blinks, her pale lashes making it look more like a flinch. “I’m a good swimmer, but—”
“The wood isn’t what matters,” the selkie says.
“You mean . . . ”
“Your wooden sisters will welcome you. I’ll bring your seal sisters to meet you.”
“Am I so trapped?” the woman murmurs. She looks at her hands. “Is this a wooden prison?”
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Dale would agree with you,” the woman says, catching the selkie with her pale eyes. “I’m no more than a figurehead to him.”
“Dale’s an idiot,” the selkie snaps, and the woman laughs. “I didn’t mean you were trapped. Dale doesn’t have your skin. I just meant, if you wanted to . . . ”
The woman smiles, a smile as warm as a sister’s love. “Thank you. But the ocean isn’t my home. It might become my prison.”
The selkie nods. She does understand. “You won’t go back to Dale, will you?”
“Not a chance,” her sister says and laughs, the ecstatic laughter of a child.
“If you ever see Byron, you can tell him from me to fuck off. I’m going home.” She strips her clothes off as the sea washes around her feet. Carrying her skin, she wades out up to her waist; then, with one last kick of her human legs, she jack-knifes into the water and clads herself in her true skin. She surfaces fifty yards out, already hearing her sisters’ joy, and glances back.
Her sister is standing on the shore, waving good-bye.



Salt Wine
Peter S. Beagle
All right, then. First off, this ain’t a story about some seagoing candytrews dandy Captain Jack, or whatever you want to call him, who falls in love with a mermaid and breaks his troth to a mortal woman to live with his fish-lady under the sea. None of that in this story, I can promise you; and our man’s no captain, but a plain blue-eyed sailorman named Henry Lee, AB, who starts out good for nowt much but reefing a sail, holystoning a deck, taking a turn in the crow’s-nest, talking his way out of a tight spot, and lending his weight to the turning of a capstan and his voice to the bellowing of a chanty. He drank some, and most often when he drank it ended with him going at it with one or another of his mates. Lost part of an ear that way off Panama, he did, and even got flogged once for pouring grog on the captain. But there was never no harm in Henry Lee, not in them days. Anybody remembers him’ll tell you that.
Me name’s Ben Hazeltine. I remember Henry Lee, and I’ll tell you why.
I met Henry Lee when we was both green hands on the Mary Brannum, out of Cardiff, and we stayed messmates on and off, depending. Didn’t always ship out together, nowt like that—just seemed to happen so. Any road, come one rainy spring, we was on the beach together, out of work. Too many hands, not enough ships—you get that, some seasons. Captains can take their pick those times, and Henry Lee and I weren’t neither one anybody’s first pick. Isle of Pines, just south of Cuba—devil of a place to be stranded, I’ll tell you. Knew we’d land a berth sooner or later—always had before—only we’d no idea when, and both of us hungry enough to eat a seagull, but too weak to grab one. I’ll tell you the God’s truth, we’d gotten to where we was looking at bloody starfish and those Portygee man-o’-war jellies and wondering . . . well, there you are, that’s how bad it were. I’ve been in worse spots, but not many.
Now back then, there was mermaids all over the place, like you don’t see so much today. Partial to warm waters, they are—the Caribbean, Mediterranean, the Gulf Stream—but I’ve seen them off the Orkneys, and even off Greenland a time or two, that’s a fact. What’s not a fact is the singing. Combing their hair, yes; they’re women, after all, and that’s what women do, and how you going to comb your hair out underwater? But I never heard one mermaid sing, not once.
And they ain’t all beautiful—stop a clock, some of them would.
Now, what you didn’t see much of in the old times, and don’t hardly be seeing at all these days, was mermen. Merrows, some folk call them. Ugly as sin, the lot: not a one but’s got a runny red nose, nasty straggly hair—red too, mostly, I don’t know why—stumpy green teeth sticking up and out every which way, skin like a crocodile’s arse. You get a look at one of those, it don’t take much to figure why your mermaid takes to hanging around sailors. Put me up against a merrow, happen even I start looking decent enough, by and by.
Any road, like I told you, Henry Lee and I was pretty well down to eating our boots—or we would have been if we’d had any. We was stumbling along the beach one morning, guts too empty to growl, looking for someone to beg or borrow from—or maybe just chew up on the spot, either way—when there’s a sudden commotion out in the water, and someone screaming for help. Well, I knew it were a merrow straightaway, and so did Henry Lee—you can’t ever mistake a merrow’s creaky, squawky voice, once you’ve heard it—and when we ran to look, we saw he had a real reason to scream. Big hammerhead had him cornered against the reef, circling and circling him, the way they do when they’re working up to a strike. No, I tell a lie, I misremember—it were a tiger shark, not a hammerhead. Hammer, he swims in big packs, he’ll stay out in the deep water, but your tiger, they’ll come right in close, right into the shallows. And they’ll leave salmon or tuna to go after a merrow. Just how they are.
Now merrows are tough as they’re unsightly, you don’t never want to be disputing a fish or a female with a merrow. But to a tiger shark, a merrow’s a nice bit of Cornish pasty. This one were flapping his arms at the tiger, hitting out with his tail—worst thing he could have done; they’ll go for the tail first thing, that’s the good part. I says to Henry Lee, I says, “Look sharp, mate—might be summat over for us.” Sharks is real slapdash about their meals, and we was hungry.
But Henry Lee, he gives me just the one look, with his eyes all big and strange—and then rot me if he ain’t off like a pistol shot, diving into the surf and heading straight for the reef and that screaming merrow. Ain’t too many sailors can really swim, you know, but Henry Lee, he were a Devon man, and he used to say he swam before he could walk. He had a knife in his belt—won it playing euchre with a Malay pirate—and I could see it glinting between his teeth as he slipped through them waves like a dolphin, which is a shark’s mortal enemy, you know. Butt ’em in the side, what they do, in the belly, knock ’em right out of the water. I’ve seen it done.
That tiger shark never knew Henry Lee were coming till he were on its back, hanging on like a jockey and stabbing everywhere he could reach. Blood enough in the water, I couldn’t hardly see anything—I could just hear that merrow, still screeching his ugly head off. Time I caught sight of Henry Lee again, he were halfway back to shore, grinning at me around that bloody knife, and a few fins already slicing in to finish off their mate, ta ever so. I practically dragged Henry Lee out of the water, ’acos of he were bleeding too—shark’s hide’ll take your own skin off, and his thighs looked like he’d been buggering a hedgehog.
“Barking mad,” I told him. “Barking, roaring, howling mad! God’s frigging teeth, you ought to be put somewhere you can’t hurt yourself—aye, nor nobody else. What in frigging Jesus’ frigging name possessed you, you louse-ridden get?”
See, it weren’t that we was all such mates back then, me and Henry Lee, it were more that I thought I knew him—knew what he’d do when, and what he wouldn’t; knew what I could trust him for, and what I’d better see to meself. There’s times your life can depend on that kind of knowing—weren’t for that, I wouldn’t be here, telling this. I says it again, “What the Christ possessed you, Henry bleeding Lee?”
But he’d already got his back to me, looking out toward the reef, water still roiling with the sharks fighting for leftovers. “Where’s that merrow gone?” he wanted to know. “He was just there—where’s he got to?” He was set to swim right back out there, if I hadn’t grabbed him again.
“Panama by now, if he’s got the sense of a weevil,” says I. “More sense than you, anyway. What kind of bloody idiot risks his life for a bloody merrow?”
“An idiot who knows how a merrow can reward you!” Henry Lee turned back around to face me, and I swear his blue eyes had gone black and wild as the sea off Halifax. “Didn’t you never hear about that? You save a merrow’s life, he’s bound to give you all his treasure, all the plunder he’s ever gathered from shipwrecks, sea fights—everything he’s got in his cave, it’s the rule. He don’t have no choice, it’s the rule!”
I couldn’t help it, I were laughing before he got halfway through. “Aye, Henry Lee,” I says. “Aye, I’ve heard that story, and you know where I heard it? At me mam’s tit, that’s where, and at every tit since, and every mess where I ever put me feet under the table. Pull the other one, chum, that tale’s got long white whiskers on it.” Wouldn’t laugh at him so today, but there you are. I were younger then.
Well, Henry Lee just gave me that look, one more time, and after that he didn’t speak no more about merrows and treasures. But he were up all that night—we slept on the beach, y’see, and every time I roused, the fool were pacing the water’s edge, this way and that, gaping out into the bloody black, plain waiting for that grateful merrow to show up with his arms full of gold and jewels and I don’t know what, all for him, along of being saved from the sharks. “Rule,” thinks I. “Rule, me royal pink bum,” and went back to sleep.
But there’s treasure and there’s treasure—depends how you look at it, I reckon. Very next day, Henry Lee found himself a berth aboard a whaler bound home for Boston and short a foremast hand. He tried to get me signed on too, but . . . well, I knew the captain, and the captain remembered me, so that were the end of that. You’d not believe the grudges some of them hold.
Me, I lucked onto a Spanish ship, a week or ten days later—she’d stopped to take on water, and I got talking with the cook, who needed another messboy. I’ve had better berths, but it got me to Málaga—and after that, one thing led to another, and I didn’t see Henry Lee again for six or seven years, must have been, the way it happens with seamen. I thought about him often enough, riding that tiger shark to rescue that merrow who were going to make him rich, and I asked after him any time I met an English hand, or a Yankee, but never a word could anyone tell me—not until I rounded a fruit stall in the marketplace at Velha Goa, and almost ran over him!
How I got there’s no great matter—I were a cook meself by then, on a wallowing scow of an East Indiaman, and trying to get some greens and fresh fruit into the crew’s hardtack diet, if just to sweeten the farts in the fo’c’sle. As for why I were running, with a box of mangoes in me arms . . . well, that don’t figure in this story neither, so never you mind.
Henry Lee looked the same as I remembered him—still not shaving more than every three days, I’d warrant, still as blue-eyed an innocent as ever cracked a bos’un’s head with a beer bottle. Only change in him I could see, he didn’t look like a sailor no more. Hard to explain; he were dressing just the same as ever—singlet, blue canvas pants, same rope-sole shoes, even the very same dirty white cap he always wore—but summat was different about him. Might have been the way he walked—he’d lost that little roll we all have, walked like he’d not been to sea in his life. Aye, might have been that.
Well, he give a great whoop to see me, and he grabbed hold of me, mangoes and all, and dragged me off into a dark little Portygee tavern—smelled of dried fish and fried onions, I remember, and cloves under it all. They knew him there—landlord patted his back, kissed him on the cheek, brought us some kind of mulled ale, and left us alone. And Henry Lee sat there with his arms folded and grinned at me, not saying a word, until I finally told him he looked like a blasted old hen, squatting over one solitary egg, and it likely rotten at that. “Talk or be damned to you,” I says. “The drink’s not good enough to keep me from walking out of this fleapit.”
Henry Lee burst out laughing then, and he grabbed both me hands across the table, saying, “Ah, it’s just so grand to see you, old Ben, I don’t know what to say first, I swear I don’t.”
“Tell about the money, mate,” I says, and didn’t he stare then? I says, “Your clothes are for shite, right enough, but you’re walking like a man with money in every pocket—you talk like your mouth’s full of money, and you’re scared it’ll all spill out if you open your lips too wide. Now, last time I saw you, you hadn’t a farthing to bless yourself with, so let’s talk about that, hey? That merrow turn up with his life savings, after all?” And I laughed, because I’d meant it as a joke. I did.
Henry Lee didn’t laugh. He looked startled, and then he leaned so close I could see where he’d lost a side tooth and picked up a scar right by his left eyebrow—made him look younger, somehow, those things did—and he dropped his voice almost to a whisper, no matter there wasn’t a soul near us. “No,” says he, “no, Ben, he did better than that, a deal better than that. He taught me the making of salt wine.”
Aye, that’s how I looked at him—exactly the way you’re eyeing me now. Like I’m barking mad, and Jesus and the saints wouldn’t have me. And the way you mumbled, “Salt wine?”—I said it just the same as you, tucking me head down like that, getting me legs under me, in case things turned ugly. I did it true. But Henry Lee only sat back and grinned again. “You heard me, Ben,” he says. “You heard me clear enough.”
“Salt wine,” I says, and different this time, slowly. “Salt wine . . . that’d be like pickled beer? Oysters in honey, that kind of thing, is it? How about bloody fried marmalade, then?” Takes me a bit of time to get properly worked up, mind, but foolery will do it. “Whale blubber curry,” I says. “Boiled nor’easter.”
For answer, Henry Lee reaches into those dirty canvas pants and comes up with a cheap pewter flask, two for sixpence in any chandlery. Doesn’t say one word—just hands it to me, folds his hands on the table and waits. I take me time, study the flask—got a naked lady and a six-point buck on one side, and somebody in a flying chariot looks like it’s caught fire on the other. I start to say how I don’t drink much wine—never did, not Spanish sherry, nor even port, nor none of that Frenchy slop—but Henry Lee flicks one finger to tell me I’m to shut me gob and taste. So that’s what I did.
All right, this is the hard part to explain. Nor about merrows, nor neither the part about some bloody fool jumping on the back of a tiger shark—the part about the wine. Because it were wine in that flask, and it were salty, and right there’s where I run aground on a lee shore, trying to make you taste and see summat you never will, if your luck holds. Salt wine—not red nor neither white, but gray-green, like the deep sea, and smelling like the sea, filling your head with the sea, but wine all the same. Salt wine. . . .
First swallow, I lost meself. I didn’t think I were ever coming back.
Weren’t nothing like being drunk. I’ve downed enough rum, enough brandy, dropped off to sleep in enough jolly company and wakened in enough stinking alleys behind enough shebeens to know the difference. This were more . . . this were like I’d fallen overboard from me, from meself, and not a single boat lowered to find me. But it didn’t matter none, because summat were bearing me up, summat were surging under me, big and fast and wild, as it might have been a dolphin between me legs, tearing along through the sea—or the air, might be we were flying, I’d not have known—carrying somebody off to somewhere, and who it was I can’t tell you now no more than I could have then. But it weren’t me, I’ll take me affydavy on that. I weren’t there. I weren’t anywhere or anybody, and just then that were just where I wanted to be.
Just then . . . Aye, you give me a choice just then, happen I might have chosen . . . But I’d just had that one swallow, after all, so in a bit there I were, me as ever was, back at that tavern table with Henry Lee, and him still grinning like a dog with two tails, and he says to me, “Well, Ben?”
When I can talk, I ask him, “You can make this swill yourself?” and when he nods, “Then I’d say your merrow earned his keep. Not half bad.”
“Best you ever turned into piss,” Henry says. I don’t say nowt back, and after a bit, he leans forward, drops his voice way down again, and says, “It’s our fortune, Ben. Yours and mine. I’m swearing on my mother’s grave.”
“If the dollymop’s even got one,” I says, because of course he don’t know who his mam was, no more than I know mine. They just dropped us both and went their mortal ways, good luck to us all. I tell him, “Never mind the swearing, just lay out what you mean by our fortune. I didn’t save no merrow—fact, I halfway tried to save you from trying to save him. He don’t owe me nowt, and nor do you.” And I’m on me feet and ready to scarper—just grab up those mangoes and walk. Ain’t a living soul thinks I’ve got no pride, but I bloody do.
But Henry Lee’s up with me, catching ahold of me arm like an octopus, and he’s saying, “No, no, Ben, you don’t understand. I need you, you have to help me, sit down and listen.” And he pulls and pushes me back down, and leans right over me, so close I can see the scar as cuts into his hairline, where the third mate of the Boston Annie got him with a marlinspike, happened off the Azores. He says, “I can make it, the salt wine, but I need a partner to market it for me. I’ve got no head for business—I don’t know the first thing about selling. You’ve got to ship it, travel with it, be my factor. Because I can’t do this without you, d’you see, Ben?”
“No, I don’t see a frigging thing,” I says in his face. “I’m no more a factor than you’re a bloody nun. What I am’s a seacook, and it’s past time I was back aboard me ship, so by your leave—”
Henry Lee’s still gripping me arm so it hurts, and I can’t pry his fingers loose. “Ben, listen!” he fair bellows again. “This is Goa, not the City of London—the Indians won’t ever deal honestly with a Britisher who doesn’t have an army behind him—why should they?—and the Portuguese bankers don’t trust me any more than I’d trust a single one of them not to steal the spots off a leopard and come back later for the whiskers. There’s a few British financiers, but they don’t trust anyone who didn’t go to Eton or Harrow. Now you’re a lot more fly than you ever let on, I’ve always known that—”
“Too kind,” I says, but he don’t hear. He goes on, “You’re the one who always knew when we were being cheated—by the captain, by the company, by the lady of the house, didn’t matter. Any souk in the world, any marketplace, I always let you do the bargaining—always. You’d haggle forever over a penny, a peseta, a single anna—and you’d get your price every time. Remember? I surely remember.”
“Ain’t nothing like running a business,” I tell him. “What you’re talking about is responsibility, and I never been responsible for nowt but the job I were paid to do right. I like it that way, Henry Lee, it suits me. What you’re talking about—”
“I’m talking about a future, Ben. Spend your whole life going from berth to berth, ship to ship—where are you at the end of it? Another rotting hulk, like all the rest, careened on the beach, and no tide ever coming again to float you off. I’m offering you the security of a decent roof over your head, good meals on your table, and a few teeth left in your mouth to chew them with.” He lets go of me then, but his blue eyes don’t. He says, “I’d outfit you, I’d pay your way, and I’d give you one-third of the profits—ah, hell, make it forty, forty percent, what do you say? It’ll be worth it to me to sleep snug a’nights, knowing my old shipmate’s minding the shop and putting the cat out. What do you say, Ben? Will you do it for me?”
I look at him for a good while, not saying nowt. I remember him one time, talking a drunken gang of Yankee sailors out of dropping us into New York harbor for British spies—wound up buying us drinks, they did, which bloody near killed us anyway. And Piraeus—God’s teeth, Piraeus—when the fool put the comehither on the right woman at the wrong time, and there we was, locked in a cellar for two days and nights, while her husband and his mates went on and on, just upstairs, about how to slaughter us so we’d remember it. Henry Lee, he finally got them persuaded that I were carrying some sort of horrible disease, rot your cods off, you leave it long enough, make your nose fall into your soup. They pushed the cellar key under the door and was likely in Istanbul, time we got out of that house. Me, I didn’t stop feeling me nose for another two days.
So I know what Henry Lee can do, talking, and I sniff all around his words, like a fox who smells the bait and knows the trap’s there, somewhere, underneath. I keep telling him, over and over, “Henry Lee, I never been no better than you with figures—I’d likely run you bankrupt inside of a month.” Never stops him—he just grins and answers back, “I’m bankrupt already, Ben. I’m not swimming in boodle, like you thought—I’ve gone and sunk all I own into a thousand cases of salt wine. Nothing more to lose, you see—there’s no way you can make anything any the worse. So what do you say now?”
I don’t answer, but I up with that naked-lady flask, and I take another swallow. This time I know what’s coming, and I set meself for it, but the salt wine catches me up again, lifts me and tosses me like before, same as if I was a ship with me mainmast gone, and the waves doing what they like with me. No, it’s not like before—I don’t lose Ben Hazeltine, nor I don’t forget who I am. What happens, I find summat. I find everything. I can’t rightly stand up proper, ’acos I don’t know which way up is, and I feel the eyes rocking in me head, and I’m dribbling wine like I’ve not done since I were a babby . . . but for a minute, two minutes—no more, I couldn’t have stood no more—everything in the world makes sense to me. For one minute, I’m the flyest cove in the whole world.
Then it’s gone—gone, thank God or Old Horny, either one—and I’m back to old ordinary, and Henry Lee’s watching me, not a word, and when I can talk I say, “There’s more. I know you, and I know there’s more. You want me to come in with you, Henry Lee, you tell me the part you’re not telling me. Now.”
He don’t answer straight off—just keeps looking at me out of those nursery-blue eyes. I decide I’d best help him on a bit, so I say, “Right, then, don’t mind if we do talk about merrows. Last time I saw you, you was risking your life for the ugliest one of them ugly buggers, and him having to hand over every farthing he’d got sewn into his underwear, because that’s the frigging rule, right? So when did that happen, hey? We never seen him again, far as I know.”
“He found me,” Henry Lee says. “Took him a while, but he caught up with me in Port of Spain. It’s important to them, keeping their word, though you wouldn’t think so.” He keeps cracking his knuckles, the way he always used to do when he weren’t sure the captain were swallowing his tale about why we was gone three days in Singapore. “I had it wrong,” he says, “that rule thing. I expected he’d come with his whole fortune in his arms, but all the merrow has to bring you is the thing that’s most precious to him in the world. The most precious thing in the world to that merrow I saved—I call him Gorblimey, that’s as close as I can get to his name—the most precious thing to him was that recipe for salt wine. It’s only some of them know how to make it, and they’ve never given it to a human before. I’m the only one.”
Me head’s still humming like a honey tree, only it’s swarming with the ghosts of all the things I knew for two minutes. Henry Lee goes on, “He couldn’t write it down for me—they can’t read or write, of course, none of them, I’d never thought about that—so he made me learn it by heart. All that night, over and over, the two of us, me hiding in a lifeboat, him floating in the ship’s shadow, over and over and over, till I couldn’t have remembered my own name. He was so afraid I’d get it wrong.”
“How would you know?” I can’t help asking him. “Summat like that wine, how could you tell if it were wrong, or gone bad?”
Henry Lee bristles up at me, the way he’d have his ears flat back if he was a cat. “I make it exactly the way Gorblimey taught me—exactly. There’s no chance of any mistake, Gorblimey himself wouldn’t know whether I made it or he did. Get that right out of your headpiece, Ben, and just tell me if you’ll help me. Now,” he growls, mimicking me to the life. He’d land in the brig, anyway once every voyage, imitating the officers.
Now, I’m not blaming nobody, you may lay to that. I’m not even blaming the salt wine, although I could. What I done, I done out of me own chuckleheadedness, not because I was drunk, not because Henry Lee and me’d been shipmates. No, it were the money, and that’s the God’s truth—just the money. He were right, you can live on a seacook’s pay, but that’s all you can do. Can’t retire, and maybe open a little seaside inn—can’t marry, can’t live nowhere but on a bloody ship . . . no, it’s no life, not without the needful, and there’s not many can afford to be too choosy how they come by it. I says, “Might do, Henry Lee. Forty percent. Might do. Might.”
Henry Lee just lit up all at once, one big wooosh, like a Guy Fawkes bonfire. “Ah, Ben. Ah, Ben, I knew you’d turn up trumps, old growly truepenny Ben. You won’t be sorry, my old mate,” and he claps me on the shoulder, near enough knocking me over. “I promise you won’t be sorry.”
So I left that Indiaman tub looking for another cook, and I signed on right there as Henry Lee’s factor—his partner, his first mate, his right hand, whatever you like to call it. Took us a hungry year or so to get our feet under us, being just the two, but the word spread faster than you might have supposed. Aye, that were the thing about that salt wine—there were them as took to it like a Froggie to snails, and another sort couldn’t even abide the look of it in the bottle. I were with that lot, and likely for the same reason—not ’acos it were nasty, but ’acos it were too good, too much, more than a body could thole, like the Scots say. I never touched it again after that second swig, never once, not in all the years I peddled salt wine fast as Henry Lee could make it. Not for cheer, not for sorrow, not even for a wedding toast when Henry Lee married, which I’ll get to by and by. Couldn’t thole it, that’s all, couldn’t risk it no more. Third time might eat me up, third time might make me disappear. I stayed faithful to rum and mother’s-ruin, and let the rest go, for once in me fool life.
Year and a half, we had buyers wherever ships could sail. London, Liverpool, Marseilles, Hamburg, Amsterdam, Buenos Aires, Athens, New York, Rome . . . no, not Rome, not really, more Naples—we did best in seaports, always. I didn’t travel everywhere the wine went; we hired folk in time, me and Henry Lee, and we even bought a ship of our own. Weren’t no big ship, not so’s you’d take notice, but big enough for what we put aboard her, which was the best captain and crew anyone could ask for. That were me doing—Henry Lee wanted to spend more on a fancier ship, but I told him it weren’t how many sails that mattered, but the hands on the halyards. And he listened to me, which he mostly did . . . aye, you couldn’t never call him stupid, poor sod. I’ll say that, anyway.
Used to look out for that merrow, Henry Lee’s Gorblimey, times I were keeping the wine company on its way. Not that I’d likely have known him from any other of the ones I’d see now and again, chasing the flying fish or swimming along with the porpoises—even nastier, they looked, in the middle of those creatures—but I’d ponder whiles if he knew what were passing above his head, and what he’d be thinking about it if he did. But Henry Lee never spoke word about merrows nor mermaids, none of all that, not if he could help it. Choused him, whiles, I did, telling him he were afeard Gorblimey’d twig how well we was getting on, and come for his own piece, any day now. That’d rouse him every time, and he’d snap at me like a moray, so I belayed that. Might could be I shouldn’t have, but who’s to say? Who’s to say now?
He’d other matters on his mind by then, what with building himself a slap-up new house on the seafront north of Velha Goa. Palace and a half, it were, to me own lookout, with two floors and two verandas and four chimneys—four chimneys, in a country where you might be lighting a fire maybe twice a year. But Henry Lee told me, never mind: didn’t the grandest place in that Devon town where he were born have four chimneys, and hadn’t he always wanted to live just so in a house just like that one? Couldn’t say nowt much to that, could I? Me that used to stare hours into the cat’s-meat shop window back home, cause I got it in me head the butcher were me da? He weren’t, by the by, but you see?
But I did speak a word or two when Henry Lee up and got wed. Local girl, Julia Caterina and about five other names I disremember, with a couple of das in between, like the Portygee nobs do. Pretty enough, she were, with dark brown hair for two or three, brown eyes to crack your heart, and a smile to make a priest give up Lent. Aye, and though she started with nobbut hello and goodbye and whiskey-soda in English, didn’t she tackle to it till she shamed me, who never mastered no more than a score of words in her tongue, and not one of them fit for her ears. Good-tempered with it, too—though she fought her parents bare-knuckle and toe to toe, like Figg or Mendoza, until they let her toss over the grandee they’d promised her to, all for the love of a common Jack Tar, that being what he still were in their sight, didn’t matter how many Bank of England notes he could wave at them. “She’s a lady,” I says, “for all she’s a Portygee, and you’re no more a gentleman than that monkey in your mango tree. Money don’t make such as us into gentlemen, Henry Lee. All it does, it makes us rich monkeys. You know that, same as me.”
“I’m plain daft over her, Ben,” says he, like I’d never spoke at all. “Can’t eat, can’t sleep, can’t do a thing but dream about having her near me all the time. Nothing for it but the altar.”
“Speaking of altars,” says I, “you’ll have to turn Papist, and there’s not one of her lot’ll ever believe you mean it, no more than I would. And never mind her family—what about her friends, what about that whole world she’s been part of since the day she were born? You reckon to sweep her up and away from all that, or try to ease yourself into it and hope they won’t twig what you are? Which is it to be, then, hey?”
“I don’t know, Ben,” says Henry Lee, real quiet. “I don’t know anything anymore.” He said me name, but he weren’t talking to me—maybe to that monkey, maybe to the waves out beyond the seawall. “The one thing I’ve got a good hold on, when I’m with her, it’s like coming home. First time I saw her, it came over me, I’ve been gone a long time, and now I’m home.”
Well, you can’t talk sense to nobody in a state like that, so I wished them luck and left them to it. Aye, and I even danced at the wedding, sweating like a hog in a new silk suit, Chinee silk, and kicking the bride’s shins with every turn. Danced with the mother-in-law too, with her crying on me shoulder the while, how she’d lost her poor angel forever to this soulless brute of an English merchant, which no matter he’d converted, he weren’t no real Catholic, nor never would be. I tried to get her shins, that one, but she were quick, I’ll say that for her.
So there’s Henry Lee and his pretty new missus, and him so happy staying home with her, hosting grand gatherings just for folk to look at her, he weren’t no use for nowt else, save telling me how happy he were. Oh, he still brewed up the salt wine himself—wouldn’t trust me nor no other with the makings—but for the rest of it, I were near enough running the business without him. Took in the orders, paid the accounts, kept the books, supervised the packing and the shipping, every case, every bloody bottle. Even bought us a second ship—found her and bargained for her, paid cash down, all on me own hook. Long way from the Isle of Pines, hey?
Like I say, I didn’t make all the voyages. Weren’t any degree necessary for me to make none on ’em, tell the truth—and besides I were getting on, and coming to like the land more than I ever thought I would. But I never could shake me taste for the Buenos Aires run. I knew some women there, and a few men too . . . aye, that’s a fine town, Buenos. A man could settle in that town, and I were thinking about it then.
So we’re three days from landfall, and I’m on deck near sunset, taking the air and keeping a lookout for albatrosses. No finer bird than an albatross, you can keep your eagles. A quiet, quiet evening—wide red sky streaked with a bit of green, fine weather tomorrow. You can hear the gulls’ wings, and fish jumping now and then, and the creaking of the strakes, and sometimes even the barrels of salt wine shifting down in the hold. Then I hear footsteps behind me, and I turn and see the bos’un’s mate coming up on deck. Can’t think of his name right now—a short, wide man, looked like a wine barrel himself, but tough as old boots. Monkey Sucker, that’s it, that’s what they called him. Because he liked to drink his rum out of a cocoanut, you see. Never see no one doing that, these days.
He weren’t looking too hearty, old Monkey Sucker. Red eyes and walking funny, for a start, like his legs didn’t belong to him, but I put that down to him nipping at the bung down below. Now I already told you, I never again laid lip to that salt wine from that first day to this, but folk that liked it, why, they’d be waiting on the docks when we landed, ready to unload the cargo themselves right on the spot. And half the crew was the same way, run yourself blind barmy trying to keep them out of the casks. Well, we done the practical, Henry Lee and me: we rigged the hold to keep all but the one barrel under lock and key. That one we left out and easy tapped, and it’d usually last us there and back, wherever we was bound. But this Monkey Sucker . . . no, he weren’t just drunk, I saw that on second glance. Not drunk. I wish it had been that, for he weren’t a bad sort.
“Mr. Hazeltine,” he says to me. “Well, Mr. Hazeltine.” Kept on saying me name like we’d just met, and he were trying to get a right fix on it. His voice didn’t sound proper, neither, but it kept cracking and bleating—like a boy’s voice when it’s changing, you know. And there were summat bad wrong with his nose and his mouth.
“Monk,” I says back, “you best get your arse below decks before the captain claps eyes on you. You look worse than a poxy bumboy on Sunday morning.” The light’s going fast now, but I can make out that his face is all bad swole up and somehow twisty-like, and there’s three lines like welts on both sides of his neck. He’s got his arms wrapped around himself, holding himself tight, the way you’d think he were about to birth four thousand babies at one go, like some fish do it. And he keeps mumbling me name, over and over, but he’s not looking at me, not once, he’s looking at the rail on the starboard side. Aye, I should have twigged to that straightaway, I know. I didn’t, that’s all.
Suddenly he says, “Water.” Clear as clear, no mistake about it. “Water,” and he points over the side. Excited, bobbing on his toes, like a nipper at Brighton. Third time, “Water,” and at least I were the first to bawl, “Man overboard!” there’s that. In the midst of all the noise and garboil, with everyone tumbling on deck to heave to, and the captain yelling at everyone to lower a boat, with the bos’un crazy trying to lower two, ’acos he and Monkey Sucker was old mates . . . in the midst of it all, I saw Monkey Sucker in the sea. I saw him, understand? He weren’t splashing around, waving and screaming for help, and he weren’t treading water neither. No, he’s trying to swim, calm as can be—only he’s trying to swim like a fish, laying himself flat in the water and wriggling his legs together, same as if he had a tail, understand? Only he didn’t have no tail, and he sank like that, straight down, straight down. They kept that boat out all night, but they never did find him.
We reported the death to the customs people in Buenos Aires, and I sent word to Henry Lee back in Goa. The captain and the mates kept asking the crew about why Monkey Sucker had done it, scragged himself that way—were it the drink got him? Were it over some dockside bint? Did he owe triple interest on some loan to Silas Barker or Icepick Neddie Frey? Couldn’t get no answer, not one, that made no sense to them, nor to me neither.
Heading home, every barrel gone, hold full of Argentine wheat for ballast, now it’s me turn to chat up the crew, on night watch or in the mess. I go at it like a good ’un, but there’s not a soul can tell me anything I don’t know.
I were first ashore before dawn at Velha Goa—funny to think of that fine Mandovi River all silted up today, whole place left to the snakes and the kites—and if I didn’t run all the way to Henry Lee’s house, may I never piss again. Man at the door to let me in, another man to take me hat and offer me a glass. I didn’t take it.
I bellow for Henry Lee, and here he comes, rushing downstairs in his shirtsleeves, one shoe off and one on. “Ben, what is it? What’s happened? Is it the ship?” Because he never could get used to having two ships of his own—always expected one or t’other to sink or burn, or be taken by the Barbary pirates. I didn’t say nowt, just grabbed him by the arm and hauled him off into the room he calls the library. Shut the door, turn around, look into his frighted blue eyes. “It ain’t the ship, Henry Lee,” I tell him. “It’s the hands.”
“The hands,” he says. “I don’t understand.”
“And it ain’t the hands,” I say, “it’s the buyers. And it ain’t the buyers.” I take a breath, wish God’d put a noggin of rum in me fist right now, but there ain’t no God. “It’s the wine.”
Henry Lee shakes his head. He reaches for a bottle on the sideboard, pours himself a drink. Salt wine, it is—I knock it out of his hand, so it splashes on his fancy rug, and now I’m whispering, because if I shout everything comes apart. “It’s the wine, Henry Lee. You know it, and now I know.”
That about him knowing, that was a guess, and now I’m the one looking away, ’acos of I don’t want to find out I’m right. And because it’s hard to say the bloody words, either way. “The salt wine,” I says. “It frigging well killed a man, this time out, and I’m betting it’s done it before.”
“No,” Henry Lee says. “No, Ben, that’s not possible.” But I look straight back at him, and I know what he’s fighting not to think.
“Maybe he didn’t mean no harm, your Gorblimey,” I go on. “Maybe he’d no notion what his old precious gift would do to human beings. Maybe it depends on how much of it you drink, or how often.” So still in that fine house, I can hear his Julia Caterina turning in the bed upstairs, murmuring into her pillow. I say, “Old Monkey Sucker, he never could keep away from the cask in the hold, maybe that’s why . . . why it happened. Maybe if you don’t drink too much.”
“No,” Henry Lee answers me, and his voice is real quiet too. “That wouldn’t make sense, Ben. I drink salt wine every day. A lot of it.”
He’s always got a flask of the creature somewhere about him, true enough, and you won’t see him go too long without his drop. But there’s no sign of any change, not in his face, nor in his skin, nor his teeth—and that last time Monkey Sucker said “water” I could see his teeth had got all sprawled out-like, couldn’t hardly close his mouth. But Henry Lee just went on looking like Henry Lee, except a little bit grayer, a bit wearier, a bit more pulled-down, like, the way quitting the sea will do to you. No merrow borning there, not that I could see.
“Well, then,” says I, “it’s not the amount of wine. But it is the wine. Tell me that’s not so, and I’ll believe you, Henry Lee. I will.”
Because I never knew him lie to me. Might take his time getting around to telling me some things, but he wouldn’t never lie outright. But he just shook his head again, and looked down, and he heaved a sigh sounded more like a death rattle. Says, “It could be. It could be. I don’t know, Ben.”
“You know,” I says. “How long?” He don’t answer, don’t say nowt for a while—he just turns and turns in a little tight circle, this way and that, like a bear at a baiting. Finally he goes on, mumbling now, like he’d as soon I didn’t hear. “The Tagus, last year, that time I took Julia Caterina to Lisbon. A man on the riverbank, he just tumbled . . . I didn’t get a really good look, I couldn’t be sure what I was seeing, I swear, Ben.” I can’t make no sound. Henry Lee grabs me hands, wrings them between his until they hurt. “Ben, it’s like you said, maybe Gorblimey didn’t know himself—”
I pull me hands free, and for a minute I have to close me eyes, ’acos if I was on a ship I’d be seasick. I hear meself saying, “Maybe he didn’t. But we do. We know now.”
“No, we don’t! It still mightn’t be the wine—it could be any number of things.” He takes a deep, deep breath, plunges on. “Even if—even if that’s so, obviously it’s just a few, a very few, not one in a thousand, if even . . . I mean, you don’t see it happening everywhere, it’s just—it’s like the way some folk can’t abide shellfish, the way cheese gripes your gut, Ben, every time. It’s got to be so with the salt wine.”
“Even one,” I says. It catches in me throat and comes out a whisper, so I can’t tell if he’s heard. We stand there, looking at each other, like we’re waiting to be introduced. Henry Lee reaches for me hand again, but I step away. Henry Lee starts to say summat, but then he don’t. There’s blood in me mouth, I can taste it.
“I done bad things, Henry Lee,” I says at last. “I know where I’m going when I go, and none to blame but me. I know who’s waiting for me there, too—some nights I see their faces all around the room, plain as I now see you. But in me life I never done nothing, nothing . . . I got to get out of your house, Henry Lee.”
And I’m for the door, because I can’t look at him no more. He calls after me—once, twice—and I think he’s bound sure to try and drag me back, maybe to gull me into seeing things his way, maybe just not to be alone. But he don’t, and I walk on home along the seafront, a deal slower than I came. And when I get there—it were a plain little house, nobbut the one servant, and him not living in, because I can’t abide folk around me when I rise—when I got there, I drank meself to sleep with me whole stock of good Christian rum. And in the morning I went to see Henry Lee’s lawyer—our lawyer—Portygee-Goan, he were, name of Andres Furtado, near enough—and I started working an old fool name of Ben Hazeltine loose from the salt wine business. It took me some while.
Cost me a few bob, too, I don’t mind saying. We’d made an agreement long back, Henry Lee and me, that if ever I wanted to sell me forty percent, he’d have to buy me out, will-he, nil-he. But I didn’t want no more of that salt wine money—couldn’t swallow the notion, no more than I could have swallowed a single mouthful of the stuff ever again after that second time.
So by and by, all what you call the legalities was taken care of, and there was I, on the beach again, in a manner of speaking. But at least I’d saved a bit—wouldn’t last forever, but leastways I could bide me time finding other work, and not before the mast, neither. Too old to climb the rigging, too used to proper dining to go back to cooking in burned pots and rusty pannikins in some Grand Banks trawler’s galley—aye, and far too fast-set in me ways of doing things to be taking orders from no captain hadn’t seen what I’ve seen in this world. “Best bide ashore awhile, Ben Hazeltine,” I says to meself, “and see who might be needing what you yet can do. There’ll be someone,” I says, “as there always is,” and I’d believe it, too, days on end. But I’d been used to a lot of things regular, not only me meals. Henry Lee, he were one of them, him and his bloody salt wine. Not that I’d have gone back working for the fool—over the side meself first, and I can’t swim no better than poor old Monkey Sucker. But still.
So when Henry Lee’s young wife shows up at me door, all by herself, no husband, no servants, just her parasol and a whole great snowy spill of lace down her front, I asked her in like she were me long-lost baby sister. We weren’t close, didn’t know each other much past the salon and the dining room, but she were pretty and sweet, and I liked her the best I could. Like I tried to tell Henry Lee, I don’t belong in the same room with no lady. Even when it’s me own room.
Any road, she came in, and she sat down, and she says, “Mr. Ben, my husband, he miss you very much.” Never knew a woman quicker off the mark and to the point than little Mrs. Julia Caterina Five-other-names Lee. I can still see her, sitting in me best company chair, with her little fan and her hands in her lap, and that bit of a smile that she could never quite hide. Henry Lee said it were a nervous thing with her mouth, and that she were shamed by it, but I don’t know.
“We’re old partners, him and me,” I answers her. “We was sailors together when we was young. But I’m done working with him, no point in pretending otherwise. You’re wasting your time, ma’am, I have to tell you. He shouldn’t ought to have sent you here.”
“Oh, he did not sent me,” she says quickly. “I come—how is it?—on my ownsome? And no, I do not imagine you to come back for him, I would not ask you such a thing, not for him. But you . . . I think for you this would be good.” I gawk at her, and she smiles a real smile now. She says, “You come to us alone—no friend, no woman, never. I think you are lonely.”
Not in me life. Nobody in me life has ever spoke that word about me. Nobody. Not me, not nobody, never. I can’t do nothing but sit there and gawp. She goes on, “He has not many friends either, my Enrique. You, me—maybe one of my brothers, maybe the abogao, the lawyer. Not so many, eh?” And she puts out her hands toward me, a little way. Not for me to take them—more like giving me summat. She says, “I do not know what he have done to make you angry. So bad?”
I can’t talk—it ain’t in me just then, looking at those hands, at her face. I nod, that’s all.
No tears, no begging, no trying to talk me round. She just nods herself, and gets up, and I escort her out to where her coachman’s waiting. Settling back inside, she holds out one hand, but this time it’s formal, it’s what nobby Portygee ladies do. I kissed her mother’s hand at the wedding, so I’ve got the trick of it—more like a breath, it is, more like you’re smelling a flower. For half a minute, less, we’re looking straight into each other’s eyes, and I see the sadness. Maybe for Henry Lee, maybe for me—I never did know. Maybe it weren’t never there.
But afterwards I couldn’t stop thinking about her. I don’t mean her, not like that, wouldn’t have occurred to me. I mean what she said, and the way she looked at me, and her coming to see me by herself, which you won’t never see no Portygee lady doing, high nor low. And saying that thing about me being lonely—true or not ain’t the point. It were her saying it, and how I felt to hear her. I plain wanted to hear her again, is all.
But I didn’t. It would have meant seeing Henry Lee, and I weren’t no way up to that. I talked to him in me head every time I saw one or t’other of our ships slipping slow out of the harbor in the morning sun, sails filling and the company pennant snapping atop the mizzenmast. And her hold full of poison. I had time enough on me hands to spend with sailors ashore, and shillings enough to buy another round of what’s-your-fancy, and questions enough to keep them talking and me mind unsettled. Because most of them hadn’t noticed nothing—no shipmates turning, no buyers swimming out to sea, no changelings whispering to them from the dark water. But there was always a couple, two or even three who’d seen summat they’d as soon not have seen, and who’d have to down more than a few jars of the best before they’d speak about it even to each other. Aye, I knew that feeling, none better.
They wasn’t all off our ships, neither. Velha were still a fair-sized port then, not like it is now, and there was traders and packets and merchantmen in from everywhere, big and small. I were down the harbor pretty regular, any road, sniffing after work—shaming, me age, but there you are—and I talked with whoever’d stay for it, officers and foremast hands alike. Near as I could work it out, Henry Lee were right, in his way—however much of the salt wine were going down however many throats all over the world, couldn’t be more than almost nobody affected beyond waking next day with a bad case of the whips and jingles. Like he’d said to me, just a few, a very few, and what difference to old Ben Hazeltine? No lookout of mine no more, I were clear out of that whole clamjamfry altogether, and nobody in the world could say I weren’t. Not one single soul in the world.
Only I’d been in it, you see. Right up to me whiskers in it, year on year—grown old in it, I had. Call it regret, call it guilt, call it what you like, all I knew was I’d sleep on straw in the workhouse and live on slops and sermons before I’d knock on Henry Lee’s door again. Even to have her look at me one more time, the way she looked in me house, in me best chair. I’ve made few promises in me life, and kept less, but I made that one then, made it to meself. Suppose you could call it a vow, like, if that suits you.
And I kept that one. It weren’t easy, whiles, what with me not finding nobbut portering to do, or might be pushing a barrow for a day or two, but I held to that vow right up to the day when one of Henry Lee’s men come to say his master were in greatest need of me—put it just like that, “greatest need”—and would I please come right away, please. Tell the truth, I mightn’t have come for Henry Lee himself, but that servant, trying to be so calm and proper, with his eyes so frantic . . . Goanese Konkany, he were, name of Gopi.
I didn’t run there, like I’d last done—didn’t even ride in the carriage he’d sent for me. I walked, and I took me own time about it, too, and I thought on just what I’d say, and what he’d do when I said it, and what I’d do then. And before I knew, I were standing on the steps of that fine house, with no butler waiting but Henry Lee himself, with both hands out to drag me inside. “Ben,” he keeps saying, “ah, Ben, Ben, Ben.” Like Monkey Sucker again, saying Mr. Hazeltine, Mr. Hazeltine, over and over.
He looked old, Henry Lee did. Hair gray as stone, all of it—face slumped in like he’d lost all his teeth at once—shoulders bent to break your heart, the way you’d think he’d been stooping in a Welsh coal mine all his life. And the blue eyes of him . . . I only seen such eyes one time before, on a donkey that knew it were dying, and just wanted it over with. All I could think to say were, “You shouldn’t never have left the sea, Henry Lee—not never.” But I didn’t say it.
He turned away and started up that grand long stair up to the second floor and the bedrooms, with his footsteps sounding like clods falling on a coffin. And I followed after, wishing the stair’d never end, but keep us climbing on and on for always, never getting where we had to go, and I wished I’d never left the sea neither.
I smelled it while we was still on the stair. It ain’t a bad smell, considering: it’s cold and clean, like the wind off Newfoundland or when you’re just entering the Kattegat, bound for Copenhagen. Aye . . . aye, you could say it’s a fishy smell, too, if you care to, which I don’t. I’d smelled it before that day, and I’ve smelled it since, but I don’t never smell it without thinking about her, Señora Julia Caterina Five-names Lee, Missus Henry Lee. Without seeing her there in the big bed.
He’d drawn every curtain, so you had to stand blind and blinking for a few minutes, till your eyes got used to the dark. She were lying under a down quilt—me wedding gift to the bride, Hindoo lady up in Ponda sewed it for me—but just as we came in she shrugged it off, and you could see her bare as a babby to the waist. Henry Lee, he rushes forward to pull the quilt back up, but she turns her head to look up at him, and he stops where he stands. She makes a queer little sound—hear it outside your window at night, you’d think it were a cat wanting in.
“She can talk still,” says Henry Lee, desperate-like, turning to me. “She was talking this morning.” I stare into Julia Caterina’s pretty brown eyes—huge now, and steady going all greeny-black—and I want to tell Henry Lee, oh, she’ll talk all right, no fear. Mermaids chatter, believe me—talk both your lugs off, they will, you give them the chance. Mermaids gets lonely.
“She drank so little,” Henry Lee keeps saying. “She didn’t really like any wine, French or Portuguese, or . . . ours. She only drank it to be polite, when we had guests. Because it was our business, after all. She understood about business.” I look down at the quilt where it’s covering her lower parts, and I look back at Henry Lee, and he shakes his head. “No, not yet,” he whispers. No tail yet, is what he meant—she’s still got legs—but he couldn’t say it, no more than me. Julia Caterina reaches up for him, and he sits by her on the bed and kisses both her hands. I can just see the half-circle outlines beginning just below her boobies, very faint against the pale skin. Scales. . . .
“How long?” Henry Lee asks, looking down into her face, like he’s asking her, not me.
“You’d know better than me,” I tells him straight. “I only seen one poor sailor, maybe cooked halfway. And no women.”
Henry Lee closes his eyes. “I never . . . ” I can’t hardly hear him. He says, “I never . . . only that one time on the river, in the dark. I never saw.”
“Aye, made sure of that didn’t you?” I says. “You’ll know next time.”
He does look at me then, and his mouth makes one silent word—don’t. After a bit he gets so he can breathe out, “Aren’t I being punished enough?”
“Not nearly,” I says. But Julia Caterina makes that sound again, and all on a sudden I’m so rotten sorry for her and Henry Lee I can’t barely speak words meself. Nowt to do but rest me hand on his shoulder, while he sits there by his wife, and her turning under his own hands. Time we leave that sea-smelling room, it’s dark outside, same as in.
And I didn’t stir out of that house for the next nineteen days. Seems longer to me betimes, remembering—shorter too, other times, short as loving a wall and a barmaid—but nineteen days it were, with all the curtains drawn, every servant long fled, bar Gopi, him who’d come for me. That one, he stayed right along, went on shopping and cooking and sweeping; and if the smell and the closed rooms and us whispering up and down the stair—aye, and Henry Lee weeping in the night—if it all ever frighted him, he never said. A good man.
Like I figured, she never lost speech. I’d hear them talking hours on end, her and Henry Lee—always in the Portygee, of course, so’s I couldn’t make out none of it, which was good. Weren’t for me to know what Henry Lee was saying to his wife, and her changing into a mermaid along of him getting rich. He tried to tell me some of their talk, but I didn’t want to hear it then, and I’ve forgot it all now—made bleeding sure of that. I already know enough as I shouldn’t, ta ever so.
Nineteen days. Nineteen mornings rising with me head so full of that sea-smell—stronger every day—I couldn’t hardly swallow nowt but maybe porridge, couldn’t never drink nowt but water. Nineteen nights lying awake hour on hour in one of the servants’ garrets—I put meself there, ’acos I don’t dream in them little cubbies the way I do in big echoey rooms such as Henry Lee had for his guests. I don’t like dreaming, to this day I don’t, and I liked it less then. Never closed me eyes until I had to, in that dark house.
Seventeenth night . . . seventeenth night, I’ve just finally gotten to sleep when Henry Lee wakes me, shaking me like the house is afire. I come up fighting and cursing—can’t help it, always been that way—and I welt him a rouser on the earhole, but he drags me out of the bed and bundles me down to their room with a blanket around me shoulders. I keep pulling away from him, ’acos I know what I’m going to see, but he won’t let go. His blue eyes look like he’s been crying blood.
He’d covered her with every damp towel and rag in the house, but she’d thrown them all off . . . and there it is, there, laying out on the sheets that Henry Lee changes with his own hands every day, and Gopi takes to the dhobi-wallah for washing. There it is.
Everything’s gone. Legs, feet, belly, all of it, everything, gone as though there’d never been nothing below her waist but that tail, scales flickering and glittering like wet emeralds in the candlelight. Look at it one way, it’s a wonderful thing, that tail. It’s the longest part of a mermaid or a merrow, and even when it’s not moving at all, like hers wasn’t just then, I swear you can see it breathing by itself, if you stand still and look close. In and out, slow, only a little, but you can see. It’s them and it’s not them, and that’s all I’m going to say.
Now and then she’d twitch it a bit, flip the finny end some—getting used to it, like, having a tail. Each time she did that, Henry Lee’d draw his breath sharp, but all he said to me as we stood by the bed, he said, “It’s made her beautiful, Ben, hasn’t it?” And it had that. She’d always had a good face, Julia Caterina, but the change had shaped it over, same as it had shaped her body. There was a wildness mixed in with the old sweetness now—mermaids is animals, some ways—and it had turned her, whetted her, into summat didn’t have no end to how beautiful it could be. I told you early on, they ain’t all beautiful, but even the ugly ones . . . see now, people got ends, people got limits—mermaids don’t. Mermaids got no limits, except the sea.
She said his name, and her voice were different too—higher, yes, but mainly clearer, like all the clouds had blown off it. If that voice called for you, even soft, you’d hear it a long way. Henry Lee picked her up in his arms and put his cheek against hers, and she held onto him, and that tail tried to hold him too, bumping hard against his legs. I thought to slip out of there unnoticed, me and me blanket, but then Henry Lee said, quiet-like, “We could . . . I suppose we could put her in the water tonight, couldn’t we, Ben?”
Well, I turned round on that like a shot, telling him, “Not near!” I pointed at the three double lines on both sides of her neck, so faint they were, still barely visible in her skin. “The gill slits ain’t opened yet—drop her in a bathtub, she’d likely drown. Happen they might never open, I don’t know. I’m telling you straight, I never seen this—I don’t know!”
She looked at me then, and she smiled a little, but it weren’t her smile. I leaned closer, and she said in English, so softly Henry Lee didn’t hear, “Unbind my hair.”
They don’t all have long golden hair, that’s just nursery talk. I seen one off Porto Rico had a mane red as sunset clouds, and I seen a fair old lot with thick dark hair like Julia Caterina’s. But I never touched none of them before. It weren’t me place to touch her neither, and Henry Lee standing by, too, but I done it anyway, like it were the hair asking me to do it, and not her. First twitch, it all come right down over me hands, ripe and heavy and hot—hot like I’d spilled cooking oil on meself, the way it clings and keeps burning, and water makes it worse. Truth, for a minute I thought me hands was ablaze—seemed like I could see them burning like fireships through that black swirly tangle wouldn’t let them go. I yelled out then—I ain’t shamed none to admit it, I know what I felt—and I snatched me hands right back, and of course there weren’t a mark on them. And I looked into her eyes, and they was green and gray and green again, like the salt wine, and she laughed. She knew I were frighted and hurting, and she laughed and laughed.
I thought there were nothing left of her then—all gone, the little Portygee woman who’d sat in me chair and said something nobody else never said to me before. But then the eyes was hers again, all wide with fear and love, and she reached out for Henry Lee like she really were drowning. Aye, that were the worst of it, some way, those last two days, ’acos of one minute she’d be hissing like a cat, did he try to touch her or pet her, flopping away from him, the way you’d have thought he were her worst enemy in the world. Next minute, curled small in his arms, trembling all over, weeping dry-eyed, the way mermaids do, and him singing low to her in Portygee, sounded like nursery rhymes. Never saw him blubbing himself, not one tear.
She didn’t stay in the bed much no more, but managed to get around the room using her arms and her tail—practicing-like, you see. Wouldn’t eat nothing, no matter Henry Lee cozened her with the freshest fish and crab, mussels just out of the sea. Sometimes at first she’d take a little water, but by and by she’d show her teeth and knock the cup out of his hand. Mermaids don’t drink, no more nor fish do.
They don’t sleep, neither—not what you’d call sleeping—so there’d be one of us always by her, him or me, for fear she’d do herself a mischief. We wasn’t doing much sleeping then ourselves, by then, so often enough we’d find ourselves side by side, not talking, just watching her while she watched the sea through the window and the moon ripened in the trees. The one time we ever did talk about it, he said to me, “You were right, Ben. I haven’t been punished nearly enough for what I’ve done.”
“Some get punished too much,” I says, “and some not at all. Don’t seem to make much difference, near as I can tell.”
Henry Lee shakes his head. “You got out the moment you knew we might have harmed even one person. I stayed on. I’ll never be quits for this, Ben.”
I don’t have no answer, except to tell him about a thing I did long ago that I’m still being punished for meself. I’d never told nobody before, and I’m not about to tell you now. I just did it to maybe help Henry Lee a little, which it didn’t. He patted me back and squeezed me shoulder a little bit, but he didn’t say no more, and nor did I. We sat together and watched Julia Caterina in the moonlight.
Come that nineteenth night, the moon rose full to bursting, big and bright and yellow as day, with one or two red streaks, like an egg gone bad, laying down a wrinkly-gold path you could have walked on to the horizon . . . or swum down, as the case might be. Julia Caterina went wild at the sight, beating at the window the way you’d have thought she were a moth trying to get to the candle. It come to me, she’d waited for this moon the same way the turtles wait to come ashore and lay their eggs in the light—the way those tiny fish I disremember flood over the beaches at high tide, millions of them, got to get those eggs buried fast, before the next wave sweeps them back out to sea. Now it were like the moon were waiting for her, and she knew the way there.
“Not yet,” Henry Lee says, desperate-like, “not yet—they’ve not . . . ” He didn’t finish, but I knew he were talking about the pale lines on her neck, darker every day, but still not opened into proper gill slits. But right as he spoke, right then, those same lines swelled and split and flared red, and that sudden, they was there, making her more a fish than the tail ever could, because now she didn’t need the land at all, or the air. Aye, now she could stay under water all the time, if she wanted. She were ready for the sea, and she knew it, no more to say.
Henry Lee carried her in his arms all the way down from his grand house—their house until two nights ago—to the water’s edge, nobody to see nowt, just a couple of fishing boats anchored offshore. A dugout canoe, too, which you still used to see in them days. She wriggled out of his arms there, turning in the air like a cat, and a little wave splashed up in her face as she landed, making her laugh and splash back with her tail. Henry Lee were drenched right off, top to toe, but you could see he didn’t know. Julia Caterina—her as had been Julia Caterina—she swam round and round, rolling and diving and admiring all she could do in the water. There’s nothing fits the sea like a mermaid—not fish, not seals, dolphins, whales, nothing. There in the moonlight, the sea looked happy to be with her.
I can’t swim, like I told you—I just waded in a few steps to watch her playing so. All on a sudden—for all the world like she’d heard a call from somewhere—she did a kind of a swirling cartwheel, gave a couple of hard kicks with that tail, and like that, she’s away, no goodbye, clear of the shore, leaving her own foxfire trail down the middle of that moonlight path. I thought she were gone then, gone forever, and I didn’t waste no time in gawping, but turned to see to Henry Lee. He were standing up to his knees in the water, taking his shirt off.
“Henry Lee,” I says. “Henry Lee, what the Christ you doing?” He don’t even look over at me, but throws the shirt back toward the shore and starts unbuttoning his trews. Bought from the only bespoke gentlemen’s tailor in Velha Goa, those pants, still cost you half what you’d pay in Lisbon. Henry Lee just drops them in the water. Goes to work getting rid of his smallclothes, kicking off his soaked shoes, while I’m yapping at him about catching cold, pneumonia. Henry Lee smiles at me. Still got most all his teeth, which even the Portygee nobs can’t say they do, most of them. He says, “She’ll be lonely out there.”
I said summat, must have. I don’t recall what it were. Standing there naked, Henry Lee says, “She’ll need me, Ben.”
“She’s got all she needs,” I says. “You can’t go after her.”
“I promised I’d make it up to her,” he says. “What I did. But there’s no way, Ben, there’s no way.”
He moves on past me, walking straight ahead, water rising steady. I stumble and scramble in front of him, afeared as I can be, but he’s not getting by. “You can’t make it up,” I tells him. “Some things, you can’t ever make up—you live with them, that’s all. That’s the best you can do.” He’s taller by a head, but I’m bigger, wider. He’s not getting by.
Henry Lee stops walking out toward the deep. Confused-like, shaking his head some, starts to say me name . . . then he looks over me shoulder and his eyes go wide, with the moon in them. “She’s there,” he whispers, “she came back for me. There, right there.” And he points, straining on his toes like a nipper sees the Dutch-biscuit man coming down the street.
I turn me head, just for an instant, just to see where he’s pointing. Summat glimmers in the shadow of the dugout, diving in and out of the moonlight, and maybe it’s a dolphin, and maybe it’s Henry Lee’s wife, turning for one last look at her poor husband who’d driven both of their lives on the rocks. Didn’t know then, don’t know now. All I’m sure of is, the next minute I’m sitting on me arse in water up to me chin, and Henry Lee’s past me and swimming straight for that glimmer—long, raking Devonshire strokes, looking like he could go on forever if he had to. And bright as the night was, I lost sight of him—and her too, it, whatever it were—before he’d reached that boat. Bawled for him till me voice went—even tried to go after him in the dugout—but he were gone. They were gone.
His body floated in next afternoon. Gopi found it, sloshing about in the shallows.
Her family turned over every bit of ground around that house of Henry Lee’s, looking for where he’d buried her. I’m dead sure they believe to this day that he killed Julia Caterina and then drowned himself, out of remorse or some such. They was polite as pie whenever we met, no matter they couldn’t never stand one solitary thing about me—but after she disappeared only times I saw them was at a feria, where they’d always cut me dead. I didn’t take it personal.
The will left stock and business to the family, but left both ships to me. I sold one of them for enough money to get meself to Buenos Aires, like I’d been wanting, and start up in the freighting trade, convoying everything from pianos to salt beef, rum to birdseed, tea to railroad ties . . . whatever you might want moved from here to there. Got two young partners do most of the real work these days, but I still go along with a shipment, times, just to play I’m still a foremast hand—plain Able-bodied Seaman, same as Henry Lee. The way it was when we didn’t know what he died knowing. What I’ll die knowing.
He left me the recipe for salt wine, too. I burned it. I’d wanted to buy up the stock and pour every bottle into the sea—giving it back to the merrows, you could say—but the family wouldn’t sell, not to me. Heard they sold it to a German dealer, right after I left Goa, and he took it all home to Berlin with him. Couldn’t say, meself.
I seen her a time or two since. Once off the Hebrides—leastways, I’m near about sure it was her—and once in the Bay of Biscay. That time she came right up to the ship, calling to me by name, quiet-like. She hung about most of the night, calling, but I never went to the rail, ’acos I couldn’t think of nothing to say.



The Mermaid of the Concrete Ocean
Caitlín R. Kiernan
The building’s elevator is busted, and so I’ve had to drag my ass up twelve flights of stairs. Her apartment is smaller and more tawdry than I expected, but I’m not entirely sure I could say what I thought I’d find at the top of all those stairs. I don’t know this part of Manhattan very well, this ugly wedge of buildings one block over from South Street and Roosevelt Drive and the ferry terminal. She keeps reminding me that if I look out the window (there’s only one), I can see the Brooklyn Bridge. It seems a great source of pride, that she has a view of the bridge and the East River. The apartment is too hot, filled with soggy heat pouring off the radiators, and there are so many unpleasant odors competing for my attention that I’d be hard pressed to assign any one of them priority over the rest. Mildew. Dust. Stale cigarette smoke. Better I say the apartment smells shut away, and leave it at that. The place is crammed wall to wall with threadbare, dust-skimmed antiques, the tattered refuse of Victorian and Edwardian bygones. I have trouble imagining how she navigates the clutter in her wheelchair, which is something of an antique itself. I compliment the Tiffany lamps, all of which appear not to be reproductions, and are in considerably better shape than most of the other furnishings. She smiles, revealing dentures stained by nicotine and neglect. At least, I assume they’re dentures. She switches on one of the table lamps, its shade a circlet of stained-glass dragonflies, and tells me it was a Christmas gift from a playwright. He’s dead now, she says. She tells me his name, but it’s no one I’ve ever heard of, and I admit this to her. Her yellow-brown smile doesn’t waver.
“Nobody remembers him. He was very avant-garde,” she says. “No one understood what he was trying to say. But obscurity was precious to him. It pained him terribly, that so few ever understood that about his work.”
I nod, once or twice or three times, I don’t know, and it hardly matters. Her thin fingers glide across the lampshade, leaving furrows in the accumulated dust, and now I can see that the dragonflies have wings the color of amber, and their abdomens and thoraces are a deep cobalt blue. They all have eyes like poisonous crimson berries. She asks me to please have a seat and apologizes for not having offered one sooner. She motions to an armchair near the lamp, and also to a chaise lounge a few feet farther away. Both are upholstered with the same faded floral brocade. I choose the armchair and am hardly surprised to discover that all the springs are shot. I sink several inches into the chair, and my knees jut upwards, towards the water-stained plaster ceiling.
“Will you mind if I tape our conversation?” I ask, opening my briefcase, and she stares at me for a moment, as though she hasn’t quite understood the question. By way of explanation, I remove the tiny Olympus digital recorder and hold it up for her to see. “Well, it doesn’t actually use audio tapes,” I add.
“I don’t mind,” she tells me. “It must be much simpler than having to write down everything you hear, everything someone says. Probably, you do not even know shorthand.”
“Much simpler,” I say and switch the recorder on. “We can shut it off anytime you like, of course. Just say the word.” I lay the recorder in the table, near the base of the dragonfly lamp.
“That’s very considerate,” she says. “That’s very kind of you.”
And it occurs to me how much she, like the apartment, differs from whatever I might have expected to find. This isn’t Sunset Boulevard, Norma Desmond and her shuffling cadre of “waxwork” acquaintances. There’s nothing of the grotesque or Gothic—even that Hollywood Gothic—about her. Despite the advance and ravages of ninety-four years, her green eyes are bright and clear. Neither her voice nor hands tremble, and only the old wheelchair stands as any indication of infirmity. She sits up very straight, and whenever she speaks, tends to move her hands about, as though possessed of more energy and excitement than words alone can convey. She’s wearing only a little makeup, some pale lipstick and a hint of rouge on her high cheekbones, and her long grey hair is pulled back in a single braid. There’s an easy grace about her. Watching by the light of the dragonfly lamp and the light coming in through the single window, it occurs to me that she is showing me her face and not some mask of counterfeit youth. Only the stained teeth (or dentures) betray any hint of the decay I’d anticipated and steeled myself against. Indeed, if not for the rank smell of the apartment, and the oppressive heat, there would be nothing particularly unpleasant about being here with her.
I retrieve a stenographer’s pad from my briefcase, then close it and set it on the floor near my feet. I tell her that I haven’t written out a lot of questions, that I prefer to allow interviews to unfold more organically, like conversations, and this seems to please her.
“I don’t go in for the usual brand of interrogation,” I say. “Too forced. Too weighted by the journalist’s own agenda.”
“So, you think of yourself as a journalist?” she asks, and I tell her yes, usually.
“Well, I haven’t done this in such a very long time,” she replies, straightening her skirt. “I hope you’ll understand if I’m a little rusty. I don’t often talk about those days, or the pictures. It was all so very long ago.”
“Still,” I say, “you must have fond memories.”
“Must I now?” she asks, and before I can think of an answer, she says, “There are only memories, young man, and, yes, most of them are not so bad, and some are even rather agreeable. But there are many things I’ve tried to forget. Every life must be like that, wouldn’t you say?”
“To some extent,” I reply.
She sighs, as if I haven’t understood at all, and her eyes wander up to a painting on the wall behind me. I hardly noticed it when I sat down, but now I turn my head for a better view.
When I ask, “Is that one of the originals?” she nods, her smile widening by almost imperceptible degrees, and she points at the painting of a mermaid.
“Yes,” she says. “The only one I have. Oh, I’ve got a few lithographs. I have prints or photographs of them all, but this is the only one of the genuine paintings I own.”
“It’s beautiful,” I say, and that isn’t idle flattery. The mermaid paintings are the reason that I’ve come to New York City and tracked her to the tawdry little hovel by the river. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen an original up close, but it is the first time outside a museum gallery. There’s one hanging in Newport, at the National Museum of American Illustration. I’ve seen it, and also the one at the Art Institute of Chicago, and one other, the mermaid in the permanent collection of the Society of Illustrators here in Manhattan. But there are more than thirty documented, and most of them I’ve only seen reproduced in books and folios. Frankly, I wonder if this painting’s existence is very widely known, and how long it’s been since anyone but the model, sitting here in her wheelchair, has admired it. I’ve read all the artist’s surviving journals and correspondence (including the letters to his model), and I know that there are at least ten mermaid paintings that remain unaccounted for. I assume this must be one of them.
“Wow,” I gasp, unable to look away from the painting. “I mean, it’s amazing.”
“It’s the very last one he did, you know,” she says. “He wanted me to have it. If someone offered me a million dollars, I still wouldn’t part with it.”
I glance at her, then back to the painting. “More likely, they’d offer you ten million,” I tell her, and she laughs. It might easily be mistaken for the laugh of a much younger woman.
“Wouldn’t make any difference if they did,” she says. “He gave it to me, and I’ll never part with it. Not ever. He named this one Regarding the Shore from Whale Rock, and that was my idea, the title. He often asked me to name them. At least half their titles, I thought up for him.” And I already know this; it’s in his letters.
The painting occupies a large, narrow canvas, easily four feet tall by two feet wide—somewhat too large for this wall, really—held inside an ornately carved frame. The frame has been stained dark as mahogany, though I’m sure it’s made from something far less costly; here and there, where the varnish has been scratched or chipped, I can see the blond wood showing through. But I don’t doubt that the painting is authentic, despite numerous compositional deviations, all of which are immediately apparent to anyone familiar with the mermaid series. For instance, in contravention to his usual approach, the siren has been placed in the foreground, and also somewhat to the right. And, more importantly, she’s facing away from the viewer. Buoyed by rough waves, she holds her arms outstretched to either side, as if to say, “Let me enfold you,” while her long hair flows around her like a dense tangle of kelp, and the mermaid gazes towards land and a whitewashed lighthouse perched on a granite promontory. The rocky coastline is familiar, some wild place he’d found in Massachusetts or Maine or Rhode Island. The viewer might be fooled into thinking this is only a painting of a woman swimming in the sea, as so little of her is showing above the waterline. She might be mistaken for a suicide, taking a final glimpse of the rugged strand before slipping below the surface. But, if one looks only a little closer, the patches of red-orange scales flecking her arms are unmistakable, and there are living creatures caught up in the snarls of her black hair: tiny crabs and brittle stars, the twisting shapes of strange oceanic worms and a gasping, wide-eyed fish of some sort, suffocating in the air.
“That was the last one he did,” she says again.
It’s hard to take my eyes off the painting, and I’m already wondering if she will permit me to get a few shots of it before I leave.
“It’s not in any of the catalogs,” I say. “It’s not mentioned anywhere in his papers or the literature.”
“No, it wouldn’t be. It was our secret,” she replies. “After all those years working together, he wanted to give me something special, and so he did this last one and then never showed it to anyone else. I had it framed when I came back from Europe in forty-six, after the war. For years, it was rolled up in a cardboard tube, rolled up and swaddled in muslin, kept on the top shelf of a friend’s closet. A mutual friend, actually, who admired him greatly, though I never showed her this painting.”
I finally manage to look away from the canvas, turning back towards the woman sitting up straight in her wheelchair. She looks very pleased at my surprise, and I ask her the first question that comes to mind.
“Has anyone else ever seen it? Besides that friend, and besides me?”
“Certainly,” she says. “It’s been hanging right there for the past twenty years, and I do occasionally have visitors, every now and then. I’m not a complete recluse. Not quite yet.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you were.”
And she’s still staring up at the painting, and the impression I have is that she hasn’t paused to look at it closely for a long time. It’s as though she’s suddenly noticing it, and probably couldn’t recall the last time that she did. Sure, it’s a fact of her everyday landscape, another component of the crowded reliquary of her apartment. But, like the Tiffany dragonfly lamp given her by that forgotten playwright, I suspect she rarely ever pauses to consider it.
Watching her as she peers so intently at the painting looming up behind me and the threadbare brocade chair where I sit, I’m struck once more by those green eyes of hers. They’re the same green eyes the artist gave to every incarnation of his mermaid, and they seem to me even brighter than they did before, and not the least bit dimmed by age. They are like some subtle marriage of emerald and jade and shallow saltwater, brought to life by unknown alchemies. They give me a greater appreciation of the painter, that he so perfectly conveyed her eyes, deftly communicating the complexities of iris and sclera, cornea and retina and pupil. That anyone could have the talent required to transfer these precise and complex hues into mere oils and acrylics.
“How did it begin?” I ask, predictably enough. Of course, the artist wrote repeatedly of the mermaids’ genesis. I even found a 1967 dissertation on the subject hidden away in the stacks at Harvard. But I’m pretty sure no one has ever bothered to ask the model. Gradually, and, I think, reluctantly, her green eyes drift away from the canvas and back to me.
“It’s not as if that’s a secret,” she says. “I believe he even told a couple of the magazine reporters about the dreams. One in Paris, and maybe one here in New York, too. He often spoke with me about his dreams. They were always so vivid, and he wrote them down. He painted them, whenever he could. Just as he painted the mermaids.”
I glance over at the recorder lying on the table and wish that I’d waited until later on to ask that particular question. It should have been placed somewhere towards the end, not right at the front. I’m definitely off my game today, and it’s not only the heat from the radiators making me sweat. I’ve been disarmed, unbalanced, first by Regarding the Shore from Whale Rock, and then by having looked so deeply into her eyes. I clear my throat, and she asks if I’d like a glass of water or maybe a cold A&W Cream Soda. I thank her, but shake my head no.
“I’m fine,” I say, “but thank you.”
“It can get awfully stuffy in here,” she says and glances down at the dingy Persian rug that covers almost the entire floor. This is the first time since she let me through the door that I’ve seen her frown.
“Honestly, it’s not so bad,” I insist, failing to sound the least bit honest.
“Why, there are days,” she says, “it’s like being in a sauna. Or a damned tropical jungle, Tahiti or Brazil or someplace like that, and it’s a wonder I don’t start hearing parrots and monkeys. But it helps with the pain, usually more than the pills do.”
And here’s the one thing she was adamant that we not discuss, the childhood injury that left her crippled. She’s told me how she has always loathed writers and critics who tried to draw a parallel between the mermaids and her paralysis. “Don’t even bring it up,” she warned on the phone, almost a week ago, and I assured her that I wouldn’t. Only, now she’s brought it up. I sit very still in the broken-down armchair, there beneath the last painting, waiting to see what she’ll say next. I try hard to clear my head and focus, and to decide what question on the short list scribbled in my steno pad might steer the interview back on course.
“There was more than his dreams,” she admits, almost a full minute later. The statement has the slightly abashed quality of a confession. And I have no idea how to respond, so I don’t. She blinks, and looks up at me again, the pale ghost of that previous smile returning to her lips. “Would it bother you if I smoke?” she asks.
“No,” I reply. “Not at all. Please, whatever makes you comfortable.”
“These days, well, it bothers so many people. As though the Pope had added smoking to the list of venial sins. I get the most awful glares, sometimes, so I thought I’d best ask first.”
“It’s your home,” I tell her, and she nods and reaches into a pocket of her skirt, retrieving a pack of Marlboro Reds and a disposable lighter.
“To some, that doesn’t seem to matter,” she says. “There’s a woman comes around twice a week to attend to the dusting and trash and whatnot, a Cuban woman, and if I smoke when she’s here, she always complains and tries to open the window, even though I’ve told her time and time again it’s been painted shut for ages. It’s not like I don’t pay her.”
Considering the thick and plainly undisturbed strata of dust, and the odors, I wonder if she’s making this up, or if perhaps the Cuban woman might have stopped coming around a long time ago.
“I promised him, when he told me, I would never tell anyone else this,” she says, and here she pauses to light her cigarette, then return the rest of the pack and her lighter to their place in her skirt pocket. She blows a gray cloud of smoke away from me. “Not another living soul. It was a sort of pact between us, you understand. But, lately, it’s been weighing on me. I wake up in the night, sometimes, and it’s like a stone around my neck. I don’t think it’s something I want to take with me to the grave. He told me the day we started work on the second painting.”
“That would have been in May 1939, yes?”
And here she laughs again and shakes her head. “Hell if I know. Maybe you have it written down somewhere in that pad of yours, but I don’t remember the date. Not anymore. But . . . I do know it was the same year the World’s Fair opened here in New York, and I know it was after Amelia Earhart disappeared. He knew her, Amelia Earhart. He knew so many interesting people. But I’m rambling, aren’t I?”
“I’m in no hurry,” I answer. “Take your time.” But she frowns again and stares at the smoldering tip of her cigarette for a moment.
“I like to think, sir, that I am a practical woman,” she says, looking directly at me and raising her chin an inch or so. “I have always wanted to be able to consider myself a practical woman. And now I’m very old. Very, very old, yes, and a practical woman must acknowledge the fact that women who are this old will not live much longer. I know I’ll die soon, and the truth about the mermaids, it isn’t something I want to take with me to my grave. So, I’ll tell you, and betray his confidence. If you’ll listen, of course.”
“Certainly,” I reply, struggling not let my excitement show through, but feeling like a vulture, anyway. “If you’d prefer, I can shut off the recorder,” I offer.
“No, no . . . I want you to put this in your article. I want them to print it in that magazine you write for, because it seems to me that people ought to know. If they’re still so infatuated with the mermaids after all this time, it doesn’t seem fitting that they don’t know. It seems almost indecent.”
I don’t remind her that I’m a freelance and the article’s being done on spec, so there’s no guarantee anyone’s going to buy it, or that it will ever be printed and read. And that feels indecent, too, but I keep my mouth shut and listen while she talks. I can always nurse my guilty conscience later on.
“The summer before I met him, before we started working together,” she begins, and then pauses to take another drag on her cigarette. Her eyes return to the painting behind me. “I suppose that would have been the summer of 1937. The Depression was still on, but his family, out on Long Island, they’d come through it better than most. He had money. Sometimes he’d take commissions from magazines, if the pay was decent. The New Yorker, that was one he did some work for, and Harper’s Bazaar, and Collier’s, but I guess you know this sort of thing, having done so much research on his life.”
The ash on her Marlboro is growing perilously long, though she seems not to have noticed. I glance about and spot an empty ashtray, heavy lead glass, perched on the edge of a nearby coffee table. It doesn’t look as though it’s been emptied in days or weeks, another argument against the reality of the Cuban maid. My armchair squeaks and pops angrily when I lean forward to retrieve it. I offer it to her, and she takes her eyes off the painting just long enough to accept it and to thank me.
“Anyway,” she continues, “mostly he was able to paint what he wanted. That was a freedom that he never took for granted. He was staying in Atlantic City that summer, because he said he liked watching the people on the boardwalk. Sometimes, he’d sit and sketch them for hours, in charcoal and pastels. He showed quite a lot of the boardwalk sketches to me, and I think he always meant to do paintings from them, but, to my knowledge, he ever did.
“That summer, he was staying at the Traymore, which I never saw, but he said was wonderful. Many of his friends and acquaintances would go to Atlantic City in the summer, so he never lacked for company if he wanted it. There were the most wonderful parties, he told me. Sometimes, in the evenings, he’d go down onto the beach alone, onto the sand, I mean, because he said the waves and the gulls and the smell of the sea comforted him. In his studio, the one he kept on the Upper West Side, there was a quart mayonnaise jar filled with seashells and sand dollars and the like. He’d picked them all up at Atlantic City, over the years. Some of them we used as props in the paintings, and he also had a cabinet with shells from Florida and Nassau and the Cape and I don’t know where else. He showed me conchs and starfish from the Mediterranean and Japan, I remember. Seashells from all over the world, easily. He loved them, and driftwood, too.”
She taps her cigarette against the rim of the ashtray and stares at the painting of the mermaid and the lighthouse, and I have the distinct feeling that she’s drawing some sort of courage from it, the requisite courage needed to break a promise she’s kept for seventy years. A promise she made three decades before my own birth. And I know now how to sum up the smell of her apartment. It smells like time.
“It was late July, and the sun was setting,” she says, speaking very slowly now, as though every word is being chosen with great and deliberate care. “And he told me that he was in a foul temper that evening, having fared poorly at a poker game the night before. He played cards. He said it was one of his only weaknesses.
“At any rate, he went down onto the sand, and he was barefoot, he said. I remember that, him telling me he wasn’t wearing shoes.” And it occurs to me then that possibly none of what I’m hearing is the truth, that she’s spinning a fanciful yarn so I won’t be disappointed, lying for my benefit, or because her days are so filled with monotony and she is determined this unusual guest will be entertained. I push the thoughts away. There’s no evidence of deceit in her voice. Art journalism hasn’t made me rich or well known, but I have gotten pretty good at knowing a lie when I hear one.
“He said to me, ‘The sand was so cool beneath my feet.’ He walked for a while, and then, just before dark, came across a group of young boys, eight or nine years old, and they were crowded around something that had washed up on the beach. The tide was going out, and what the boys had found, it had been stranded by the retreating tide. He recalled thinking it odd that they were all out so late, the boys, that they were not at dinner with their families. The lights were coming on along the boardwalk.”
Now she suddenly averts her eyes from the painting on the wall of her apartment, Regarding the Shore from Whale Rock, as though she’s taken what she needs and it has nothing left to offer. She crushes her cigarette out in the ashtray and doesn’t look at me. She chews at her lower lip, chewing away some of the lipstick. The old woman in the wheelchair does not appear sad nor wistful. I think it’s anger, that expression, and I want to ask her why she’s angry. Instead, I ask what it was the boys found on the beach, what the artist saw that evening. She doesn’t answer right away, but closes her eyes and takes a deep breath, exhaling slowly, raggedly.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to press you. If you want to stop—”
“I do not want to stop,” she says, opening her eyes again. “I have not come this far, and said this much, only to stop. It was a woman, a very young woman. He said that she couldn’t have been much more than nineteen or twenty. One of the children was poking at her with a stick, and he took the stick and shooed them all away.”
“She was drowned?” I ask.
“Maybe. Maybe she drowned first. But she was bitten in half. There was nothing much left of her below the ribcage. Just bone and meat and a big hollowed-out place where all her organs had been, her stomach and lungs and everything. Still, there was no blood anywhere. It was like she’d never had a single drop of blood in her. He told me, ‘I never saw anything else even half that horrible.’ And, you know, that wasn’t so long after he’d come back to the States from the war in Spain, fighting against the fascists, the Francoists. He was at the Siege of Madrid and saw awful, awful things there. He said to me, ‘I saw atrocities, but this was worse . . . ’ ”
And then she trails off and glares down at the ashtray in her lap, at a curl of smoke rising lazily from her cigarette butt.
“You don’t have to go on,” I say, almost whispering. “I’ll understand—”
“Oh hell,” she says and shrugs her frail shoulders. “There isn’t that much left to tell. He figured that a shark did it, maybe one big shark or several smaller ones. He took her by the arms, and he hauled what was left of her up onto the dry sand, up towards the boardwalk, so she wouldn’t be swept back out to sea. He sat down beside the body, because at first he didn’t know what to do, and he said he didn’t want to leave her alone. She was dead, but he didn’t want to leave her alone. I don’t know how long he sat there, but he said it was dark when he finally went to find a policeman.
“The body was still there when they got back. No one had disturbed it. The little boys had not returned. But he said the whole affair was hushed up, because the chamber of commerce was afraid that a shark scare would frighten away the tourists and ruin the rest of the season. It had happened before. He said he went straight back to the Traymore and packed his bags, got a ticket on the next train to Manhattan. And he never visited Atlantic City ever again, but he started painting the mermaids, the very next year, right after he found me. Sometimes,” she says, “I think maybe I should have taken it as an insult. But I didn’t, and I still don’t.”
And then she falls silent, the way a storyteller falls silent when a tale is done. She takes another deep breath, rolls her wheelchair back about a foot or so, until it bumps hard against one end of the chaise lounge. She laughs nervously and lights another cigarette. And I ask her other questions, but they have nothing whatsoever to do with Atlantic City or the dead woman. We talk about other painters she’s known, and jazz musicians, and writers, and she talks about how much New York’s changed, how much the whole world has changed around her. As she speaks, I have the peculiar, disquieting sensation that, somehow, she’s passed the weight of that seventy-year-old secret on to me, and I think even if the article sells (and now I don’t doubt that it will) and a million people read it, a hundred million people, the weight will not be diminished.
This is what it’s like to be haunted, I think, and then I try to dismiss the thought as melodramatic, or absurd, or childish. But her jade-and-surf green eyes, the mermaids’ eyes, are there to assure me otherwise.
It’s almost dusk before we’re done. She asks me to stay for dinner, but I make excuses about needing to be back in Boston. I promise to mail her a copy of the article when I’ve finished, and she tells me she’ll watch for it. She tells me how she doesn’t get much mail anymore, a few bills and ads, but nothing she ever wants to read.
“I am so very pleased that you contacted me,” she says, as I slip the recorder and my steno pad back into the briefcase and snap it shut.
“It was gracious of you to talk so candidly with me,” I reply, and she smiles.
I only glance at the painting once more, just before I leave. Earlier, I thought I might call someone I know, an ex who owns a gallery in the East Village. I owe him a favor, and the tip would surely square us. But standing there, looking at the pale, scale-dappled form of a woman bobbing in the frothing waves, her wet black hair tangled with wriggling crabs and fish, and nothing at all but a hint of shadow visible beneath the wreath of her floating hair, seeing it as I’ve never before seen any of the mermaids, I know I won’t make the call. Maybe I’ll mention the painting in the article I write, and maybe I won’t.
She follows me to the door, and we each say our goodbyes. I kiss her hand when she offers it to me. I don’t believe I’ve ever kissed a woman’s hand, not until this moment. She locks the door behind me, two deadbolts and a chain, and then I stand in the hallway. It’s much cooler here than it was in her apartment, in the shadows that have gathered despite the windows at either end of the corridor. There are people arguing loudly somewhere in the building below me, and a dog barking. By the time I descend the stairs and reach the sidewalk, the streetlamps are winking on.



Flotsam
Amanda Downum
Three long days in Connemara, and on that third summer-short night Rebecca Killian admits a truth to herself.
She came home to die.
If anyone asked where her home was, she’d say New York, of course New York, her loft and the gallery. Or maybe the apartment in Berlin where she goes to rest and refuel every so often. She floats—floated—all over, but those are places she always drifts back to.
Like she’s drifted back to Ireland now.
That night, whiskey still warm in her blood, she opens the window in her rented cottage to let in the smell of summer and the sea. It washes over her, fills her lungs, and she cries.
The first tears since the diagnosis, leaking hot and silent down her cheeks, cool by the time they drip off her chin. And when the last drop is shed, she closes the window, wipes the salt and snot off her face, and goes to sleep.
The dying is a secret. As far as the rest of the world is concerned she’s here on vacation, a change of scenery to get her out of a funk.
So Rebecca staggers out of bed at a reasonable hour, stumbles to the bathroom and runs the water to cover the sound of her vomiting. Like morning sickness, and she laughs between bouts of retching. She never thought her womb would grow anything, but it turns out to be fecund after all. It won’t stop growing now, never mind that uterus and ovaries are gone, lost to the second round of surgery.
Maybe she should name it, this twisting tumor child.
She spits, flushes, and stands to brush her teeth. A stranger’s face watches her as she scrubs away the taste of whiskey and bile, all bone-sharp angles and silver-streaked black hair. The chemo claimed her long auburn curls, and the cancer’s melted away whatever softness she ever had.
You look good, Kat would assure her whenever Rebecca stopped to stare at herself in mirrors. Just different. Striking.
She should call Kat, before her agent starts to worry—worry more. She should call a lot of people, keep up the ruse, sneak in a few goodbyes while she can. She makes a list while she showers, names and faces hanging in her mind while she closes her eyes against soap and stinging spray. It’s longer than she’d have thought; maybe she’ll start tomorrow.
Siobhan’s making breakfast, or at least coffee, still in boxers and tank top, hair sleep-tousled. Something so familiar about the sight, though Rebecca’s only known the girl a week, and her stomach takes a little sideways step.
She’s not here to have a last fling, she reminds herself as she takes the proffered cup, even if the girl is pretty. Very pretty, a sylph-punk girl, all supple tree-limb grace beneath the big boots and chrome and purple-tipped hair. She’s too young, anyway. Though that never stopped Rebecca before.
The summer apprenticeship was something Kat talked her into a year ago, just before they found the first tumor. She could have cancelled, but now she’s glad she didn’t, glad to have some company this last summer.
Siobhan leans against the counter, pouring milk into her mug. She looks far too fresh and cheerful for someone who drank just as much as Rebecca did the night before. “Henry said he saw a girl in the bog. A faerie girl.”
“Oh?” A quick glance for permission and she reaches across the table for Siobhan’s cigarettes. She quit five years ago, for all the good that did her—might as well enjoy them now.
“Red hair and white skin, like a fae thing, dressed in white.” She grins. “And she just disappeared, like mist.”
Smoke trails out of Rebecca’s nostrils and she arches an eyebrow. “When was this?” She takes a sip of steaming black coffee.
“Last night, he says. He brought the groceries by just now, when you were in the shower.” Siobhan’s shirt catches on her nipple rings as she sits, and Rebecca tries not to notice.
“We should find her,” Siobhan says, still smiling. “Maybe she’ll pose for us.”
“Maybe.” Rebecca smiles back, but her stomach’s sour again. Hundreds of red-haired girls in Ireland, no doubt, hundreds of children who think they see faeries. She drags deep on the cigarette, trying to settle her stomach. No reason to think it’s her girl, her faerie.
No reason to think Aoife waited for her.
Siobhan vanishes into her bedroom-cum-studio that afternoon, and Rebecca does the same. Canvases stacked in the corner, a block of wood, a bagged slab of clay—she stares at all of them for several moments before pulling out the little velvet pouch tucked into the bottom of her suitcase.
She sits on the bed, holding the bag in one hand, caressing the nap of the cloth with her thumb. Stones click and clatter inside. Finally she unties the drawstring and pours them onto the rumpled bedspread.
Beads tumble free in a glittering stream, glass and green gems. Jade and jasper, striped malachite and shimmer-soft labradorite fire. Set in gold wire links now, but not yet connected. She collected them all over the world, one by one, every time something reminded her of the brilliant changeable green of Aoife’s eyes.
She’s never sold one of these necklaces, only given them as gifts. This was the first she ever started, maybe the last she’ll ever finish.
Rebecca finds her pliers and shears. Her hands are still her own, at least, unchanged by disease—lean and callused, long-fingered and short-nailed. Muscles and tendons ripple as she twists the links together, motions so familiar she hardly has to think of them.
She’s always been proud of her hands; they’ve never betrayed her.
That evening Rebecca and Siobhan walk along the beach, as the sun bleeds into the sea and the moon rises over the rounded peaks of the Twelve Bens. Insects chirp and buzz in the salt-damp shadows, and Siobhan unlaces her stompy boots to wade in the shallows; Rebecca smiles to herself, and for the first time in months it’s not even bittersweet.
“Swim with me,” Siobhan calls, silhouetted against the violet and vermilion sky.
Rebecca turns her head, hopes the girl can’t see her smile crumble and fall away. “I don’t swim.” Her toes clench in dry white sand—not even powdered quartz, but shells ground fine and white by the waves. Like she’s not standing on land at all, and she fights the urge to step backwards.
Siobhan makes a disappointed noise and splashes farther out, but soon she trudges back, jeans wet to the thighs, and walks beside Rebecca the rest of the way.
They walk in comfortable silence till the last glimmer of twilight is gone, and the stars burn white against the forever-stretch of black and indigo sky. By the light of the sickle moon she makes out a dark shape against the shore ahead, the shape of a house. No light, no sound, just a blacker shadow in the gloom.
She pauses, hands clenching in her pockets. Whether she’s afraid of what was or what might be, she can’t say, but she can’t face that house tonight.
“Let’s go back,” she says, voice as light as she can make it. “I’m too old to be hiking around in the dark.”
Siobhan snorts, and her eyes and piercings gleam silver. The skeptical noise would be flattering, if Rebecca’s stomach weren’t so cold. They turn back toward the cottage.
The next day Siobhan locks herself away with a painting again. The girl is good—a pity there’s not more time to tutor her.
Rebecca fusses with sketches for a while, but eventually the sunlight on the water and wind in the grass pull her out of the cottage. The necklace gleams on the nightstand, and she slips it into her pocket. She runs the stones through her fingers like prayer beads as she walks the two miles to Roundstone.
She worries for a moment that someone might recognize her, but that’s foolish. More than twenty years since she’s been here, and she barely recognizes herself these days. She wanders in and out of shops, picking up shiny trinkets and putting them down again before finally buying a pack of cigarettes and a postcard to send Kat. The shopkeepers are two old women, gray and creased, one slightly more stooped than the other.
Rebecca counts out unfamiliar euros and drops them into the old woman’s wizened hand. “I used to know someone named Dowan,” she says, too casual. For once she’s glad her accent’s gone flat as a Yank’s. The woman blanches, and Rebecca pretends not to notice. “She said her family came from around here. Do you know the name?”
The older woman mutters under her breath.
“What was that?”
“There was a family by that name ’round here once,” the old woman finally admits, lips pursing. She slides the change across the counter. “Your friend is better off far away from them. They weren’t good folk. Anyway, they left Connemara, years ago. We’ve not seen sign of them since, and good riddance.”
The older woman mutters something else, and Rebecca lets it go, smiles and says good day and leaves the shop.
But she heard. They went back to the sea, the crone said.
She doesn’t go back to the cottage right away. Instead she gathers her courage and keeps walking, down the curving road they followed last night. Too bright a day for fear, for twisting night-dread. Dog’s Bay glitters brilliant blue-green, stretching out beneath the vault of sky to meet the deeper wilder Atlantic. Gulls’ cries echo down the shore, cormorant grunts and the kittiwake’s shrill kittee-waa-aake. She can pretend it’s just a walk in the sun, until she reaches the abandoned house.
More than abandoned, she can see now—roof fallen in, and the walls cracked and gutted by fire. Grass grows tall inside the skeleton, vines digging into chinks between the stones.
All gone. Aoife and her family. Her hulking brothers and taciturn croaking father. The Fomorians finally driven back to the sea. What happened to her mother, with her nervous eyes and fluttering hands—did she go into the water too, or did something else befall her? Maybe she fled the ocean, the way Rebecca’s father did. Maybe she had better luck in that.
Rebecca pulls out the necklace, lets it dangle from her fingers, scattering light against the stones. The little bronze frog sways back and forth amid the shining green. Aoife always loved frogs. She caught them in the bog, stroking their slimy backs and playing with their toes. She always kissed them before she set them free—even convinced Rebecca to kiss one once. They never found a prince, or a princess.
They had each other, and didn’t mind.
No reason to think Aoife would have waited for her.
She hangs the necklace from a broken stone, where it gleams like absinthe tears. “I did come back,” she whispers to the grass and shadows.
She dreams that night, dreams of her last show. The gallery all light and noise, voices like bird-chatter as the guests drift about in their sleek black, from sculpture to sculpture, painting to painting. Kat moves among them, beaming, chatting up a critic from some magazine or another.
Almost a pleasant memory, but her mother stands next to her, watching Rebecca with pearl-clouded eyes. Dead eyes.
“You always were a morbid child,” she says, staring at a sculpture. One of the sea-change series, a sea horse curled inside the shell-white curve of a plaster pelvis. “Did I ever tell you about your father?”
But then she’s gone, and Rebecca knows as much about her father as she’s ever going to. She turns away, looking for Kat, when a rank brine-stench fills her nose.
Aoife stands in the corner. Aoife and her family.
Scaled things, spined, wide mouths filled with rows and rows of teeth. Aoife’s father stands behind her, and his hands on her shoulders are webbed and clawed.
“It’s time to come home,” Aoife says. Her voice is a frog’s croak, the roar of the tide.
And Rebecca wakes in shadows and moonlight, sick sweat sticking the sheets to her flesh. She stumbles to the bathroom just in time to retch.
Dying or not, she still has things to do, things to think about besides memories and dreams, and she spends the morning with Siobhan, going over the girl’s work. She hasn’t played teacher very often, but it’s oddly enjoyable.
She studies the canvas from across the room, drags on a Silk Cut and exhales toward the open window. A winterscape, cool and gray in the slanting summer light, the dark line of a tree and a girl’s red hat stark against shades of pale. Footprints dot the wide white space in the foreground, not quite where the girl’s should be, and there’s something eerie and haunting in that disconnect.
Siobhan watches her silently, her perfect stillness a fidget all its own. White paint smudges her nose, and Rebecca swallows the urge to wipe it away. She can imagine the feel of the girl’s freckled cheek against her palm.
Just the whiskey talking, she tells herself, the shots she spiked her coffee with to take the edge off the pain, to dull the razorwire wrapped around her hipbones. That might make a nice piece, if she can remember it.
“The lines of the tree could be smoother,” she finally says, letting out another jet of smoke. “It’s pulling the eye the wrong direction.”
Siobhan studies the painting, frowns and nods. “Yeah.”
“Other than that, it’s damn good.”
“Really?”
Rebecca snorts. “I’ll never coddle you, sweetie. You’ve got a great eye, and you’re young enough yet to not sweat the technique. Give me a set like this and I’ll give you a show.”
Siobhan’s grin shines brighter than all her chrome-silver glitter.
They stay up late talking and drinking, Siobhan recounting school exploits and Rebecca making her travels sound more interesting than they really were, till finally Siobhan starts to wilt and staggers off to bed. Rebecca’s glad she’s not as drunk as she could be; the invitation in the girl’s eyes is clear as brushstrokes.
When she’s safely alone again she uncaps the bottle and pours a healthy shot. Just enough to kill the pain, to kill the dreams.
As she raises the glass she hears the song.
So faint at first she thinks it’s just the wind or the waves, just an ocean susurrus. It spools over the casement, creeps beneath the door, a haunting siren’s aria. Only a moment and it’s gone, but too late for Rebecca to pretend she never heard, to pretend she imagined it. A shipwreck song.
She sets the glass down and goes to dash herself against the rocks.
Across the sloping lawn, grass slippery beneath her bare feet, and down the rocky bank to the beach, to the ribbon of shell-sand shining white under the moon. On the distant curve of the bay she sees a paler glimmer.
She wants to run but fears to break the spell, to scare away the waiting shape. One step after another, on and on, till she knows it’s not an illusion, till her eyes tell her what her heart knows.
Aoife.
She’s changed. Rebecca knew she would be, spent years wondering and dreading and marveling what might be. How many paintings has she done, how many sculptures, imaging all the ways Aoife might have changed?
The reality is less, and more.
Red hair and white skin, like a fae thing. Like the girl Rebecca remembers.
Her hair is a coppery tangle, streaked with verdigris, snarled with sea wrack. Skin like moonlight, like nacre: luminous, iridescent. But as she moves closer, Rebecca can see the shimmer of scales, the mud and blood and mildew streaking the white dress. The smell of moss and brine fills her nose.
Aoife’s eyes are wider, pupils misshapen, but that summer-green fire is still Aoife. The necklace gleams against her throat, mermaid’s treasure.
She holds out one long white hand and Rebecca takes it, barely a heartbeat’s hesitation at those curving claws. Their fingers can’t entwine, not with the veiny webbing between Aoife’s grown so thick, but they clasp, cold on warm, smooth on callused.
“You came back.” Rebecca brushes a cautious hand against Aoife’s cheek. Hair touches her fingers, too thick, clinging. She pulls back, fighting a shudder, before it can coil around her.
“I waited,” Aoife says, and Rebecca glimpses the needle teeth behind her wide mouth. Her voice is a whisper-hiss, like wind in leaves, like waves on sand.
The Dowan family. The Daoine Domhain. The people of the deep.
But still Rebecca’s oldest friend, her first love, her cousin, and she takes Aoife in her arms, holds her close and breathes in the smell of the ocean.
“I knew you’d come back,” Aoife whispers. “You couldn’t stay away forever.”
Rebecca laughs, half a sob. “I’m dying, Aoife.” She guides the webbed hand down to her belly. “Cancer.”
Fingers splay, claws a warning pressure through cloth. Breath hisses between sharp teeth. “It’s eating you alive.”
“It’s in the bones now. Soon it will spread to my spine. There’s nothing anyone can do anymore.”
“Come with me.” Aoife’s hand slides lower and Rebecca shivers. “The sea can cure you. Nothing is hungrier than she is.”
“Cure me.” She swallows, throat gone dry. “You mean change me. I’d be like you.”
“You’d be with me. Forever.” She cups Rebecca’s face in her hands. “I’ll never be sick. I’ll never die. But it’s lonely, sometimes. I still remember a woman’s heart.”
Rebecca’s heart cracks like glass. “I said no, Aoife. I walked away, remember. What makes you think the sea would take me after all this time?”
“I can intercede. I’ll go to the deep places and beg for you. Mother Hydra will listen.”
“Aoife—”
Cold fingers brush her lips, silencing her doubts. “You had your life on land. There’s no need for you to die a mammal’s death.”
Her mouth closes on Rebecca’s, cold probing tongue and razor teeth and her kiss tastes of blood and brine, tastes like a shipwreck. Wide webbed hands slide under Rebecca’s shirt, leaving trails of damp. Twenty years, but her body still remembers Aoife’s touch, no matter how she’s changed. Her hands clutch damp fabric, searching for buttons on the white dress.
Aoife’s hair clings to Rebecca’s face and shoulders, anemone tendrils trapping her as they sink to the sandy, salt-slick grass, washing up against the beach like so much flotsam.
The moon has set when Rebecca stumbles back to the cottage, the stars blinded by a swath of clouds and no one to watch as she staggers tingling and half-numb across the beach. Her heart won’t slow its mad rhythm; every throb of her pulse burns in the bloody scratches Aoife left on her back and thighs.
Her whiskey still sits on the table, gleaming in the warm pool of kitchen light. She drains it, and then another, but as she falls into bed her mouth still tastes of the sea.
She dreams of Aoife, again and again, follows her down through blood-thick brine, where the water turns from clear to blue to black, where light and color are only memories. Where the only illumination is the phosphorescent glow of Aoife’s skin, a lure to draw the unwary.
Down and down and down, into the cathedral of the abyss, to an altar-throne where things older than gods hold court. Rebecca wants to look away as Aoife prostrates herself before the blood-scarlet gaze of those things, as she gives herself to the writhing teeth-and-tentacle embrace of the Hydra.
But she cannot blink, cannot turn aside.
Even waking can’t banish those images, and she doesn’t dare profane them with paint and canvas.
Then the dreams stop, and she knows Aoife’s paid whatever price they asked of her.
For the rest of the week she can’t work, can’t concentrate. She’s short with Siobhan, or doesn’t speak at all; she has no answer for the hurt in the girl’s eyes.
Live in pain perhaps another three months, or live forever. It doesn’t seem much of a choice.
She could have chosen it twenty years ago, when Aoife first started to hear the call of the waves. Rebecca heard it too, but feared the change, feared the other. So she fled Ireland, fled Aoife, and channeled all that siren-song into her art. She’s never regretted her life, for all the dark hours of the night when she’s wondered what if.
But now . . .
Rebecca stands on the beach, toes in the sand, watching the moon hang pale and swollen over the water, its light painting a silver road along the waves. The tide swells in response; she can feel it in her blood, calling her out, calling her down.
She thought Aoife would be here, but the bay is empty. This road she’ll have to start alone.
She doesn’t realize she’s moving until the sand changes under her feet, from dry and soft to damp and clinging. She strips off her shirt and underwear, leaves them like driftwood on the shore.
Water swirls around her legs, sliding cold between her thighs. Sand slips under her feet, sucked away with every lapping wave. Deeper and deeper, and the sea swallows her hips, her waist, reaching higher. The silver road stretches before her.
She can keep walking forever, into the endless blue wine.
Rebecca opens her mouth, tongue heavy with salt. Maybe she means to call Aoife’s name, or just take a last breath, but a shout echoes behind her and she turns, clumsy, waves tugging at her legs. She slips and goes under, rocks and sand scraping her knees as water closes over her head. It burns her nostrils, chokes her.
Hands close on her arms and pull her up. Siobhan’s wiry arm around her, dragging her onto the beach.
“Don’t you bloody leave me,” the girl mutters. “Not like this.” They collapse on damp sand and Rebecca coughs and sputters as Siobhan slaps her back.
“I wasn’t—” But she can’t explain that she wasn’t trying to die, that wasn’t the point at all, and then Siobhan is kissing her, stealing her words away.
Nothing like cold mermaid kisses—Siobhan is warm and sweet, smoke and honeysuckle, muscles strong and lithe under smooth skin. Light spills from the hall, limns the planes and curves of her body, gleams yellow on metal.
Rebecca lays her palm over the girl’s belly, feeling the rhythm of blood and breath, studying the line and contrast. Siobhan takes her hand, twining their fingers together.
“Don’t leave me,” she whispers, “not tonight.”
“Not tonight.” And Rebecca lowers her head to Siobhan’s breast, tugs the silver ring until she moans; they don’t speak again.
But morning comes, and the conversation they can’t avoid. Rebecca explains the cancer, the diagnosis—four months, if she’s lucky.
“Oh.” Siobhan’s blue-gray eyes widen. “Oh, god. I thought . . . ”
“You thought I was just a drunk?” She chuckles wryly as the girl blushes.
“I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t know you were in so much pain. It wasn’t my place to interfere.”
“No, don’t be sorry.” She lights a cigarette, looking anywhere but those stricken eyes. “I never should have thought of leaving you with no explanation—it was a shitty thing to try.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know.”
She thinks of all the paintings back in the loft, all the pieces she’s started and abandoned in the last six months. Not much of a swansong. The cigarette burns in her hand, orange ember consuming paper and tobacco. Can webbed hands hold a brush?
“I don’t know.”
Another day with Siobhan, talking about paintings. Rebecca could give her a show—easy to imagine those haunting pictures hanging in her gallery. Easy to imagine the girl sprawled on the wide bed in her loft, purple-tipped hair rasping against the pillows. Kat would like her.
They don’t talk about choices, about the future. That night Siobhan makes love like she’s already lost, like Rebecca is a ghost in her arms. A tear splashes Rebecca’s lips, a tiny ocean against her tongue.
Eventually Siobhan’s breathing slows, deepens, and her arm around Rebecca relaxes. She doesn’t stir when a pillow replaces her lover.
The tide is pulling out, leaving dark swathes of seaweed limp on the sand. This time Aoife waits on the beach, waves breaking around her ankles. She’s shed the white dress, along with any pretense of humanity. A creature of salt and bone, of razor spines and scales and writhing anemone hair. Rebecca meets her glowing eyes and it’s all she can do not to fall to her knees on the sand.
Siren, sea goddess—Aoife could take her, drown her and eat her and give her bones to the hungry sea, and Rebecca would never regret it.
But she doesn’t. Instead she steps forward, hand outstretched, and Rebecca sees the familiar in the other again. The necklace sparkles on her cousin’s white breast.
“Please—” Her voice is fainter. Gill-slits flutter around her collarbones, below her ribs.
Live three months in pain, or live forever with the woman she loves. How can such a choice be so hard to make?
“Even the sea won’t wait forever,” Aoife says. “Come with me.”
Before Rebecca can answer, those luminescent green eyes flicker over her shoulder, toward the cottage. She glances back, sees a slender shape silhouetted in the open doorway. Then the door closes.
Rebecca moves forward, takes Aoife’s hand, kisses her cold salty lips. “I’m sorry.” She steps back, toward dry ground.
“But you’ll die! Pain and death and rot—what kind of end is that?”
“I’ve never been as brave as you.”
“Don’t leave me again.” The tide draws back and Aoife slides with it.
Third chance. Last chance. Rebecca bites her lip until copper washes over her tongue.
“I’m sorry. I love you. I always will.”
And she turns away from Aoife, away from the hungry sea, and walks up the hill to the cottage. The wind dries her tears.
Siobhan sits at the kitchen table, pouring the last of the whiskey with a trembling hand. She startles as Rebecca walks in, and drops of amber liquid spill. The empty bottle clacks against wood.
Rebecca wipes salt off her cheeks and tries to smile. “Have you ever been to New York?”



The Mermaids Singing Each to Each
Cat Rambo
Niko leaned behind me in the cabin, raising his voice to be heard over the roar of engine and water, “When you Choose, which is it going to be? Boy or girl?”
I would have answered, if I thought it really mattered to him. But we were off shore by then, headed for the Lump, and he was just making conversation, knowing how long it would take us to get there. He didn’t care whether I’d be male or female, I’d still be his pal Lolo. I could feel the boat listening, but she knew I didn’t want her talking, that I’d turn her off if she went too far.
So I kept steering the Mary Magdalena and said I didn’t know, and it didn’t matter, unless we did manage to cash in on the Lump before the corp-strippers got there. After that we were silent again, and everything was just the engine rumble moving up through my feet. Jorge Felipe turned over in the hammock we’d managed to fit into the cabin, hammering the nails into the paneling to hang the hooks. He let out something that was either snore or fart or maybe both.
Jorge Felipe was the one who had found out about the Lump. It was four or five kilometers across, the guy who’d spotted it said. Four or five kilometers of prime debris floating in the ocean, bits of old plastic and wood and Dios knew what else, collected by the currents, amassed in a single spot. All salvageable, worth five new cents a pound. Within a week, the corp-stripper boats would be out there, disassembling it and shoveling all that money into company machines, company mouths.
But we were going to get there first, carve off a chunk, enough to pay us all off. I wanted to be able to Choose, and I couldn’t do that until I could pay the medical bill. Niko said he wasn’t saving for anything, but really he was—there’d be enough money that he could relax for a month and not worry about feeding his mother, his extended family.
Jorge Felipe just wanted out of Santo Nuevo. Any way he could escape our village was fine with him, and the first step in that was affording a ticket. He wanted to be out before storm season hit, when we’d all be living on whatever we could manage until a new crop of tourists bloomed in the spring.
Winter was lean times. Jorge Felipe, for all his placid snoring right now, feeling desperation’s bite. That’s why he was willing to cut me in, in exchange for use of the Mary Magdalena. Most of the time he didn’t have much to say to me. I gave him the creeps, I knew. He’d told Niko in order to have him tell me. But he didn’t have any other friends with boats capable of going out to carve off a chunk of the Lump and bring it in for salvage. And on my side of things, I thought he was petty and mean and dangerous. But he knew the Lump’s coordinates.
I tilted my head, listened to the engines, checking the rhythms to make sure everything was smooth. The familiar stutter of the water pump from behind me was nothing to worry about, or the way the ballaster coughed when it first switched on. I knew all the Mary Magdalena’s sounds. She’s old, but she works, and between the hydroengines and the solar panels, she manages to get along.
Sometimes I used to imagine crashing her on a reef and swimming away, leaving her to be covered with birdshit and seaweed, her voice lasting, pleading, as long as the batteries held out. Sometimes I used to imagine taking one of the little cutting lasers, chopping away everything but her defenseless brainbox, deep in the planking below the cabin, then severing its inputs one by one, leaving her alone. Sometimes I imagined worse things.
I inherited her from my uncle Fortunato. My uncle loved his boat like a woman, and she’d do things for him, stretch out the last bit of fuel, turn just a bit sharper, that she wouldn’t do for me or anyone else. Like an abandoned woman, pining for a lover who’d moved on. I could have the AI stripped down and retooled, re-imprint her, but I’d lose all her knowledge. Her ability to recognize me.
I’d left the cabin the way my uncle had it: his baseball cap hanging on the peg beside the doorway, his pin-up photos shellacked onto the paneling. Sometimes I thought about painting over the photos. But they reminded me of my uncle, reminded me not to forgive him. You would have thought they would have been enough, but maybe they just egged him on. Some people claim that’s how it goes with porn, more and more until a man can’t control himself.
I can’t say my experience has confirmed this.
Uncle Fortunato left me the Mary Magdalena from guilt, guilt about what he’d done, guilt that his niece had decided to go sexless, to put away all of that rather than live with being female. I was the first in the village to opt for the Choice, but not the first in the world by a long shot. It was fashionable by then, and a lot of celebrities were having it done to their children for “therapeutic reasons.” My grandmother, Mama Fig, said it was unnatural and against the Church’s law, and every priest in the islands came and talked to me. But they didn’t change my mind. There was a program funding it for survivors of sexual assault. That’s how I got it paid for, even though I wouldn’t tell them who did it.
I couldn’t have him punished. If they’d put him away, my grandmother would have lost her only means of support. But I could take myself out of his grasp by making myself unfuckable. Neuter. Neuter until I wanted to claim a gender. They didn’t tell me, though, that getting in was free, but getting out would cost. Cost a lot.
When I first heard he’d left the boat to me, I didn’t want her. I let her sit for two weeks gathering barnacles at dock before I went down.
I wouldn’t have ever gone, but the winter was driving me crazy. No work to be found, nothing to do but sit home with my grandmother and listen to her worry about her old friend’s children and her favorite soap opera’s plotlines.
When I did go to the Mary Magdalena, she didn’t speak until I came aboard. First I stood and looked at her. She’s not much, all told: boxy, thirty years out of date, a dumbboat once, tweaked into this century.
I used to imagine pouring acid on her deck, seeing it eat away with a hiss and a sizzle.
As I made my way up the gangplank, I could feel that easy sway beneath my feet. There’s nothing like being on a boat, and I closed my eyes just to feel the vertigo underfoot like a familiar friend’s hand on my elbow.
I used to imagine her torn apart by magnets, the bolts flying outward like being dismantled in a cartoon.
“Laura,” a speaker said, as though I hadn’t been gone for six years, as though she’d seen me every day in between. “Laura, where is your uncle?”
I used to imagine her disintegrated, torn apart into silent atoms.
“It’s not Laura anymore,” I said. “It’s Lolo. I’m gender neutral.”
“I don’t understand,” she said.
“You’ve got a Net connection,” I said. “Search around on ‘gender neutral’ and ‘biomod operation.’ ”
I wasn’t sure if the pause that came after that was for dramatic effect or whether she really was having trouble understanding the search parameters. Then she said, “Ah, I see. When did you do that?”
“Six years ago.”
“Where is your uncle?”
“Dead,” I said flatly. I hoped that machine intelligences could hurt and so I twisted the knife as far as I could. “Stabbed in a bar fight.”
Her voice always had the same flat affect, but I imagined/hoped I could hear sorrow and panic underneath. “Who owns me now?”
“I do. Just as long as it takes me to sell you.”
“You can’t, Laura.”
“Lolo. And I can.”
“The licenses to operate—the tourism, the sport-fishing, even the courier license—they won’t transfer to a new owner. They won’t pay much for a boat they can’t use.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “You’d fetch a decent amount as scrap.”
She paused again. “Keep me going, Lolo, and you can take in enough to keep yourself and Mama Fig going. Your uncle had ferrying contracts, and every season is good for at least a couple of trips with very cheap or eccentric tourists.”
She had grace enough not to push beyond that. I didn’t have much choice, and it was the only way to support my grandmother and myself month to month. With the Mary Magdalena, I was better off than Niko or Jorge Felipe by far. I could afford the occasional new shirt or record, rather than something scavenged.
At the end of a year, we’d reached an agreement. Most of the time now the boat knew better than to talk to me. She could have been with me everywhere. Button mikes gleamed along the front railing, in the john, even in the little lifeboat that hugged the side. But she stayed silent except in the cabin, where she would tell me depths, weather, water temperature. I told her which way to go. Businesslike and impersonal.
Niko went out on deck. I didn’t blame him. It was too warm in the cabin. I knew the Mary Magdalena would alert me if there was any trouble, but I liked to keep an eye on things.
Jorge Felipe stirred, stuck his head out over the hammock’s edge. His dark hair stuck out in all directions, like broken broom straws.
“Morning yet?” he rasped.
“Couple more hours.”
“Where’s Niko?”
“Went to smoke.”
He grunted. “Shit, it’s hot in here,” he said. He swung his legs out from under the blanket’s basketweave, thumped onto the floor. “We got soup left?”
“Thermos in the cupboard.”
Behind me the microwave beeped out protests as he thumbed its controls. The display was a steady, grainy green, showing me the surface far below the boat. Drifts and ridges. They said you could spot a wreck by the unnatural straightness of a line, the oddness of a corner. Unlikely, but it had been heard of, in that friend-of-a-cousin-of-a-neighbor’s sort of way.
“Heat me one,” I said.
“Soup or coffee?”
“Coffee,” I said, and he clanked another mug into the microwave.
Niko came into the doorway. “Mermaids out there,” he said. “Be careful if you swim.”
Jorge Felipe handed me my mug, so hot it almost bit into my skin as I cupped it.
“Fucking mermaids,” he said. “I hate them even worse than sharks. One tangled with my sister, almost killed her.”
“Everyone on the island’s tangled with your sister. I’m getting coffee and going back out,” Niko said, and did.
Jorge Felipe watched him go. “He’s fucking obsessed with those mermaids.”
Mermaids. Back before I was born, there were more tourists. There’s always tourists now, but not quite as many. Some of them came here specifically, even, for the beaches. Or for the cheap black-market bio-science. And one black-market bio-scientist specialized in making mermaids out of them.
They paid a lot for it, I guess. A moddie body that they could go swimming in, pretend like they were always sea creatures. It was very popular one year, Mama Fig said.
But the scientist, he wasn’t that good, or that thorough. Or maybe he didn’t understand all the implications of the DNA he was using. Some people said he did it deliberately.
Because mermaids lay eggs, hundreds at a time, at least that kind did. And the natural-born ones, they didn’t have human minds guiding them. They were like sharks—they ate, they killed, they ate. Most of the original human mermaids had gotten out when they found out that the seas were full of chemicals, or that instead of whale songs down there, they heard submarine sonar and boat signals. When the last few found out that they were spawning whether they liked it or not, they got out too. Supposedly one or two stayed, and now they live in the sea with their children, twice as mean as any of them.
I said, “Watch the display for me” and went up on deck. The sun was rising, slivers of gold and pink and blue in the east. It played over the gouges in the Mary Magdalena’s railing where I’d picked at it with a knife, like smallpox marks along the boat’s face.
Niko was watching the water. Light danced over it, intense and dazzling. Spray rode the wind, stinging the eyes. I licked salt from my drying lips.
“Where are you seeing them?” I asked.
He pointed, but I didn’t see anything at first. It took several moments to spot a flick of fins, the intercepted shadow as a wave rose and fell.
“You see them out this deep all the time,” I said. Niko hadn’t been out on the boat much. He got nauseous anywhere out past ten meters, but Jorge Felipe had enlisted him to coax me into cooperating, had supplied him with fancy anti-nausea patches. I looked sideways. One glistened like a chalky gill on the side of his neck.
“Yeah?” he said, staring at the water. He wasn’t watching me, so I looked at his face, trying to commit the details to memory. Trying to imagine him as a photograph. His jaw was a smooth line, shadowed with stubble. The hairs in front of his ears tangled in curls, started to corkscrew, blunted by sleep. He had long eyelashes, longer than mine. The sun tilted further up and the dazzle of light grew brighter, till it made my eyes hurt.
“Put on a hat,” I said to Niko. “Going to be hot and bad today.”
He nodded but stayed where he was. I started to say more, but shrugged and went back in. It was all the same to me. Still, when I saw his straw hat on the floor, I nudged it over to Jorge Felipe and said, “Take this out to Niko when you go.”
Looking out over the railing, I spotted the three corp ships long before we got to the Lump. For a moment I wondered why they were so spread out, and then I realized the Lump’s size. It was huge—kilometers wide. The ships were gathered around it, and their buzz boats were resting, wings spread out to recharge the solar panels.
They must have seen us around the same time. A buzz boat folded its wings, shadows spider-webbed with silver, and approached us. As it neared, I saw the Novagen logo on its side, on its occupant’s mirrored helmet.
“This is claimed salvage,” the logo-ed loudspeaker said.
I cupped my hands to shout back, “Salvage’s not claimed till you’ve got tethers on it. Unless you’re pulling in the whole thing, we’ve got a right to chew on it, too.”
“Claimed salvage,” the pilot repeated. He looked the Mary Magdalena up and down and curled his lip. Most of the time I liked her shitty, rundown look, but pride bristled briefly. “You want to be careful, kid. Accidents happen out here when freelancers get in the way.”
I knew they did. Corp ships liked to sink the competition, and they had a dozen different underhanded ways to do it.
Jorge Felipe said at my elbow, “Gonna let them chase us off?”
“No,” I said, but I nodded at the pilot and said, “Mary Magdalena, back us off.”
We moved round to the other side.
“What are you going to do?” Niko asked.
“We’re going to cut the engines and let the currents creating the Lump pull us into it,” I said. “They’re watching for engine activity. After it gets dark, they won’t notice us cutting. In the meantime, we’ll act like we’re fishing. Not even act, really.”
We broke out fishing gear. The mermaids had deserted us, and I hoped to find a decent school of something, bottom-feeders at least. But the murk around the Lump was lifeless. Plastic tendrils waved like uneasy weed, gobbling our hooks till the rods bent and bowed with each wave.
I wanted the corp ships to see our lines. Every hour, a buzz boat would whoosh by, going between two of the larger ships.
When the sun went down, I went below deck. The others followed. I studied the weather readout on the main console’s scratched metal flank.
It took longer than I thought, though. By the time we’d managed to cut our chunk free with the little lasers, draining the batteries, the sun was rising. Today was cloudier, and I blessed the fog. It’d make us harder to spot.
We worked like demons, throwing out hooks, cutting lumps free, tossing them into the cargo net. We looked for good stuff, electronics with precious metals that might be salvaged, good glass, bit of memorabilia that would sell on the Internet. Shellfish—we’d feed ourselves for a week out of this if nothing else. Two small yellow ducks bobbed in the wake of a bottle wire lacing. I picked them up, stuck them in my pocket.
“What was that?” Jorge Felipe at my elbow.
“What was what?” I was hauling in orange netting fringed with dead seaweed.
“What did you stick in your pocket?” His eyes tightened with suspicion.
I fished the ducks out of my pocket, held them out. “You want one?”
He paused, glancing at my pocket.
“Do you want to stick your hand in?” I said. I cocked my hip towards him. He was pissing me off.
He flushed. “No. Just remember—we split it all. You remember that.”
“I will.”
There’s an eagle, native to the islands, we call them brown-wings. Last year I’d seen Jorge Felipe dealing with docked tourists, holding one.
“Want to buy a bird?” he asked, sitting in his canoe looking up at the tan and gold and money-colored boat. He held it up.
“That’s an endangered species, son,” one tourist said. His face, sun-reddened, was getting redder.
Jorge looked at him, his eyes flat and expressionless. Then he reached out with the bird, pushed its head underwater for a moment, pulled it out squawking and thrashing.
The woman screeched. “Make him stop!”
“Want to buy a bird?” Jorge Felipe repeated.
They couldn’t throw him money fast enough. He let the brown-wing go and it flew away. He bought us all drinks that night, even me, but I kept seeing that flat look in his eyes. It made me wonder what would have happened if they’d refused.
By the time the buzz boats noticed us, we were underway. They could see what we had in tow and I had the Mary Magdalena monitoring their radio chatter.
But what I hoped was exactly what happened. We were small fry. We had a chunk bigger than I’d dared think, but that wasn’t even a thousandth of what they were chewing down. They could afford to let a few scavengers bite.
All right, I thought, and told the Mary Magdalena to set a course for home. The worst was over.
I didn’t realize how wrong I was.
Niko squatted on his heels near the engines, watching the play of sunlight over the trash caught in the haul net. It darkened the water, but you could barely see it, see bits of plastic and bottles and sea wrack submerged underneath the surface like an unspoken thought.
I went to my knees beside him. “What’s up?”
He stared at the water like he was waiting for it to tell him something.
“It’s quiet,” he said.
Jorge Felipe was atop of the cabin, playing his plastic accordion. His heels, black with dirt, were hooked under the rungs of the ladder. I’d let the plastic fray there, and bits bristled and splayed like an old toothbrush. His music echoed out across the water for kilometers, the only sound other than splash or mermaid whistle.
“Quiet,” I said, somewhere between statement and question.
“Gives you time to think.”
“Think about what?”
“I was born not too far from here.” He stared at the twitch and pluck in the sun-splattered water.
“Yeah?”
He turned to look at me. His eyes were chocolate and beer and cinnamon. “My mother said my dad was one of them.”
I frowned. “One of what?”
“A mermaid.”
I had to laugh. “She was pulling your leg. Mermaids can’t fuck humans.”
“Before he went into the water, idiot.”
“Huh,” I said. “And when he came out?”
“She said he never came out.”
“So you think he’s still there? Man, all those rich folks, once they learned that the water stank and glared, they gave up that life. If he didn’t come out, he’s dead.”
I was watching the trash close to us when I saw what had sparked this thought. The mermaids were back. They moved along the net’s edge. It shuddered as they tugged at it.
“What are they doing?” I asked.
“Picking at it,” Niko said. “I’ve been watching. They pick bits off. What for, I don’t know.”
“We didn’t see them around the Lump. Why now?”
Niko shrugged. “Maybe all that trash is too toxic for them. Maybe that’s why we didn’t see any fish near it either. Here it’s smaller. Tolerable.”
Jorge Felipe slid onto his heels on the deck.
“We need to drive them off,” he said, frowning at our payload.
“No,” Niko protested. “There’s just a few. They’re picking off the loose stuff that makes extra drag, anyhow. Might even speed us up.”
Jorge Felipe gave him a calculating look. The look he’d given the tourist. But all he said was, “All right. That changes, let me know.”
He walked away. We stood there, listening to the singing of the mermaids.
I thought about reaching out to take Niko’s hand, but what would it have accomplished? And what if he pulled away? Eventually I went back in to check our course.
By evening, the mermaids were so thick in the water that I could see our own Lump shrinking, dissolving like a tablet in water.
Jorge Felipe came out with his gun.
“No!” Niko said.
Jorge Felipe smiled. “If you don’t want me to shoot them, Niko, then they’re taking it off your share. You agree it’s mine, and I won’t touch a scale.”
“All right.”
“That’s not fair,” I objected. “He worked as hard as us pulling it in.”
Jorge Felipe aimed the gun at the water.
“It’s okay,” Niko told me.
I thought to myself that I’d split my share with him. I wouldn’t have enough for the Choice, but I’d be halfway. And Niko would owe me. That wouldn’t be a bad thing.
I knew what Choice I’d make. Niko liked boys. I liked Niko. A simple equation. That’s what the Choice is supposed to let you do. Pick the sex you want, when you want it. Not have it forced on you when you’re not ready.
The Mary Magdalena sees everything that goes on within range of her deck cameras. It shouldn’t have surprised me when I went back into the cabin and she said, “You like Niko, don’t you?”
“Shut up,” I said. I watched the display. The mermaids wavered on it like fleshy shadows.
“I don’t trust Jorge Felipe.”
“Neither do I. I still want you to shut up.”
“Lolo,” she said. “Will you ever forgive me for what happened?”
I reached over and switched her voice off.
Still, it surprised me when Jorge Felipe made his move. I’d switched on auto-pilot, decided to nap in the hammock. I woke up to find him fumbling through my clothes.
“What you pick up, huh? What did you find out in the water?” he hissed. His breath stank of old coffee and cigarettes and the tang of metal.
“I didn’t find anything,” I said, pushing him away.
“It’s true what they say, eh? No cock, no cunt.” His fingers rummaged.
I tried to shout but his other hand was over my mouth.
“We all want this money, eh?” he said. “But I need it. You can keep on being all freaky, mooning after Niko. And he can keep on his own loser path. Me, I’m getting out of here. But I figure you, you don’t want to be messed with. Your share, or I’m fucking you up worse than you are already.”
If I hadn’t turned off her voice, the Mary Magdalena would have warned me. But she hadn’t warned me before.
“Are you going to be good?” Jorge Felipe asked. I nodded. He released my mouth.
“No one’s going to sail with you, ever again.”
He laughed. “World’s a whoooooole lot bigger than this, freaky chicoca. Money’s going to buy me a ticket out.”
I remembered the gun. How far would he go in securing his ticket? “All right,” I said. My mouth tasted like the tobacco stains on his fingers.
His lips were hot on my ear. “Okay then, chicoca. Stay nice and I’ll be nice.”
I heard the door open and close as he left. Shaking, I untangled myself from the hammock and went to the steering console. I turned on the Mary Magdalena’s voice.
“You can’t trust him,” she said.
I laughed, panic’s edge in my voice. “No shit. Is there anyone I can trust?”
If she’d been a human, she might have said “me.”
Being a machine, she knew better. There was just silence.
When I was little, I loved the Mary Magdalena and being aboard her. I imagined she was my mother, that when Mami had died, she’d chosen not to go to heaven, had put her soul in the boat to look after me.
I loved my uncle too. He let me steer the boat, sitting on his lap, let me run around the deck checking lines and making sure the tack was clean, let me fish for sharks and rays. One time, coming home under the General Domingo Bridge, he pointed into the water.
At first it looked as though huge brown bubbles were coming up through the water. Then I realized it was rays, maybe a hundred, moving through the waves.
Going somewhere, I don’t know where.
He waited until I was thirteen. I don’t know why. I was as skinny and unformed that birthday as I had been the last day I was twelve. He took me out on the Mary Magdalena and waited until we were far out at sea.
He raped me. When he was done, he said if I reported it, he’d be put in jail. My grandmother would have no one to support her.
I applied for Free Agency the next day. I went to the clinic and told them what had been done. That it had been a stranger, and that I wanted to become Ungendered. They tried to talk me out of it. They’re legally obliged to, but I was adamant. So they did it, and for a few years I lived on the streets. Until they came and told me my uncle was dead. The Mary Magdalena, who had remained silent, was mine.
I could hear Jorge Felipe out on the deck, playing his accordion again. I wondered what Niko was doing. Watching the water.
“I don’t know what to do,” I said to myself. But the boat thought responded.
“You can’t trust him.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” I said.
On the display. the mermaids’ fuzzy shadows intersected the garbage’s dim line. I wondered what they wanted, what they did with the plastic and cloth they pulled from us. I couldn’t imagine that anyone kept anything, deep in the sea, beyond the water in their gills and the blood in their veins.
When Jorge Felipe went in to make coffee, I squatted beside Niko. He was watching the mermaids still. I said, urgently, “Niko, Jorge Felipe may try something before we land. He wants your share and mine. He’d like the boat, too. He’s a greedy bastard.”
Niko stared into the water. “Do you think my dad’s out there?”
“Are you high?”
His pupils were big as flounders. There was a mug on the deck beside him. “Did Jorge Felipe bring that to you?”
“Yeah,” he said. He reached for it, but I threw the rest overboard.
“Get hold of yourself, Niko,” I said. “It could be life or death. We’ve got sixteen hours to go. He won’t try until we’re a few hours out. He’s lazy.”
I couldn’t tell whether or not I’d gotten through. His cheeks were angry from the sun. I went inside and grabbed my uncle’s old baseball hat, and took it out to him. He was dangling an arm over the side. I grabbed him, pulled him back.
“You’re going to get bit or dragged over,” I said. “Do you understand me?”
Jorge Felipe grinned out of the cabin. “Having a good time there, Niko? You wanna go visit Dad, go splashy splashy?” He wiggled his fingers at Niko.
“Don’t say that!” I said. “Don’t listen to him, Niko.”
Something flapped in the water behind us and we all turned. A huge mermaid, half out of the water, pulling itself onto the trash’s mass. I couldn’t tell what it was trying to do—grab something? Mate with it?
The gun went off. The mermaid fell back as Niko yelled like he’d been shot. I turned, seeing the gun leveling on Niko, unable to do anything as it barked. He jerked, falling backward into the cargo net’s morass.
His hands beat the water like dying birds. Something pulled him under, maybe the mermaids, maybe just the net’s drag.
I tried to grab him, but Jorge Felipe’s hand was in my collar pulling me back with a painful blow to my throat. The hurt doubled me over, grabbing for breath through the bruise’s blaze.
“Too bad about Niko,” Jorge Felipe said. “But I need you to keep piloting. Go inside and stay out of trouble.” He pushed me towards the cabin and I stumbled into it, out of the wind and the sound of the water.
I stood, trying to catch my breath, my hands on the panels. I wondered if Niko had drowned quickly. I wondered if that was how Jorge Felipe intended to kill me. All around, the boat hummed and growled, mechanical sounds that had once felt as safe as being inside my mother’s womb.
I waited for her to say something, anything. Was she waiting for me to ask her help? Or did she know there was nothing she could do?
Underneath the hum, I could hear the mermaids singing, a whine that echoed through the metal, crept into the Mary Magdalena’s habitual drone.
When I said, “How much farther?” she didn’t pretend she didn’t understand the question.
“Fifteen hours, twenty minutes.”
“Any weapons on board I don’t know about?” I pictured my uncle having something, anything. A harpoon gun or a shark knife. Something wicked and deadly and masculine.
But she answered, “No.” The same flat voice she always used.
I could have wept then, but that was girlish. I was beyond that. I was the master of the Mary Magdalena. I would kill Jorge Felipe somehow, and avenge my friend.
How, I didn’t know.
Outside splashing, something caught in the netting. I pushed my way out the door as Jorge Felipe stared down into the water. I shoved my way past him, unsure for a moment whether or not he’d hinder me. Then his hands were beside me, helping me pull a gasping Niko onto the boat.
“Welcome back, man,” he said as Niko doubled over on hands and knees, spewing water and bile across the decking.
For a moment I thought, of course, everything would be fine. He’d reconsidered killing us. We’d pull into port, sell the cargo, give him the money and go our separate ways.
I saw him guessing at my thoughts. All he did was rest his hand on his gun and smile at me. He could see the fear come back, and it made him smile harder.
Behind me, Niko gasped and sputtered. There was another sound beside the hiss and slap of the waves. Mary Magdalena, whispering, whispering. What was she saying to him? What was going on in his head, what had he seen in his time underwater? Had the mermaids come and stared in his face, their eyes as blank as winter, his father there, driven mad by solipsism and sea song, looking at his son with no thoughts in his head at all?
I stood, Jorge Felipe looking at me. If I locked myself in the cabin, how long would it take him to break in? But he gestured me away as I stepped towards the door.
“Not now,” he said, and the regret in his tone was, I thought, for the time he’d have to spend at the wheel, awake, more than anything else.
She was whispering, still whispering, to Niko. Why hadn’t she warned me? She must have known what was brewing like a storm beneath the horizon. I couldn’t have been the first.
I started to turn to Jorge Felipe, Mary Magdalena’s voice buzzing under my nerves like a bad light bulb. Then weight shifting on the deck, Niko’s footprints squelching forward as he grabbed at Jorge Felipe, backpedaling until they fell together over the side in a boil of netting and mermaids.
In a fairytale, the mermaids would have brought Niko back to the surface while they held Jorge Felipe down below, gnawing at him with their sharp parrot beaks. In some stories, dolphins rescued drowning sailors, back when dolphins were still alive. And whales spoke to the fishing boats they swam beside, underneath clear-skied stars, in waters where no mermaids sang.
But instead no one surfaced. I turned the boat in great circles, spinning the cargo net over and over again. Finally I told the Mary Magdalena to take us home. It had started to rain, the sullen sodden rain that means winter is at elbow’s length.
I took the yellow ducks out of my pocket and put them on the console. What did Jorge Felipe think I’d found? I stared at the display and the slow shift and fuzz of the earth’s bones, far below the cold water.
“What did you tell Niko?” I asked.
“I told him that his father would be killed if he didn’t defend him from Jorge Felipe. And I activated my ultrasonics. They acted on his nervous system.”
I shuddered. “That’s what I felt as well?”
“There should be no lasting effects.”
“Thanks,” I said. I stirred three sugar packets and powdered cream into my coffee. It was almost too hot to drink when it came out of the microwave, but I cupped it in my fingers, grateful for its heat.
I could have slept. But every time I laid down in the hammock, I smelled Jorge Felipe, and thought I heard him climbing out of the water.
Finally I went out and watched the water behind us. The Mary Magdalena played the radio for me, a soft salsa beat with no words I could understand. It began to rain, and I heard the sound of raindrops on the decking beside me, pattering on the plastic sheeting I drew over my head.
By the time I arrived back in port, the mermaids had plucked away all but a few tangles of seawrack from the netting. I’d be lucky to net the cost of a cup of coffee, let alone cover the fuel I’d used. Never mind. A few more seasons and I’d have the money I needed, if I was careful. If there were no disasters.
Neither body was there in the net. Perhaps Niko’s father had reclaimed him.
The wind and rain almost knocked me off the deck as I stared into the water. The green netting writhed like barely visible guilt in the darkness.
The Mary Magdalena called after me, as she had not dared in years. “Sleep well, Lolo. My regards to Grandma Fig.”
I stopped and half turned. I could barely see her lines through the driving rain.
Sometimes I used to imagine setting her on fire. Sometimes I used to imagine taking her out to a rift and drilling holes in the hull. Sometimes I used to imagine her smashed by waves, or an earthquake, or a great red bull stamping through the streets.
But the winter was long, and it would be lonely sitting at home with my grandmother. Lonelier than time at sea with her, haunted by the mermaids’ music.
“Good night, Mary Magdalena,” I said.



Rusalka
Anna Taborska
Full fathom five thy father lies;
Of his bones are coral made;
Those are pearls that were his eyes:
Nothing of him that doth fade,
But doth suffer a sea-change
Into something rich and strange.
—William Shakespeare, The Tempest
I always loved Shakespeare at school. Never went on to college. I guess the possibility just didn’t figure on anybody’s radar. Once I turned sixteen and school was over, I went straight back to work on my parents’ farm. But I didn’t stop reading. The number of times my father caught me stretched out under the oak tree at the far end of the north field with a copy of Macbeth or King Lear . . . Once, in a fit of rage, he swore he’d cut the old tree down, and he did too. But don’t think that my father was a bad man—not at all. He just worried that he would die and leave my mother with no one to take care of her. He loved my mother, you see—loved her like a man possessed. He wouldn’t let her sew at night lest she strain her eyes; he wouldn’t let her help in the fields so she wouldn’t become all hunched over and sore-backed like the other women in the village. He wouldn’t even let her milk the cow in case she got cow pox and her dainty little hands grew blistered and calloused. Very delicate she was—my mother. Pale-skinned and raven-haired, with haunted green eyes. My father always said that she’d married beneath her, and that he was the luckiest man in the world.
But my father shouldn’t have worried; it was my mother who died first. Cancer, the doctors said. Her cheeks grew gaunt and her whole face appeared to recede until her huge frightened eyes seemed to be all that was left, like a pair of emerald moons shining brightest before their eclipse. Her slender body shriveled away to nothing. And her raven locks became streaked with white, then fell from her scalp after the hospital treatment—like discarded angel-hair once the festive season is over and Christmas trees are thrown on the compost heap to rot. My father’s cries were pitiful to hear. His violent episodes became more frequent as his drinking increased; my mother—the only thing that had stood between him and his baser nature—was gone. He didn’t hit me—as even through the veil of cheap whiskey he must have remembered my mother’s screams the one time he’d laid a hand on me—but he found my books and burned them. Coriolanus, Hamlet, As You Like It, all the tattered copies of the histories and tragedies I had acquired from second-hand bookstores in the nearest town with the pennies my mother had slipped me out of her housekeeping money. All gone up in smoke. Only The Tempest escaped annihilation. I think my father simply hadn’t seen it—for there is no other explanation as to its survival. It was as if Prospero had come out of retirement and conjured up a supernatural mist—shrouding the small volume and rendering it invisible for five long minutes while my father rampaged through my tiny room. Or some such thing. When my father finally fell asleep on the kitchen table, tears in his eyes and an empty whiskey bottle in his hand, I picked up The Tempest and left. I never saw my father again.
Four years later, aged twenty-two now and having worked my way across Europe doing odd jobs, I found myself in Eastern Poland. I’d wanted to come here for some time, as my mother had mentioned that her mother came from a village in this part of the world. I hadn’t pushed her on the subject, as it always seemed to make her sad; I gather that the family had fled some pogrom or other when the Russians occupied the region. But I regretted not having asked exactly which village it was. . . .
The country was beginning to recover from forty-five years of communism, but nobody had told the peasants in its easternmost areas. Here people still scratched a meager living from the difficult soil.
I’d saved some money working as a hotel receptionist in Lublin, and I knocked around the countryside, half-heartedly looking for my grandmother’s village, and whole-heartedly enjoying the exotic landscape of ramshackle settlements and unspoiled forests.
I fell in love with the little village of Switeziec at once, and took up temporary residence with an old lady who let rooms and cooked a great breakfast. To my delight, her grandson Piotr—a friendly young man of eighteen or so—knew a little English; and what he didn’t know, he made up for in enthusiasm, expansive gestures and an easy laugh, which the world around him seemed unable to suppress for long.
“They start to teach English in school as soon as compulsory Russian was kicked out,” laughed Piotr when I expressed my surprise at his linguistic skills. I couldn’t help but think that he made a nice change from the serious, somewhat gloomy majority of young Polish men I’d come across so far. Young men who reminded me too much of . . . well . . . me. Yes, I realized that laughter was something that didn’t come easily to me, and I often chided myself for my inability to kick back and have fun.
“You come to Switeziec at good time,” Piotr flashed a full set of healthy-looking teeth at me. “We have big party tonight.” I waited for Piotr to continue, then realized that he was awaiting my response.
“Oh, I see. Well. Thanks for mentioning it, Piotr, but I’ve got to get an early start tomorrow if I’m going to get to the next village . . . ” Piotr blinked uncomprehendingly. “You remember what we spoke about?—I’m trying to find the village my grandmother’s family came from?”
“Oh, I see.” Piotr looked crestfallen for a moment, but the teeth were out again soon enough. “But tonight is very special night. It’s . . . longest day. Very special.”
“Oh. Midsummer’s Eve? . . . So it is.”
“Yes. We have very special party. It’s tradition. We have fire and the girls make . . . out of flowers . . . and light candles . . . and put them on river, and the boys have to catch them.”
“What?”
“I not explain well . . . ” Piotr’s frustration was painful to watch. “It’s tradition . . . You will like . . . Please, you come with me.” Whether it was a chance to practice his English, or to show off his foreign friend to the other villagers, or just his innate friendliness and desire to be a great host that rendered my presence so seemingly important to him, I don’t know, but when Piotr’s smile started to waver, I gave in. And so later that evening I found myself following him and a group of his friends to the Swita River, which flowed west of the village.
Twilight had been slow in coming. Beyond the various shades of gray, an orange glow emanated from the riverbank. As we got closer, the sounds of singing and laughter steadily grew. There was a large bonfire on the nearside. Young men sat around, drinking beer and talking excitedly. On the far bank, and about fifty meters upriver, was another bonfire.
“The girls are making . . . erm . . . out of flowers,” Piotr tried to explain, following my gaze. “Like this.” He used both hands to draw a circle in the air.
“Wreaths?” I suggested.
“Yes, wreaths . . . Normally you put on head, like this,” Piotr demonstrated by lifting the invisible circle and placing it on his head, “but today they put candles in them and put them on river.” I nodded, doing my best to understand.
“The boys catch the . . . wreaths. And when a boy catch the wreath, he can kiss the girl who made it.”
“I see . . . But how do you know whose wreath you’ve fished out?”
“Oh, I think the boys—they just kiss the girl they like.”
“That sounds like cheating to me,” I quipped. Piotr looked at me, worked out that I was joking, and chuckled.
There was a flurry of giggling and excited shrieks from the far side of the river.
“Look!” cried Piotr, “Girls put wreaths on water!” And sure enough, a dozen or so little lights came floating in our direction. Some went out almost immediately, others sank without a trace, but a few continued to float and burn, carried downriver by the strong current.
Piotr’s friends giggled no less than the girls, and rushed down the bank with the other youths.
“Come on!” Piotr called out as he hurried after the others, who were braving the freezing water to intercept those wreaths that hadn’t already drowned.
I followed cautiously, afraid of slipping and falling in. I’d always been scared of water, even before the time when my father had tried to teach me to swim. He’d used the same method his father had used on him: he’d rowed us out to the middle of the lake near our farm, and pushed me out of the boat. I don’t remember much after that, except that he’d had to fish me out himself; his anger at having to get wet tempered by the fear that he’d actually drowned me and that the shock would kill my mother. He never gave me another swimming lesson; evidently deciding that having a pathetic runt of a son was better than having a dead one.
The mirth on the riverbank was infectious, and I couldn’t help but smile as Piotr beat his friend to a wreath and pulled it out of the water, waving it in the air and whooping in triumph. Then I saw something that stopped the breath in my lungs.
She was standing between the willows on the far bank, a little aside from the other girls. The light from the bonfire seemed to die before it reached her, and she was bathed in shadow. At first I thought that one of the willows had moved, and I felt startled and disorientated. As I peered into the gloom, my eyes adjusted, and then I saw her quite plainly . . . no, “plainly” is the wrong word—for there was nothing plain about her at all. The bonfire, the singing, the shouts and laughter—everything subsided and disappeared for a moment. All I was aware of was the girl on the other side of the river. She was tall and slender, her dress as pale as her delicate features. Her waist-long hair was so fair it seemed to glow blue in the twilight. As I stared, the girl turned to face me, and I finally understood what people meant when they said that their heart had skipped a beat. I paused, steadying myself, and inhaled deeply. She smiled at me and, despite the distance and the scant light, I could tell that her lips were the color of coral. Every detail of her form was etched into my memory from that moment on, forever. The only strange thing was—perhaps because she tilted her head down shyly, perhaps because a strand of flaxen hair fell across her face—I couldn’t see her eyes.
The girl waved at me; her hand small, with long, tapering fingers. I looked around to see whether she could be waving at someone else, but there was no one behind or next to me. Hesitantly, I waved back, and she waved again, beckoning me to join her on the far bank. My heart beat so fast I could hardly breathe.
“Piotr!” I ran up to the boy and grabbed his arm.
“Hey,” he turned towards me and grinned. “Look! I have a wreath.”
“Where can I cross the river?”
“Huh?”
“Where’s the nearest place I can cross the river?” I slowed my words down, articulating each one as clearly as I could.
“Just there, to the right,” Piotr’s confusion was replaced by mere surprise, and he pointed downriver. I peered into the darkness, but saw nothing.
“There are logs put on river. About twenty meters that way,” continued Piotr, adding: “Hey, why do you want to go to girls’ side anyway?” Then he grinned, “It’s cheating!”
“The girl,” was all I managed by way of an explanation.
“It’s cheating,” Piotr repeated, laughing. “You’re supposed to catch a wreath first . . . Anyway, which girl it is you like?”
“That girl,” I pointed across the water, but she was gone. An indescribable, overwhelming feeling of loss and longing came over me; I felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach and I figured I must be having a panic attack of some sort.
“What girl?” grinned Piotr, then stopped grinning as he saw the look on my face.
“The blond girl,” I tried to explain, my eyes scouring the opposite bank. “Look, Piotr, thanks,” I stammered. “I’ve got to go.”
I staggered off in the direction of the makeshift bridge, leaving a perplexed Piotr muttering to his friends—something about the lovelorn foreigner, no doubt.
Soon I was standing next to the bridge—a couple of logs thrown over the fast-flowing river. I stared down into the murky water.
Full fathom five thy father lies;
If I had any chance at all of finding the girl, I’d have to get a move on. I placed my right foot on one of the logs, then, checking to make sure there was nobody watching, I got down on my hands and knees, tested the logs and started to crawl along them; one hand and knee on one log, one on the other.
The gushing noise of the current made me feel giddy. I determined to crawl straight over to the other side, without looking down. I made it about halfway across, but then I caught sight of something white in the water to my left.
Of his bones are coral made;
I came to an unsteady halt. I could hear my breath coming in short gasps and my heart beating—a blessing, I thought, as it seemed to drown out the hiss of the river. Holding onto the rough bark of the logs, I glanced down to my left. Nothing: only blackness and the rushing, spuming water.
I took a deep breath and moved off slowly. It came again: a silvery flash in the water, caught out of the corner of my eye. I jerked my head in the direction of whatever it was, digging my fingers into the wood and flattening myself against the logs for fear of falling in. And I saw it: a pale shape floating just beneath the surface of the inky water. In my fear, I thought I could make out a human face, and for a moment I believed I was looking at a corpse.
Those are pearls that were his eyes
But then the thing disappeared upriver, apparently swimming against the strong current. Once I stopped trembling, I crawled as quickly as I dared to the far side. I stood up shakily and looked upriver. Nothing there. As my heartbeat returned to normal, I told myself that I’d imagined everything; that my innate fear of death by water had conjured up visions of corpse-like monsters to torment me.
Then I remembered the girl, and that unbearable feeling of sadness and yearning returned. I hurried up the grassy bank, unnerved by the willows, which looked like frozen human forms in the half-light, and headed upriver.
As I approached the girls’ bonfire, I looked in vain for the girl with the flaxen hair. The other girls didn’t notice me at first, but as my search grew more desperate, a couple of them spotted me. They approached, giggling, and searched me for any sign of a wreath, telling me off and shooing me away amicably when they found no sign of one. I stumbled past the bonfire and into the dense forest beyond.
The forest was a frightening place at night. The darkness was full of noises—rustling and scuttling, as startled animals fled before me into the undergrowth. Never for a moment did I stop to think about what I was doing. I only knew that if I didn’t find the girl, my heart would break—indeed, it was breaking already.
“Hello?” I called out, peering between the ancient trees. “Are you there?” Only the wind answered, sighing in the branches. For a moment I thought I glimpsed something white flitting in between the trees nearest the river. “Hey!” I called out, and tried to run, but tripped on a protruding root and almost fell. I righted myself by grabbing hold of a tree, scratching my hand in the process. When I looked up again, there was nothing between the trees but shadow. I stumbled on in this inept and idiotic way, imagining from time to time that I could see a wisp of blue-white hair ahead of me, stopping only when the dawn chorus broke through my desperate reveries and a rosy glimmer appeared in the east. Defeated and exhausted, I turned around and headed back along the river.
The shouts and laughter, and glow of the bonfire reached me before I broke clear of the treeline. I was surprised to find the young villagers still partying. The boys and girls had largely paired off, and were holding hands and leaping across the fairly feisty remains of the fire. Had I been in a fit state to appreciate what was going on around me, I would no doubt have concluded that their stamina and party spirit was something to be admired, even if the local vodka was contributing.
“Hey!” someone called, and then Piotr was patting me on the back, with a relieved kind of laugh. “Where have you been? I been worried for you!”
“I’m sorry, Piotr,” I muttered gloomily.
“Where you were?”
“I was looking for the girl, ” I told him, but didn’t expect to make him understand.
“What girl? All the girls are here . . . ” I must have looked as shattered and distressed as I was feeling, because Piotr put his arm around my shoulders and said, “Come on, my friend, we go home. ” I protested weekly, mumbling something about having to look for the girl. “Come on, man,” Piotr steered me in a friendly, but firm manner away from the river. “You look terrible. You need sleep.”
“But . . . ”
“I help you look for girl tomorrow . . . or actually, later today.” Piotr winked at a pretty red-haired girl and whispered something to her which made her smile, then led me back to his grandmother’s house.
I fell into an exhausted sleep—punctuated by dreams of floating corpses, dark forests, and the girl disappearing among the trees—and woke at lunchtime. I got dressed and sloped downstairs, presumably looking awful, as a worried look appeared on Piotr’s grandmother’s face when she saw me. She asked Piotr a question and he shrugged her off, in a not unfriendly manner. He pushed an empty chair away from the table, inviting me to sit down. I forced myself to sit, but every nerve in my body was crying out to get back outside and look for the girl.
Piotr’s grandmother busied herself at the stove, and moments later set a bowl of hot hunter’s stew down in front of me, along with a small basket of fresh rye bread. I hadn’t eaten since the previous evening and yet, when Piotr’s grandmother gestured for me to eat, I found that I couldn’t.
“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling miserable and ungrateful.
“You feel bad?” asked Piotr, the concern in his face echoing that in his grandmother’s.
“The girl,” I said. “I have to find her.” I rose swiftly, apologized again to Piotr’s grandmother, and headed for the door.
“Wait!” Piotr got up and ran after me. “I come with you!”
A couple of hours later, Piotr persuaded me to return to the house for fear that I would pass out. Reluctantly I succumbed, drinking a cup of sweet tea and packing a chunk of bread, before heading back out, much to the chagrin of Piotr’s grandmother.
“I come with you,” said Piotr, somewhat less enthusiastically than earlier.
“No,” I insisted. “You stay here; your grandmother looks worried.” I left quickly, hearing Piotr and his grandmother arguing as I walked away.
I spent the rest of the day following the Swita River first one way, then the other. Once or twice I thought I saw something pale shimmering in the water, but when I turned to look, it was gone. When my feet grew too sore to keep walking, I returned to the house and tried to sleep. I tossed and turned, and attempted to free my mind of thoughts, but whenever I closed my eyes, I saw the girl waving to me from the row of willows. The terrible yearning and hopelessness gnawed away at me, and I’m ashamed to say that I cried into my pillow. I finally dozed off a little before dawn, and got up late again.
As I entered the kitchen, Piotr’s grandmother eyed me with unease.
“Piotrusiu!” she called, and a moment later Piotr appeared, smiling at me in a worried way that I was coming to dislike. There was a brief exchange between the two of them, during which the look on the old woman’s face became progressively more alarmed. She said something to Piotr, who laughed, causing her to brandish a wooden spoon at him in a less than friendly gesture. She cast me an extremely troubled glance, then returned her attention to the frying pan.
“Are you okay?” asked Piotr.
“I’m fine,” I said, forcing myself to smile at the old lady as she set a plate of ham and eggs down in front of me before sitting down opposite and staring at me intently.
“What you are going to do today?” questioned Piotr with feigned cheerfulness; then added doubtfully, “You are going to look for your grandmother’s village?”
“No.”
“You are going to look for girl?”
“Yes.”
Piotr’s grandmother evidently asked Piotr what I’d said. The boy translated. The old lady leapt up from the table, glanced at me, then let out a tirade at her grandson, who was looking more and more embarrassed.
“What did she say?” I asked.
“Nothing,” said Piotr.
“Tell me, please.”
“It’s rubbish. Stupid story.”
“Piotr!” I pleaded, and the old lady interjected on my behalf.
“Okay,” Piotr finally gave in. “My grandmother says your girl is Rusalka.”
“Who?”
“Rusalka. A bad spirit.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s an old story that the peasants tell.”
“Go on.”
“They say that if a girl dies before . . . her wedding day . . . she becomes Rusalka. They live in water and in trees.”
“Like nymphs?” If I hadn’t been in such a sorry state, I probably would have found Piotr’s story entertaining.
“Yes . . . Typical stupid story.”
“Yes,” I agreed. Then I noticed Piotr’s grandmother still staring at me and nodding her head gravely. “But please tell your grandmother not to worry. The girl I saw isn’t a . . . Rusalka. She’s just a girl, and I’m worried that something might have happened to her. I need to find her.” I got up and headed out, stopping Piotr from following me with a staying hand gesture.
The day passed much as the previous one, except that the sadness and feeling I can only describe as emptiness was even more draining than before. It was as though I’d lost a limb, but could still feel the ache of where it had once been.
I went home when it got dark, and went to bed without speaking to Piotr. I couldn’t face his questions or his grandmother’s look of concern. I lay awake for a long time, looking at the ceiling. When I finally closed my eyes, the full moon rose outside my window, its light unnerving me even through closed lids. I could swear I heard someone whispering my name, and I turned to the window. The moonlight was silver-blue, like the girl’s hair. The whispering came again and the sighing of the wind in the branches of the tree outside. Eventually I could lie there no longer. I got dressed, crept as quietly as I could over the creaky wooden floor, and headed for the river.
The fields were a pale gray, and beyond them the river sparkled silver. I planned to start at the makeshift bridge, then work my way upriver and into the forest. I walked along distractedly and didn’t notice that I was approaching the water a little upriver of my chosen starting point. In fact, it wasn’t until I was at the river’s edge that I noticed I’d come out amidst the willows—in almost the same place as I’d seen the girl. Startled out of my stupor by that thought, I looked across to where she’d stood. I thought I heard my name whispered on the wind, and then I saw a willow move in the pale light. No, not a willow—her! Standing on the opposite side of the river, now as she had the first time I’d seen her, but even more beautiful in the moonlight, even more heart-stopping. A shiver ran down my spine and goose bumps appeared on my skin despite the warm June night. The girl’s hair was so pale that it glowed blue in the moon’s rays, and her lips were the color of coral. I tried, but I couldn’t see her eyes. She smiled at me and waved, beckoning me to join her on the other side of the river. Mesmerized, I took a step forward, then stopped as my foot slipped on the soft mud of the riverbank and I nearly lost my footing. I looked down at the rushing, roaring current and felt dizzy. But I would get to her somehow.
“Wait!” I pleaded. “I’ll cross over the bridge!” But she was already moving off in the opposite direction. “Wait, please!” I ran a few steps towards the bridge, then turned quickly and ran after the girl, keeping track of her across the river as she moved in and out of the willows, smiling wanly and motioning to me. Each time her slim form disappeared from my field of vision, it was like a stab to my heart. I’d missed my opportunity to cross the bridge to her side of the river, but I wouldn’t let her out of my sight for more than a split-second.
“Hey, slow down! Please!” I followed her upriver. The solitary willows gave way to clusters of birches, oaks and pines, and soon we were in the forest; the river between us all the while. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen; she was a silvery-blue angel, shining among the dark monoliths of the trees. I panicked as she disappeared from view, and quickened my pace.
“Where are you?” I practically begged, hurrying deeper and deeper into the forest. “Please! Where are you?” Lightheaded with anxiety, I stopped and peered across the river. For a while all was still and I was alone with my own heartbeat once again. That overpowering sense of loss assaulted me for a moment, and then I saw her. She moved from behind a tree and stood directly opposite me on the far side of the river. Naked. The moonlight reflected off her lily-white skin and blue-blond hair. Her body was perfection, and she stood quite still, gazing at me, frozen like the alabaster statue of a goddess. I heard my name whispered in the air, and the girl moved so gracefully that she seemed to float down to the water’s edge. She waved to me, beckoning me to approach the river on my side. I got as close to the water as I dared, then stopped and watched the girl go in.
“No!” I called out in alarm. “Don’t!” But the girl merely laughed and immersed herself in the river; the water covering her nakedness. She waved to me to join her, and I waved back, pleading with her to come to my side. The girl laughed and swam over to my side, then swam leisurely back to the middle of the river and floated there. The ease with which she swam and floated in that rushing water made me wonder whether perhaps the current was less strong that it looked and sounded. Perhaps the water wasn’t as deep as I’d thought.
The girl beckoned me again and I shook my head, indicating for her to swim to me and come out. I held a hand out to her, and eventually she swam towards me, stopping just a little out of my reach. I extended my hand out further, and she pushed herself up from the water and reached out to me. As she did so, the drops of water on her breasts sparkled. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She moved away again and I lost my balance, toppling into the icy water.
Fear—all the more dreadful for its long-forgotten familiarity—seized me as the dark waters closed over my head. I flailed my arms wildly, managing somehow to right myself and get my head above the surface. Eyes screwed shut against the lashing current, I coughed up water and finally managed to scream for help. Then I felt arms around me—arms colder than the river against which I fought.
“Help me,” I begged through the roar of the raging water—water that no longer looked silver, but black and threatening. I felt the brush of wet hair on my face and of icy lips against my ear—lips colder than the spray that blinded me. The girl whispered my name with tenderness, and her voice was the sigh of the wind and the murmur of the sea. For a moment I remembered my mother and how she would hold a large shell to my ear when I was little, and say, “Listen, my love, it’s the sound of the sea.”
The girl’s grip on me tightened and I prayed that she would save me, but the water closed over my head once more.
I try to draw breath, but swallow river-water instead. I don’t understand. I kick and writhe, but cold hands pull me down and hold me firm.
Gradually I weaken and stop fighting. My terror subsides and I open my eyes. In the blackness, the girl’s face looms white before my own. She lifts her heavy lids and I see her eyes clearly for the first time. Fear seizes me once more; the last of my air escapes in a flurry of bubbles as I panic. She holds onto me and smiles, gazing at me with those eyes—a corpse’s eyes: milky, opaque . . . like pearls. My lungs swell with water. A strange calm descends on me and I stop struggling for the last time. The girl cradles me in her arms. I wonder if the current will carry me down to the sea.



The Mermaid Game
Chris Howard
Andy Kavanagh’s wedding ring hit the deck, rolled astern, and went over the edge into fifty feet of cold ocean off Gunboat Shoal.
The world shifted out of balance in that instant—with Andy watching the heavy band of tungsten and gold catch the boat’s tip in the swells. The waves lifted the bow and sent the ring into the hungry Atlantic. He jumped after it, a mad dive for open platform at the stern, sliding face-first for the edge.
Clawing at the air, he was seconds too late—the blur of shimmering metal vanished in the dark. Just out of reach.
Andy Kavanagh felt the weight and motion of the Atlantic through the hull of his boat, pulling at the anchor. The world tilted with every swell and crest, and he felt the passing waves like something cold in this bones. He felt the loneliness in his heart.
His wife Julia—Sergeant Julia Elenora Kavanagh—had died four years before in the wrong seat at the wrong time in a Humvee in Afghanistan. She had died with her ring on.
Time and despair had formed new habits; the most important was the reflexive tightening of his fist to hold onto that warm bridge to the past he still shared with Julia. Tungsten and gold kept at body temperature because he never removed his wedding ring.
How could it have come off like that? He’d simply been reaching for an empty lobster trap and his ring had slid off and gone flying.
There was only one thing he could do: go after it.
Fingers shaking, Andy climbed to his feet, reaching over his shoulders to pull off his shirt. He dumped his keys, loose change, phone, and his City of Portsmouth New Hampshire detective shield in its badge wallet on the narrow shelf next to the boat’s controls. Shoes were next, kicked across the narrow space, and then he was down to his shorts and tugging on the thick compressing skin of his wetsuit.
Andy straightened, swung around, scanning the waters for nearby ocean traffic. He spun to the thin stretch of New Hampshire along Odiorne Point to the west, and then to the Gunboat Shoal buoy, lit up and rocking back and forth on his right. He had made no plans to get in the water today, just a couple lobster traps to check out—keep-busy stuff—so he did a few stretches and took in a few deep breaths, letting them out slowly, preparing for a quick dive. The tank he had aboard was empty, but he did have his emergency bottle—Spare Air. At the shoal’s fifteen-meter depth he might get as many breaths out of it.
It would have to be enough.
He was still cinching up the weight belt when he went in after his wedding ring, a full breath of air in his lungs, a dozen or more in the tiny yellow tank in his hand.
Darkness met him with a shock of cold against his face, the mask digging into his skin. It made his teeth hurt. He released his first breath and kicked into the deep.
At ten meters Andy Kavanagh found the ring Julia had officially slipped on his finger at the close of a beautiful spring ceremony in Newburyport, with family and friends and bright sunlight. His wedding ring gleamed in the dark—bright metal halfway down the index finger of a dead man’s hand. Lifting toward the surface, only bone and tattered tendons, the gruesome appendage drifted alone.
Andy found the rest of the corpse floating meters off the ocean floor, anchored there with chains at the ankles. The skeleton was intact, every rib in the cage, long threads of ragged tendon and muscle drifting from the legs, teeth jutting. Shreds of skin and hair on one side of the skull curled gently with the current. Gaping holes looked up at him.
Andy stared, almost forgetting he had to breathe. He fumbled with the tank, took a long pull on the emergency bottle, scooping the water to spin around when he caught movement off to his left. There were other rotting bodies in the deep, chained to the bottom, all of them complete, ten meters down, swaying with the tides and reaching for the surface.
He wasn’t afraid, but he felt something unbalanced in the cold ocean, with dozens of the dead chained in place, all of them looking desperately up at the dazzle of sunlight above.
He knew that kind of longing.
It kept him from ripping apart someone’s drowned bones to get his ring back.
His cop brain came online, kicked him up to the surface, made him claw his way across the deck, gasping for air. He tossed the Spare Air aside, metal ringing across plastic and wood. Stumbling to the navigation panel, he unhooked his phone from the shelf. He fumbled with it for a second, his cold fingers having trouble holding onto to it.
Andy was thumbing through the phone’s interface when she came aboard.
His fingers froze over the screen, halfway to calling in what looked like a dozen corpses anchored to the seabed a mile off the New Hampshire coast. He looked up as a woman with long dark braids stepped out of the Atlantic and onto the open deck at the stern, seawater pooling around her.
He dropped the phone. One hand gripping the boat’s wheel hard, he twisted around, punched in the combination on the lockbox, and pulled out his gun.
She was wringing the water out of her hair, and didn’t appear to be concerned when he swung the deadly end of the SIG 9 millimeter toward her.
She just nodded, smiling sadly, and said, “I see you found my collection below, Andy. That’s good. Means the game is on.” Then she tossed the tungsten and gold ring to him. “But I’m a little disappointed. It’s your turn, and you forgot the most important piece.”
He almost dropped his gun, but he caught the ring.
She straightened, pulling at her long-sleeved tunic where dark wet folds had bunched around her waist. A pattern of deep sea corals ran up one side of the garment from hem to neckline. She wore leggings of the same dark blue material with the same branching pattern down her left leg. Bare feet.
He stared at her for a few moments, noting her complete lack of diving gear and the fact he was shaking with cold while she appeared to feel quite comfortable soaking wet in the chill ocean air.
His voice came out in a dry whisper. “What are you?”
She tilted her head, her smile fading. “Don’t you mean who? Hi, my name is Andy? Hello. How are you, Klearistis? I’m well. Thank you so much for asking?”
Andy Kavanagh shook his head, setting the gun down beside him. “What are you?” He slid on the ring and reached for his phone, dragging it close to listen to the dispatcher.
“Oh, you mean like an ethnic group or nationality? Like seaborn?” She seemed relieved at how simple the question had become. “Then that’s what I am. Thalassogenêis—seaborn.” She twisted around to hold one hand east, toward the cold gray Atlantic. “I come from the sea, Andy.”
He just shook his head, picking up the gun again, holding it steady while he tapped on the phone in his other hand. He kept his focus on her as he called the police and the Coast Guard, glad he was a detective: if he weren’t they might think him crazy. Still, he didn’t mention his visitor. Just the bodies.
Klearistis had stopped talking, as if she didn’t want to interrupt his demands for divers and crime scene investigation.
With the call over he asked, “Now. Talk. What do you mean you come from the sea?”
“The world, the universe, everything that is . . . is a plenum, filled space. You realize this?” She swung one finger up, pointing at the sky. “I think I understand your problem. You see this, the air around you—” Her hand fell, gesturing across the waves. “—as different from that. Instead of just looking at them as a shift in density, pressure. Someplace that just happens to be thinner or thicker than another. So when I say—”
He cut her off. “What’s your name again? Spell it for me?”
“Klearistis.” She didn’t bother with more than the first letter. “Begins with a K.”
And she went on, explaining how the surface was just an interface, that it wasn’t much different from, say, the thermocline, which marked the transition layer from shallower water and the deep ocean. The boundary between the two was just as clear. Just as sharp.
Fifteen minutes later the Coast Guard roared up, seconds ahead of a Portsmouth Police craft. Andy waved four officers aboard, two of them geared up with body armor and the new H&Ks the department was using.
Klearistis sighed, nodding resignedly. “Julia was wounded a week before she was killed.”
Andy froze, the mention of Julia, and information about her he had never known, poured through his thoughts like pain leaking from his soul. Something inside him twisted and shuddered. A hint of anger spiking above the torment he would feel sharp and deadly later when he was alone with his memories.
For several moments he couldn’t speak.
His mouth was open, ready for words, but he just pointed out the perpetrator, and Klearistis turned away from him—some of his pain in her own eyes.
She held out her wrists, ready for the cuffs.
The Coast Guard craft had swung around the bow of Andy’s boat, cutting in to slide smoothly along the port side, two women in blue coming aboard with guns held low. They had a quick, low discussion with the police, and then one of the Portsmouth cops placed handcuffs on Klearistis, and guided her over the rails to the police craft, which roared off toward the rocky coastline, coming in sideways to bump up against a fishing pier just up from Pulpit Rock.
In another twenty minutes Andy Kavanagh had his boat tied up alongside the same pier, and he climbed ashore to talk to the gathering officers and crime scene personnel. Ducking away from strobing blue lights, he passed a line of black police cruisers—a couple state troopers, mostly Portsmouth PD. The last one held Klearistis. She looked up from the backseat, and gave him a happy nod, lifting her hands from her lap to show him the dark metal handcuffs.
Andy just shook his head, then made his way toward a cluster of uniformed police and plainclothes detectives. He knew most of them, and was anxious to explain what he had seen so far. Not much more they could do until the Portsmouth Police divers were through with their scene study and retrieval.
The gathered officers turned to him, one holding up a hand with a friendly smile.
“So, Andy, what’s a famous author like you doing pulling in lobster pots and diving into a whole garden of bodies anchored to the seafloor?”
He waved away the detective’s words—he wasn’t famous. Eight books published, thrillers and mysteries, but he hadn’t written a word since Julia’s death.
“Hey, Oscar. That’s about it. Garden full of bodies. Along with the gardener.” Kavanagh didn’t have the strength for a smile, and hoped some thin layer of sociability came through in his voice. He held up his hand, with a flash of metal. “Ring fell off my finger into the water. I went in after it. Bunch of corpses in the dark, and then she comes out of the water and claims they’re hers.”
He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder, toward the nearest police cruiser.
Detective Oscar Vansteen leaned to one side, trying for a better view of the woman. Then he stepped past Andy, a puzzled look on his face.
The police cruiser was empty, with all four doors closed and locked. Klearistis was gone, the handcuffs placed neatly in the center of the back seat.
She was waiting for him the next morning, seated in his office. For some reason—it may have been that he hadn’t slept well—he wasn’t surprised to see her.
Door locked, shades drawn on the windows. He would give someone the task of going through the surveillance feeds later to see when and how she had entered the station, as well as how she had made it past several manned checkpoints and more than a few locked doors. 
But there she was, comfortably waiting for him in one of the two chairs arranged in the open area on the other side of his desk. She wore the same style of clothing as before, but the pattern was brighter: still mostly blue, but with random orange rings flowing up from her ankles to lines and bubbles of fiery turbulence at her shoulders.
She rose when he opened the door, nodding her head seriously, almost a bow. He arrested her again—and he was going to use his own handcuffs this time, calling in an officer to escort her to one of the open interrogation rooms.
Bent over the video panels on his desk, scrolling through scheduling layout, he said, “Put her in room K.”
She held out her hands again—just as she had on his boat, compliant, and then went along quietly with the uniformed officer, as if handcuffing and interrogation were all part of some nearly useless but inflexibly adhered to set of formal procedures—an elaborate show. The cost of doing business or getting into the appointment book of Detective Andy Kavanagh.
A few minutes later Andy passed along a few assignments, including having one of the data specialists look into the security feed. He came through the heavy interrogation room door with his ident card. The mag locks snapped apart and then shut, the loud metal crack of heavy steel posts pulled into the mechanism, and then jammed through the brace in the frame after the door closed.
He slapped a thin folder on the table in front of him, pulled out the chair and sat down, bracing his elbows apart, gaze locked on her face over his folded hands.
As if nothing important had happened in the last twenty hours, Klearistis started with the last words she had spoken to him. “Julia was wounded a week before she was killed.”
He was up, something dangerous and angry kicking him to his feet. The folder with the case report skidded off the end of the table to the floor. He placed both his hands on the flat stainless steal surface, leaning toward her, teeth grinding together. The words just wouldn’t come out.
Klearistis casually waved him back to his seat. He blinked, following her motion as she placed her hands under the table, back in her lap. Five minutes into things and she wasn’t wearing the handcuffs anymore, but he couldn’t process the break in reality. His fingers were white, his hands pulled in to grip the big heavy table in the center of interrogation room K.
He took his seat again.
“Minor injuries, three tiny pieces of metal in her thigh—from an explosion.” Klearistis paused, watching him for a moment. “By the look on your face, she didn’t tell you about them—no call, no email, no mention of it on Facebook.” She waved away his concern. “Probably didn’t want you to worry.”
Dropping all the way back into the chair, Andy looked across the table at her, then let his head fall forward. He released a deep breath. Lost.
Klearistis nodded. “She did tell me about them.”
His head snapped up, sharp focus in his eyes.
“Julia had a few days leave, standard recovery. This was really minor. I don’t know how your military operates—how it’s all connected, but it was Navy doctors who pulled out the shrapnel, taped things up, and told her to rest for a few days before heading back to her unit. They had already flown half the squad out to Kuwait, most with injuries more serious. Two days at some arranged resort space, and then Julia was back in the action.”
His voice came out quiet, intense. “Did she say anything?”
Klearistis nodded, and without thinking, he found he was nodding back at her, eyes starting to get heavy with tears.
“A great many things.”
Klearistis lifted her hands from her lap, set the handcuffs gently on the table, and reached across the space, stopping inches from him. “But I want you to see something.” She held up one finger, wagging it back and forth as if to stop him from asking the next question, and then putting it to her lips. “No words, just one expression of what you meant to her.”
He blinked, wiped his eyes, still nodding.
“Not just this.” She reached over and tapped on his wedding ring with one finger.
And then she took one of his hands in hers, fingers cold as the North Atlantic against his skin.
The world went dark, then they surfaced somewhere with too much sun. He squinted against it, turning to find Julia in a dark green bathing suit, a bandage running high up one leg. She was standing at the water’s edge in some phenomenally bright part of the world. Julia laughed and held up the rectangle of plastic, the waterproof—probably bulletproof—sleeve with their wedding picture in it. She brought the picture to her lips, kissed it, whispered something he couldn’t catch, and held it tight as she stepped into deeper water and went under the waves.
The vision shimmered, going fuzzy, and there was laughter out of frame, some of Julia’s squad mates, or others in recovery, telling her she shouldn’t get the bandages wet. Julia stepped out of the clear blue sea a minute later, holding the photograph in its shielded case as if she was protecting it, as if she was the one who was bulletproof.
Andy Kavanagh was breathing hard when the lights came back on. Klearistis let him go, her cold fingers sliding out of his grip. She leaned back in her chair for a little while, watching him, the sorrow in her expression mirroring his.
Then she got up and walked out of interrogation room K, leaving the handcuffs on the table.
Klearistis held up a hand in greeting, wringing water from her long braided hair with the other. “I’ve been following you for weeks.”
Andy looked at her, eyes narrowing suspiciously. He had taken out the Elenora—his thirty-four foot lobster boat with Julia’s middle name—a mile beyond the Shoals, mainly for seclusion: some quiet, a few gulls, the Atlantic, and his thoughts. 
And his pain.
Klearistis stepped aboard five minutes after he had shut down the engine.
She started in as if they had been speaking moments before, “I set up my collection to get—I don’t know—to get the conversation started?”
He just stared at her. Collection? “The bodies chained to the floor of the ocean?”
She nodded, a gentle smile, almost embarrassed. “I collect them. It’s one part of a game we play. And they remember so much. They tell me so much.” She froze halfway through a shrug, as if something horrifying had occurred to her. Then shook her head, eyes going wide. “I didn’t kill any of them, you understand? They are surfacers—people like you, but who have died in the sea. Drowned. One was an airplane pilot. Very sad, badly damaged. Bones scattered—took me days to gather them. I have wired them all together so they can talk.” She stopped, reacting to the look on his face. “You know? I collect memories—mostly final memories of those who drown. The last thoughts in their heads.” She waved vaguely in a circle, indicating the Atlantic all around them. “The art, the positioning, they are just the means to . . . filling my collection. And playing the game.”
His voice was rough, sharp, accusing her of something. He just didn’t know what it was. “And Julia?”
She nodded, a serious scowl forming. “That was different. Blood in the water—that’s how it began. I felt the call, as if she had died under the sea, but when I found her she was well, swimming, even playful. Julia was not supposed to get the bandage or wound wet. But she did. It bled a bit and I felt her pain and her longing. I met her in the shallows, and she . . . shared some knowledge with me. She told me you’re a storyteller—that you write stories. And she showed me that picture.”
His voice came out hoarse. “Our wedding picture. Long gone. She had it in a sealed plastic sleeve.”
“She told me all about you.”
“I don’t care about me.” He shook his head, right at the edge of tears. “Tell me about her.”
“Fine. I followed Julia Kavanagh. I saw something different in her—she was so strong, so calm, but she didn’t stop. She did not step aside, even when it was clear that her shadow was deeper. Her shadow had changed. She saw that it was deeper than any of the others when they stood in that bright sunlight. She just nodded, and went on with her life.”
“What does that mean?”
“I told her what it meant to me—that her life was over.”
He leaned closer, his voice dropping to just above a whisper. “What did she say?”
Klearistis brought her open hands together, her fingers meeting and flattening against each other. She was doing something with the motion, a pale glow lining the spaces where her fingers and palm touched. “She said nothing.” He noticed for the first time that Klearistis had a sheer fan of skin between each finger, translucent webbing. “Julia just laughed and held up your wedding picture. Like a shield. But the next day she told me you would want to hear the story.”
Klearistis moved closer, and gently folded her legs under her, sitting cross-legged a few feet away from him.
She reached out and took his hand, touching the ring on his finger—
And there was gunfire. Close. Sheets of flame washing over him, heat blasting through the shell of the Humvee. Soldiers dead in their seats, bleeding, missing pieces of muscle, exposed bone, one in the back struggling with her harness or wounds, bleeding out. With the last of her strength she tugged out a clear plastic sleeve with a picture of her wedding day, smiling and holding Andy Kavanagh. Tears running though the dirt on her face, she lifted it to her lips and kissed it, leaving a print of lips in her own blood.
Andy Kavanagh pushed the door closed and swung out a chair in interrogation room K. He sat down across from Klearistis. Eleven o’clock in the morning and she had—again—just arrived without an appointment. After a minute of staring at her, he gestured to the webbing between her fingers. “You said you come from the sea? Seaborn?”
She nodded, held up one hand, palm open toward him. “That’s what I am. In many ways no different from you, but I can breathe at any depth, I can certainly see better than you in the dark. The pressure of the abyss has little effect on me.” She made a casual swimming motion with her arms. “And there’s no doubt in my head that I can beat you in a race across or through any water.”
He sounded skeptical. “You live underwater?”
“In a city—just like you.” She gestured to the windows and the urban scene beyond them. “It’s called Nine-cities because it is like nine cities all pressed together. It has other names, but that’s generally what we call it, the Nine-cities. I’ll show you.” She brought her hands up in a cupping motion and darkness poured out of them, filling the space between them in seconds, blocking out the light from the windows, the sky, almost everything he could see of the world—because this one was suddenly filled with another. A molten hot sphere hung mid-water, glowing almost as bright as a small sun over what was clearly an urban setting, scaled down to fit in the space before Klearistis. The city—or nine of them making up a complete metro area—sprawled across a plane at the base of high mountains, with wide bands of what looked like farmland, blocky and angular sections of territory, with different shades of green and orange.
A city at the bottom of the sea with its own sun.
Andy leaned into the view, bending to one side to take in walls and battlements, massive floating rocks lined with buildings and bristling towers, long spines of bridges connecting other large floating sections of city. There were structures like round-cornered office buildings floating and tethered with hundreds of vine-like threads to a massive central tower with battlements that loomed over everything.
“Okay, that doesn’t look anything like I’ve ever seen.” It wasn’t easy pulling his gaze away, but he looked over the top of the three-dimensional view to Klearistis, sitting calmly in her chair creating visions out of thin air. He pushed one hand into the space, almost touching the city. “And other than the fact that you have a body with arms, legs, and a head, I don’t see much that else makes you like me.” He stammered pieces of a few words, and finally got out, “You collect dead bodies, for fuck’s sake.”
She waved one hand and the whole city scene on the floor of the ocean vanished. “I have two strong bleeds, one each off my mother and father. It enables me to do certain things—collecting, for instance.”
“Bleeds?”
“Of power. Kind of like a pool of energy that passes along the connections between blood relatives. I gain what my parents are losing. Blood flows down. If I ever have children they will begin drawing off my bleeds at some point. Two bleeds in one person used to be rare, but there’s been . . . ” She went silent. He was too busy trying to understand everything she had said to make sense of what she hadn’t.
“And you do something with memories? You gather them?”
“The final memories. Mostly. The dead also tell us the rules, give us context for the game. Identify the players.” She indicated him with a nod of her head. “And the pieces.”
His breath caught in his throat. He coughed quietly, and said, “And Julia was different?”
“Yes. I knew her before she died. And I knew what she told me about you—that you write stories. ‘Mysteries,’ she called them, stories about murders and other crimes, and how a character like you tracks down the criminals. I have read all of yours.” As if stumbling on a thought she didn’t want to lose she said, “There is a good book store in your city. They carry your books, and if you ask the clerk he will order them for you—free second-day shipping.”
Andy leaned into his hands, cupping his face. “Just tell me one thing.”
Klearistis patted his arm, gave him a warm smile. “Yes, I enjoyed reading them. Very much.”
His pulled back as if shocked, and then covered his face again. A minute later he let his hands fell away, and he looked sick. “Julia is not . . . part of your collection?”
Klearistis leaned forward, reaching for him, shaking her head. “No. Not Julia.” Then, as if it might make him feel better, she added, “Julia did not die in the sea. I only collect those who have lost their lives in the shallows or the deep.”
He nodded, rubbed his eyes, and after a minute’s pause, Klearistis gestured across the table at him.
“It’s a game we play. You tell stories. That’s important.”
He looked confused. “In what way?”
“You are now a prize, or my game piece—I think that is a better way to put it. The game runs in my family. The last few years it’s my cousins and me mostly. The game used to be called enfilade. It has a different name now.” She paused, watching him, as if to see if he had heard of it. “There is the meaning of the word in battle, an enemy attack on a position from the side, flanking fire. The real game is—you know the word enfiler, French, means artistry in the set up, to put on a string?”
He sounded angry. “To string along?”
“Sort of.” She said it cheerfully, as if stringing cops along was something she enjoyed.
Or putting them on a string like lucky beads.
Andy let his gaze drop to the case report, open in front of him, trying to get his thoughts in order, picking sentences and paragraphs at random. Some of the bodies have been identified—some were not identifiable.
Most of them died years ago, or if recent, then through some known accident, ferry sinking in the Gulf, Flight 4199 going down off Bermuda. He ended up focusing on several words of the opening line, foreign national committing crimes on U.S. soil.
“It was actually in the water.” She held his gaze for a moment, and shifted in her seat in interrogation room K, bringing the handcuffs into view and placing them gently on the edge of the table. “Not on soil.”
Andy let out a long exasperated breath, trying to understand. “This is really a game for you? Why are you here?” It was clear that she could get up and walk out at any moment. Nothing was holding her in interrogation room K except her own wishes.
She shrugged. “All the doors lined up.”
He waved in the general direction of his office. “My door was fucking locked. It was locked today. It was locked yesterday.”
As if she was glad that he finally understood. “Yes, it was!”
She kept her smile, watching his focus drift down her arm to her folded hands resting on the tabletop. She leaned to one side, reached over and tapped the handcuffs. “They are terribly uncomfortable. Sorry, I was just trying to keep up the charade.”
As if she was suggesting a path he had no intention of going down—the possession of some sort of weird powers, he turned the talk back to the last part of their conversation that made sense.
“So there are doors in this seaborn world you’re describing?”
She closed her mouth, looked at him closely, tiny shifts as her eyes scanned his face. She was studying him. Andy started to smile at her puzzled reaction, but it felt painful, unfamiliar, lines deepening from the corners of his mouth, a slight pull of muscles under the skin. He gave up, returning to serious territory.
Finally, he said, “What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Strange.” Her eyes locked on his, something cold and dark, the pressure of the abyss hitting him. “I am trying to determine why you would think I come from a world without doors—and presumably an entire realm of architecture with the embarrassing lack of attention to any methods of egress.”
He stumbled over that, made the motions of clearing his throat to think of something to say, and ended up with, “You’re baffled by my question?”
She shook her head. “No more than you would be if I held extremely eccentric opinions about biology and made it known that you don’t appear to have any lungs or any method of respiration.”
Andy was scowling now. “Without lungs how would we breathe?”
“Without doors how would we ever know what an inside was? Without doors there is only the outside.”
“And you want to show me this inside?”
She opened one hand, reaching out for him. Her voice was sharp. “Look.”
He leaned forward. “At what?”
“The ocean is in my hand.” And when she uncurled her fingers the cold and dark filled his world. It wasn’t wet because that only made sense at some interface with dry. It was a world of ice and heavy pressure. It was lightless and the weight of miles weighed on his bones, on his chest, on every breath.
“Are you still with me, Andy Kavanagh?” She gave him a playful slap across the face.
“Where?” It was as if he only had enough breath for one word.
“With me. That’s the only place you need to know about. Anywhere else will kill you.” She cleared her throat, indicating she was about to let the currents take them in a different direction. “There are tears of sorrow in the water, there is time in the water, but mostly there are memories. The dead share theirs with the sea, and that’s why I collect them.” She reached over and gave his chin a tug, making sure he was paying attention—as if things were about to get complicated and she didn’t want him missing an important point. “The ocean is more than H2O and a handful of salts—sodium and chloride ions, magnesium, sulfur, carbon, potassium, and more. It has abilities your physicists have only started to wonder about. It has memory and language and mind. And She has these in greater and deeper numbers than any of us are ever likely to encounter.”
“She?”
The lights in interrogation room K came back on, and the walls, the table, the chairs swam into focus.
“The sea is now a woman. Everyone knows that.”
Klearistis came to see him the day after, no trouble getting past the threat of bullets or the strength of bulletproof glass. And he knew she would not show up on security video either. He’d had it checked for her previous visits. His office wasn’t monitored; she would not be seen until she entered the interrogation room. And nothing of what she had shown him had been captured digitally; only Andy Kavanagh briefly staring at the woman or her hands.
He sighed, waved her to the chair. “Sorry, I can’t believe this is part of some game.” Andy Kavanagh took out the prints he had made of the dive team’s underwater shots, thirteen bodies in various states of decay wired together and anchored to the seafloor, just off the New Hampshire coast. “What is it really?”
“What it looks like.”
“Bodies floating—”
“A collection of the dead. Like valuable pieces in a game. It has many purposes—and the rules give me a lot of leeway, but this time I used them to lure you in a particular direction. It’s the name of the game—the mermaid game. Or perhaps a better way to describe it is ‘whoever comes home with the greatest poet wins.’ ” She said the last in just above a whisper, her voice souring as if the words hurt to say them.
“Pieces in this game?”
She shook her head. “Not anymore. They are a required part of the performance, but they’ve been played. We now consider them off the board, like pawns in chess that have been taken.”
“You said you and your cousins play?”
“Many times.” She pointed at him as she said the words, her expression telling him that there was still uncertainty about the game’s outcome.
“What makes this time different?”
“Two things. A poet and his love. More importantly, I knew Julia before she died.”
“And?”
“And I have more than just memories of her. More than just your memories of her to guide me.”
His mouth was a clamped line. His hands started to shake, and she reached over to hold them tightly. She closed her eyes, sang a few lines in a language he couldn’t follow, and then opened her hands, released him, and leaned back in the chair. “Andy, is your pain, your grief . . . difficult?”
He was already nodding. “Only in the space between. I can only endure—clear my head—for minutes.”
“Between what?” She shook her head, didn’t understand. “Minutes?”
“There are only minutes between the dreams and quiet moments when I think of her—and those don’t last. The rest of it is pain.”
Klearistis nodded seriously. “If you let me, I can take that away.”
He shook his head. “No you can’t.”
“Yes, I can.” Keeping her eyes fixed to his, she leaned toward him. “Careful with this.” She placed the wedding picture in the protective case on the tabletop, a thick smear of dried blood across half of it. “That is hers.”
He just stared at it.
It hit him suddenly—“That is hers” didn’t refer to the picture in its case. He moved slowly as if the air was thick as the sea, his hands reaching through the fluid and weight of the deepest ocean, picking up the hard rectangle with one captured instant of their wedding day, turning it to face him.
The print of Julia’s lips, where she had placed a final kiss, was clear in a brown film of dried blood.
His shoulders dropped, and all the tension and pain in his head poured into Klearistis’ waiting hands—they were waiting, pressed together, cupped on the tabletop as if she was holding them under a faucet.
He said, sobbing, “Please, take it. I don’t have the strength anymore, and it slips through my fingers. I can’t hold onto to it any longer.”
Then the lights in interrogation room K came back on. Andy Kavanagh looked through a blur of tears at the picture in his hand. He was alone in the room, and he knew Julia was really gone.
A year passed, and Andy Kavanagh found he could endure more than minutes. It became hours, days, sometimes weeks without pain cutting through his memories. He still watched videos of their wedding, that dive trip off the Maldives, Julia’s first parachute drop at the Airborne School at Fort Benning—one of a hundred dark dots in the sky that sailed through the blue, ’chutes opening, and he had followed her down, trying to use the scope and shoot video at the same time. Julia had landed on her feet.
She always did.
He watched the light and motion and her beautiful smile—and he laughed with her because the memories had remained important without hurting him.
Another year passed, and Klearistis found him on the rocks at Odiorne Point, staring out over the low waves at the Atlantic. She walked through the surf, wringing out her hair, and then came up the beach to sit beside him.
She seemed a little older, a little sadder. He looked over and smiled, and noticed the effort it took her to return it.
She didn’t say anything, so he started. “I miss Julia more than ever.”
“That is good.”
“But I feel more alive.”
“Also good.”
He nodded, a question ready—a question he had been carrying around at the front of his mind for a couple years. “So, what have you done to me?”
“I have taken the pain from your memories. I take your pain, so you don’t have to feel it.”
He lost his smile. “But—”
She cut him off. “I am strong. I am calm.”
“This isn’t still part of some game?”
That brought a hint of her smile back. “You are writing. I know you just finished another book. So I won this round of play.”
He didn’t like the sound of that. “Does the winner get anything?”
“Of course. I’m this game’s winner, and I took what is mine. I get to take on the memories as if they are my own. I get to keep what I have learned from the ones who are lost.”
“Why?”
“Why the game?” She shrugged. “It’s a family thing, something we’re all very good at. Memories, words, stories, paintings, drawings, they help you grow. They help others grow. When I lured you into the water you hadn’t written a word in four years—not a word since Julia died. To me, to my cousins, to my aunts, this is a competition, but we do it to help you—you surfacers—fill the world with stories and images. We need you to take memories of joy and shame and pain, build stories around them, and fix them to a page—or in a frame on a wall. It’s been going on for centuries, probably as long as surfacers have told stories of women from the sea. That’s why we call it the mermaid game.”
“You’re talking about legends? Folklore? Like mermaid stories, women from the deep luring sailors to their dooms?”
She nodded sadly, staring out at the cold ocean. “Something like that.”
“So, when there’s a mention of mermaids or people from the sea? Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream? That’s one of you?”
“Yup.”
“Keats?”
“Exactly.” She nodded, brightening. “That was my Great-aunt Taessa.”
“Really? What about Tennyson . . . a mermaid fair, sitting alone, combing her hair?”
Klearistis nodded gravely. “One of us.”
“Matthew Arnold. The New Sirens?”
She thought about it. “Perhaps.”
“Hans Christian Andersen?”
“Of course.” She motioned for him to continue.
“Selkies, sirens, naiads, la Sirene.” He wiggled his fingers, prying memories loose. “Djullanar from One Thousand and One Nights?”
“Most of them can be traced back to someone from my family.”
“What about the mermaids not having souls thing?”
“What about it?”
“Part of the game?”
She gestured to the side of her head, tapping lightly at her temple, then pointed at him with the same finger. “You’re good at this. And it does make a compelling story.”
He leaned away, studied her for a moment, looking down the length of her body. “You don’t have a tail.”
She stretched her legs on the rocks along Odiorne Point. “You want me to have one?”
“No, I just thought . . . ”
“Yeah, mermaids in stories sometimes have tails. Many don’t. I figured you more for a leg man. And it would be more of a challenge without it—think of it as stakes in the game, as a way for the players to get more points. Because I’ve convinced you.” She gave him a half-hearted smile, kicking her feet in the air. “Therefore, no tail. Not even if I take a bath.”
The waves rolled in, slow thunder against the rocks and sand, cool Atlantic gusts brushing by them.
After a few minutes she said, “Julia told me about you.”
He looked worried for a moment, a wave of confusion over the things Klearistis had told him two years ago—and now all of it seemed like another life, memories stolen from someone else. “That’s why you’re doing all of this for me?” He waved toward the Atlantic, toward her home, her family, the game, the wired-together bodies of drowned surfacers gathered into a collection.
“Because Julia was different—from what I am used to, but mostly because you tell stories, you write books. Your words are important to me. Your tales about espionage and murder and government intrigue—these do not come out of thin air. Your experiences, your memories feed those stories. And you have memories that must not be lost. Some of those memories have Julia in them—even if she’s never there in person.” After a pause and a deep breath, she said, “All of them have pain. But now it is pain you can pour into the story, not pain that locks up your words.”
He was quiet for a while, listening to the softness of her breathing, the draw of air timed with the draw of the tide, releasing one long breath with the roll of the sea against the shore.
“Why are you telling me this? Did the others—” He waved a hand back through history. “—tell the pawns in the game? Did your Great-aunt Taessa let Keats know it was all a game?”
“What do you think?” Quicker than he could react, she reached over and grabbed his wrist in ocean-cold fingers. With her other hand she wrote something up his forearm, something in saltwater, letters strung together, reflecting a cold sky against his skin. He didn’t try to decipher it. He just stared at the webbing between her fingers.
“You are not a pawn, Andy Kavanagh. You are my prize, the windfall, maybe the jackpot.”
She let him go, and then got up, stepping lightly to the water’s edge, kneeling to run the sea through her hair before standing and walking into the waves. She went under the first roll of surf, surfacing on the other side.
Andy levered himself off the rocks, and walked into the water until the Atlantic swirled around his knees. He still had questions. “What did she take from Keats?”
“My Great-aunt Taessa? Just the pain. But then the words and stories flowed, just as they have from you.”
He nodded. He was already plotting out the next book. “One more question? Why me? I mean where did it start with me? With your collection on the ocean floor?”
“I met Julia first, but I didn’t begin playing until the dead told me you refused to forget about her. They told me you no longer wrote books.”
He shook his head, trying to throw off a thought so wrong. “How could I ever forget Julia?”
She shrugged. “People have the wrong idea about memory and time, Andy Kavanagh. Memories fade, and are lost—with every living moment that passes, and people’s lives and warmth and creativity fade with them. The pain I can endure. The sadness and loss of memories I cannot. That is why we play. That is why I collect them. They do not let me down.”
He was about to ask who “they” were, and then he suddenly understood. “The dead?”
Klearistis nodded. “The dead do not forget. The living do.”
She slipped under the next wave.



The Nebraskan and the Nereid
Gene Wolfe
The Nebraskan was walking near the sea, when he saw her. Two dark eyes, a rounded shoulder with a hint of breast, and a flash of thigh; then she was gone. A moment later he heard a faint splash—or perhaps it was only the fabled seventh wave, the wave that is stronger than the rest, breaking on the rocks.
Almost running, he strode to the edge of the little bluff and looked east across the sea. The blue waters of the Saronikos Kolpos showed whitecaps, but nothing else.
“Then felt I like some watcher of the skies,” he muttered to himself, “When a new planet swims into his ken; or like stout Cortez, when with eagle eyes, he stared at the Pacific and all his men . . . ” He groped for a moment for the final two lines, as he studied the bluff. “Looked at each other with a wild surmise—silent, upon a peak in Darien.”
“Stout Cortez” chuckled as he clambered down the bluff with his tape recorder bumping his side. He was no rock climber, but the slope was neither high enough nor sheer enough to require one. He imagined himself describing his adventure in the faculty lounge. It was nothing.
Nothing too was the evidence he found on the beach, in some places hardly wider than a footpath that wound along the base of the bluff. There were a few seashells and a rusty tin that had once held British cigarettes, but that was all. No cast-off bikini, no abandoned beach towel, no footprints, nothing.
He looked up to see a tall and rather angular woman with a canteen at her hip walking silently toward him along the strip of damp sand. He greeted her in his halting Greek, and she extended her right hand in a regal gesture, saying in English, “’And a good morning to you, Doctor. I am Doctor Thoe Papamarkos. I am of the University of Athens. You are Doctor Cooper, and you are of an American university, but they do not know to tell me which.”
“The University of Nebraska at Lincoln. Pleased to meet you, Doctor Papamarkos.” The Nebraskan was Lincolnesque himself, tall and pleasantly ugly.
“And you are a folklorist. You must be, from what they report of you, that you walk about all day, ask questions of old people, make recordings of their stories.”
“That’s right,” he said. “And you?”
She laughed softly. “Oh, no. I am not the competition, as you fear.”
“Good!” He smiled.
She touched the third button of her khaki shirt. “An archaeologist, I am. Do you know of Saros?”
He shook his head, “I know this is the Saronic Gulf,” he said, “and I suppose it must be named after something. Is it an island?”
“No. It was a city, a city so long ago that even in the time of Socrates there was nothing left but ruins and a temple for Poseidon. Think on it, please, Doctor. You and I, we think of that time, the Age of Pericles, as ruins. But to them, to Pericles and Plato, Themistocles and Aristides the Just, Saros was ancient, Saros was archaeology. Now I dig, with three men from the village to work for me. About five kilometers that way. There I hear of you; stories of the folklorist, and I think we should know of each other, probably we are the only truly educated people on this part of the coast, perhaps someday we may even help each other. No?”
“Yes,” he said. “Certainly.” He discovered that he liked her. She was an old-maid schoolteacher, no doubt about it, with her graying hair tightly knotted in a bun. She could be Miss Twiddle from The Katzenjammer Kids or the Miss Minerva of Miss Minerva and William Green Hill. And yet—
“And you,” she said. “Folklore is so interesting. What is it that you do?”
He cleared his throat as he tried to think of some way to explain. “I’m trying to trace the history of the Nereids.”
“Truly?” She looked at him sidelong. “You believe they were real?”
“No, no.” He shook his head. “But do you know about them, Doctor Papamarkos? Do you know who they were?”
“I, who search for the temple of Poseidon? Of course. They were the ladies, the maids in waiting at his court, under the Aegean. He was one of the oldest of all the old Greek gods. They were old too, very old, the Greek—what do you call them in English? Mermaids? Sea fairies? Tell me.” She hesitated, as though embarrassed. “I understand your English much better than I speak it, you must believe me. I was three years, studying at Princeton.” She unhooked the canteen from her belt and unscrewed the top.
He nodded. “I’m the same way with Greek. I understand it well enough; I couldn’t do what I do if I didn’t. But sometimes I can’t think of the right word, or remember how it should be pronounced.”
“You do not want a drink of my water, I hope. This is so very warm now, but I have a nose disease. Is that what you call it? I must take my medicine to breathe, and my medicine makes me thirsty. Do you wish for some?”
“No thanks,” he said. “I’m fine.”
“And did I say it correctly? Mermaids?”
“Yes, mermaids. Specifically, they were a class of nymphs, the sea nymphs, the fifty daughters of Nereus. There were mountain nymphs too, the Oreads; and there were Dryads and Meliae in the trees, Epipotamides in the rivers, and so forth. And old people, rural people particularly . . . ”
She laughed again. “Still credit such things. I know, Doctor, and I am not embarrassed for my country. You have these too, but with you it is the flying saucers, the little green men. Why should not my Greece have its little green women?”
“But the fascinating part,” he said, warming to his subject, “is that they’ve forgotten all the names except one. Modern Greeks no longer talk about nymphs, or Oreads, Dryads, or Naiades. Only of Nereids, whether they’re supposed to have been seen in springs, or caves, or whatever. I’m trying to find out just how that happened.”
She smiled. “Have you thought, perhaps only they still live?”
When the Nebraskan got back to his tiny inn in Nemos, he stopped its dumpy little maid of all work and mustered his uncertain Greek to ask her about Dr. Papamarkos.
“She does not live here,” the maid informed him, staring at the toes of his boots. “Over there. She has a tent “ She ducked through a doorway and vanished; it was not until some time afterwards that it occurred to him that the Greek word for a tent also meant stage scenery.
On the stairs, he wondered again if it might be possible.
Dr. Papamarkos taking off her heavy belt, the soldierish pants and shirt. Flitting naked through the woods. He chuckled.
No. The woman he had seen—and he had seen a woman, he told himself—had been younger, smaller, and um—rounder. He suddenly recalled that Schliemann, the discoverer of Troy, had married a Greek girl of nineteen at the age of forty-seven. He himself was still years short of that.
The thought returned the next time he saw her. It was at almost the same spot. (He had been frequenting that spot too much, as he kept telling himself.) He heard a noise and turned, but not quickly enough. The faint splash came again. Once more he hurried, actually running this time, to the edge of the little bluff; and this time he was rewarded. A laughing face bobbed in the waves fifty yards out, a face circled by dark and floating hair. An arm rose from the sea, waved once, and was gone.
He waited five minutes, occasionally glancing at his watch. Ten. The face did not reappear, and at last he scrambled down the bluff to stand upon the beach, staring out to sea.
“Doctor! Doctor!”
He looked around. “Hello, Doctor Papamarkos. What a pleasure to meet you again.” She was coming from the other direction this time, the direction of Nemos and his inn, and she was waving something above her head. It really was a pleasure, he realized. A sympathetic ear, an older woman, no doubt with a certain amount of experience, who knew the country . . . “Good to see you!”
“And to see you, my friend. Oh, Doctor, my friend, look! Just look and see what we have found under the water.” She held it out to him, and after a moment he saw it was a glazed cup, still somewhat encrusted with marine growths.
“And it is to you that I owe, oh, everything!’”
The background was red, the man’s head black, his curling beard and wide, fierce eye traced in a lighter color that might originally have been white. A fish, small and crude, swam before his face.
“And on the back! See, beside the trident, the two straight scratches, the bar at the top? It is our letter π, for Poseidon. They have finer cups, oh, yes, much finer, at the museum in Athens. But this is so old! This is Mycenaean, early Mycenaean, from when we were yet copying, and badly, things from Crete.”
The Nebraskan was still staring at the bearded face. It was crude, hardly more than a carton; and yet it burned with a deft energy, so that he felt the bearded sea god watched him, and might at any instant roar with laughter and slap him on the back. “It’s wonderful,” he said.
It was as though she could read his thoughts. “He was the sea god,” she said. “Sailors prayed to him, and captains. Also to Nereus, the old sea-man who knew the future. Now it is to Saint Peter and Saint Mark. But it is not so different, perhaps. The fish, the beard, they are still there.”
“You say you found this because of me, Dr. Papamarkos?”
“Yes! I meet with you, and we talk of the Nereids, remember? Then I walk back to my dig.” She opened her canteen and took a healthy swallow. “And I kept thinking of them, girls frisking in the waves, I could almost see them. I say, ‘What are you trying to tell me? Come, I am a woman like you, speak out.’
“And they wave, come, Thoe, come! Then I think, yes, Saros was a seaport, so long ago. But was the coast the same? What if the sea is higher now, what if the place where I dig was a kilometer inland then? They called it a city, a polis. But to us it would be only a little town—the theater open to the sky, the temple, the agora where one went to buy fish and wine, and a few hundred houses.”
She paused, gasping for breath; and he remembered what she had said about having a “nose disease.”
“I have no diving equipment, nothing. But we make a big strainer—you understand? From a fishing net. I tell my men, walk out until the sea is at your belts. Shovel sand so gently into the net. And today we find this!”
Carefully, he handed back the cup. “Congratulations. It’s wonderful, and it couldn’t have come to a nicer person. I mean that.”
She smiled. “I knew you would be happy for me, just as I would be so happy for you, should you find—I do not know, perhaps some wondrous old story never written down.”
“May I walk you back to your camp? I’d like to see it.”
“Oh, no. It is so far, and the day is hot. Wait until I have something there to show you. This is all I have worth showing now.” She gave him her sidelong look; and when he said nothing, she asked, “But what of you? Surely you progress. Have you nothing to tell me?”
He took a deep breath, thinking how foolish his wild surmise would sound. “I’ve seen a Nereid, Thoe—or somebody’s trying to make me think I have.”
She put her hand on his shoulder, and he could not believe her soft laugh other than friendly. “But how wonderful for you! With this, you may rate the stories you collect by their accuracy. That, I imagine, has never been done. Now tell me everything.”
He did—the glimpse in the woods, the waving figure that had disappeared into the sea. “And so, when you said the Nereids you imagined had waved to you, I wondered . . . ”
“Whether I did not know more. I understand. But I think really it is only one of our girls fooling you. We Greeks, we swim like fish, all of us. Do you know of the Battle of Salamis? The Persians lost many ships, and their crews drowned. We Greeks lost some ships too, but very few men, because when the ships were sunk, the men swam to shore. You are from America, Doctor, where some swim well and many not at all. What of you? Do you swim?”
“Pretty well,” he said. “I was on the team in college. I’m a little out of practice now”
“Then you may wish to practice, and it is so hot. When we part, go back to the place where you saw this girl vanish. There are many caves along this coast with entrances that are under the water. Those who live here know of them. Possibly the Nereids know of them too.” She smiled, then grew somber. “There are many currents, also. It is they who make the caves. If you are truly a good swimmer, you know a swimmer must be wary.”
The Nebraskan was used to fresh water, and it was some time before he could bring himself to hold his eyes open in the stinging surge of the Saronic Gulf. When he did, he saw the cave almost at once, a dark circle in the sharply shelving bottom. He rose to the surface, took several deep breaths, swallowed and held the last, and dove; as he entered the cave’s mouth, he wondered whether it held an octopus—small ones were offered in the market at Nemos every Saturday.
Twice he panicked and turned back. On the third attempt he reached the air, just when he felt he could go no farther.
It was dark—a little light conveyed by the water from the brilliant sunshine on its waves, a little more that filtered down from chinks in the bluff. It was damp too, and full of the spumy reek of rotting seaweed. As he climbed from the water, two small arms encircled him.
Her kisses were sharp with salt, her words Greek, but spoken with a lilting accent he had never heard. When they had loved, she sang a sea song to him, a lullaby about a child safe in his little rocking boat. After a time, they loved again; and he fell asleep.
The sun had set behind the bluff when the Nebraskan waded up through the surf. He found his clothes where he had hidden them and put them on again, humming the lullaby to himself.
By the time he was halfway to his inn, he had recalled a song about a mermaid who lost her morals down among the corals. He whistled it as he walked, and he was trying to remember the part about two kelp beds and only one got mussed when he opened the door of his room and saw his own bed had not been made. He found the innkeeper’s wife in the kitchen and complained, and she brought him clean sheets (he was the only guest the little inn had) and made the bed herself.
Next morning he set out along the beach, instead of the top of the bluff. He saw her while he was still some distance off, and thought at first that her body was only the sail of some unlucky fishing boat washed ashore. After another hundred steps he knew, without having to look at her face. He turned her over anyway, and tried to brush the sand from her eyes, then kicked at the little, scuttling crabs that had nibbled at her arms.
A voice behind him said, “She was the maid at your inn, Doctor.”
He spun around.
“She loved you. Perhaps you do not think it possible.”
“Thoe,” he said. And then, “Doctor Papamarkos.”
“And yet it is.” The tall woman unscrewed the top from her canteen and drank. “You, I think, cannot imagine what village life is like for such a girl, who has no money, no dowry. Then a stranger comes, and he is tall and strong, rich to her, a learned man respected by everyone. She heard the questions you asked of others, and she whispered her plan to me. I promised to help her if I could. This is all the help I can give her now, to make you understand that once you were loved. When you record love stories from the lips of old people, remember it.”
“I will,” he said. Something he could not swallow had lodged in his throat.
“Now you must go back to the inn and tell them. Not about you and her, but only that she is dead and you have recognized her, I will remain to watch.”
The path along the top of the bluff was shorter. He climbed to it, and he had gone perhaps two hundred yards along it when he realized he could not convey the news of a tragic death with any decency in his inadequate Greek. Thoe would have to tell them. He would wait until someone came.
From the top of the bluff, he saw her take off her wide belt and canteen and drop them on the sand. The khaki shirt and trousers followed. She was lean—though not so gaunt as he had imagined—when she unbound her long, dark hair and dove into the sea.
When she did not come up again, he clambered down to the beach for the last time. A sign had been traced in the wet sand beside the dead girl’s body; it might have been a cross with upswept arms, or the Greek letter ψ. There was nothing in any pockets of the khaki shirt, nothing in any pocket of the khaki trousers.
The Nebraskan opened the canteen and sniffed its contents. Then he put it to his lips and tilted it until the liquid touched his tongue.
As he expected, it was brine—sea water.



A Good Husband
Angela Slatter
The water here is sweet.
This pool is wide enough and deep enough to give me the space I crave. At the northern end a stream flows in from a larger river many miles distant; at the southern end a tributary retreats far, far away to the ocean. There the taste changes and becomes salty, the color murky. Fine enough for my cousins with their scaled tails and sharp nails, frilled gills, and tiny teeth. Well and good for the Sirens, ever more distant relatives, creatures who cannot decide between elements or even themselves, whether they are fish or fowl. Such a bitter home is not my choice though, oh no.
I love this place. It’s somewhere between a small lake and an overly large pond, a strange in-between thing, to be sure. The important point is this: it’s mine and mine alone. In some spots there are reeds, in others rocks for sitting while I comb my hair, grassy banks, and a thick screen of trees providing cover from the casual onlooker. I get visitors, oh yes, but only the women of Briarton (the town beyond the trees and over one hill, nesting in a gentle valley) come here with any kind of regularity. It’s mostly the unmarried girls. The Lake of the Mari-Morgan is a place they have claimed for themselves. They come to dance and sing and play. Before a special occasion like a wedding, they will conduct their toilettes here, washing their hair to make it shine and their skin so it glows (the water here is said to have beautifying properties—it’s true, my little kindness to them). With gifts, large and small, they beg my favor, pray, cry, give thanks, rail at fate or me (whichever pops into their heads first), yearn, and sometimes get what they want. If I can satisfy a request, I generally do. Sometimes I chose not to, simply so they do not take it for granted; on those occasions they seem to assume their wish was not worthy, or their offering even less so.
I do quite like them, humans, with their funny hearts and minds, their queerer souls. If I am honest, I find them amusing. If I am even more honest, the company they offer is worth the expenditure of magic to give them their heart’s desire. I am a solitary creature but sometimes isolation makes me ache.
Seldom do I show myself nowadays. Not that I am less beautiful or less vain, but I am infinitely more tired. If they see the weariness in my face, then what prospect for them? If an ageless being looks to have lost her spark, then . . . ? I speak only when I choose and it seems to work best as a disembodied voice—perhaps it’s the god-like quality. When I do appear it’s to make a point, a scene, a statement. Sometimes a clever girl will express, in front of her companions, disbelief that I exist. She might stand on my favorite rocky seat, the one a long step from the shore, and declaim her cynicism. What better way to prove her wrong than to be seen, gliding over the lake, all a-glimmer?
Their mothers stop coming after they wed. I have often wondered if their hope dies then, or marriage was simply what they wanted. Having achieved it, they are content to chew on that same meat. But they pass the faith on to their daughters.
This one, this tall thin woman who comes all hesitating through the trees, is different though. This one I am fascinated by, oh yes.
She leans down close to the liquid mirror of the lake. She has visited here since she was a little girl, always bringing a tiny offering of some kind: flowers, sweetmeats, salted fish, embroidered pieces of rag made beautiful with her cunning stitches. She has never asked for anything in return, not ever, not even before her own wedding. The name the other girls call to her is “Kitty”; she sews for them. They have attired themselves in marriage and ball gowns of her making after bathing here. I have seen those very dresses wrapped in sheets and draped carefully over bushes and branches until the moment they are required. I’ve watched Kitty sewing them by the water’s edge, smiling gently as her companions laugh and dance around her while she toils on their behalf.
This day, this hour, the scars on her face are still fresh, the reddish-brown of dried, scabbed blood. Two parallel lines run across the bridge of her nose before dropping down her left cheek. She will never be pretty again—and she was pretty, I will tell you that. Large blue eyes, a doll’s pouting mouth and hair that was most glorious—is most glorious still, yet looks like a joke now perched on the mess of her countenance.
When first it happened, she came here to weep. Blood flowed and mixed with her tears to drip into the water. That got my attention: grief and blood. Sacrifices very few ever make, although she did not know it for a sacrifice and there was no one to tell her.
Her friends urged her to wash her injuries in the lake and it did some good, made the healing faster, but in truth the scars will never be gone. There was too much force behind them and too much spite—that’s what makes them so deep, the spite. It bites not merely the flesh, but also the soul.
Kitty stares at her reflection, her features set in a determined way. She peers intently as if she might be able to see me through sheer force of will—she cannot although I lie right beneath her, studying her through the pane of water. The wounded woman opens her mouth and says, “Help me.”
Her tears start again and I can taste their salt as they drop down, forming ripples in my home.
“Help me,” she repeats. “Mari-Morgan, please help me.”
I kick away but make no disturbance in the glassy stillness. Blood and tears she gave me already, all unknowing. For this reason alone I must make answer to her summons. She will ask something great of me, something I may not be able to deliver. I can only throw out an obstacle for her and hope she will give up.
Rising, I become visible, walking across the surface as if it is solid. I know how I must look to her when she’s so ruined. I can see my reflection in her large eyes: silver-green hair, silver-peach skin, eyes like a deep lake that cannot decide between blue or green or black, and a not-quite-stable outline. I ripple, I shimmer, my element is also my essence—in a bright light you might even see through me. I defy the eye to focus properly.
“What would you have of me?” I ask in a voice that sounds like a rushing flood. She shakes her head at this hoped-for appearance and I can see that she did not quite believe it would happen. All these years she has brought offerings to a creature she was not sure existed. I am both touched and vaguely annoyed.
“Make him kind. Make him love me. Make him a good husband. Make my life better.” Her long hands move to her scarred visage even though she seems not to notice. She doesn’t quite touch the wounds and they must ache still, stretching tight and itching as they dry and knit. Kitty knows how much she asks.
“What will you give me?” I demand, as if the dripping blood and flowing grief were not enough. “Nothing can be granted without something in return, oh no.”
“What will you have? Ask anything,” she says unwisely.
A long time ago when I loved to be seen, when I was younger, less tired, more arrogant, then, for a time, I asked for dresses. I wanted, silly conceited thing, to wear the pretty clothes the human girls did, to adorn myself like the colorful birds that nest in the trees along the banks. And the maidens brought them to me, exquisite things, almost works of art and oftentimes more than the girls could afford—I’m fairly sure some of them dropped their own wedding dresses in. I marveled over them as they were held above the surface, watched as the sun glinted on buttons and silken bows, crystals and beads and velvet ribbons. They looked so lovely out there in the light when they were dry. Their owners would throw these glorious gowns into my lake and they would grow heavy and sink. I would scoop them up and struggle into the saturated frippery and find the garment, bereft of air and sun, had somehow died. Swimming in wet clothing is difficult to say the least. Shimmering and shimmying, floating and darting through water and lake weeds is neither easy nor pleasant when attired in a sodden drape of fabric. So I stopped asking for this particular kind of gift. I gave up and embraced my watery nakedness, my uncertain outline, and the translucent nature of my body.
But now here is a clever, clever girl with brilliant, cunning fingers who sews the way my sea cousins create storms, with the same aplomb and passion.
I make my request and see her heart sink. My unkindness will save her further distress, I tell myself. If she cannot fulfill my price, then both our lives will be easier. One should not ask for what one thinks one wants, it is never the same as it seems when you are not in possession of it; like those dresses, so lovely in the sunshine, so disappointing in my hands.
I do not expect to see her again, certainly not a week later when blood covers the moon and casts a curious light upon everything. Moonlight is ordinarily strange enough, but this moon, this night, this light . . . there is both a weird clarity and a distinct gloom, shapes at once sharp and blurred. It is through this odd illumination that I see Kitty slip, nervous as a cat. A leather satchel hangs at her side, the thick strap angling across her chest, dark against her pale dress.
When she reaches the edge of the lake, she kneels down, heedless of grass and dirt stains on her skirts. She removes the satchel and opens it, the metal clasp giving a snick that sounds shockingly loud in the stillness. She takes out a book, its ancient leather cover corrugated like a toad’s skin. I can see gold lettering on the spine, a large elaborate script. Murcianus it reads. Murcianus’ Little-known Lore.
I feel unaccountably excited.
Next she pulls forth a pair of large shears such as you might use to cut a thick or stubborn material. Then a small patchworked hedgehog of a ball stuck full with pins and needles. Finally, a spool of fine thread—it gleams and I know it cannot be mere silk. Oh, there is silk in the mix certainly, but there’s also flax and spider’s web among other things, fused and bound together by sheer dint of sorcery. Someone else has created it—this girl is not that kind. I will be surprised if she manages her task for I don’t sense any great magic in her.
Kitty takes the great scissors and leans out over the water. Tonight it shines like quicksilver. She has propped the Murcianus open on a flat rock and checks over the spell before proceeding to cut as if something lies just above the surface.
I think I can see it, the fabric of night and fluid at which she snips. I can see it ruche and crumple and fray, but I’m not sure how much she can see. Still and all, as her confidence grows and her fingers become steadier, as she begins to believe, the panels take on a dark form, shimmering like rogue satin.
She lays the pieces on the grass beside her as she finishes each one. Next she reaches into the lake and pulls up handfuls of water plant, long ribbons of it, green and slippery with algae. Carefully she washes it off and lines it up next to the water-fabric. At last she begins to sew. It takes her hours but the strange luminescence of the sky remains strong. She refers occasionally to the pages of the book and I wonder idly where she got it.
She hardly seems the type to own such a tome, but they’ve been floating around for years, various volumes and guides to the arcane. I have a vague memory of the author himself, or someone claiming to be him, visiting here and begging me to make myself appear so he could sketch me. Now that I think about it, my quite-passable-likeness graces the frontispiece of Murcianus’ Mythical Creatures. Mythical! How a man who sat there drawing me when I’d very nicely solidified for him could call me mythical is beyond me.
But I digress. I’ve watched her all this time and become so fascinated that I’ve risen out of the water and gradually, very gradually forgotten to concentrate on not being seen. She notices me, but we don’t speak. By the time the dawn is almost here I’m perched on a rock near the bank, avidly willing her to finish, oh yes. She places the last stitch, bites the eldritch thread and holds the dress up for me to inspect.
It has long, long skirts, a scooped neckline, a tight bodice and fitted sleeves to the elbow. It is embroidered with a design of silvery fish and flowers, and bows made of lake-weed decorate the sleeves and waist. It’s the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen. It is the color of my eyes, green and black and blue and all shades in between.
I move to the bank and stand still while she slips it over my head, laces the stays tight. The touch of it is cold and damp and it feels like a second skin. It moves ever so slightly, with the same gentle current as the water in my lake.
I’m so happy I could shout. Kitty stands back to survey her handiwork. Her eyes are red and there are dark smudges beneath them. The red-brown lines are vivid against her pallor but she smiles, seeing what she has done. For a time, I do believe she has forgotten her misery.
The sun comes up and strikes us both. She becomes a silhouette against the burning dawn and I a shining patch of liquid and light that must surely hurt my seamstress’s eyes.
The moment passes, the sun lifts and I am as I am. I smile at Kitty.
“Thank you,” I say, marveling that she has succeeded where so many would have failed. Joyful, even though I know that fulfilling my part of the bargain will not be easy on either of us, but that I am obliged to fulfill it.
“Make him love me. Make him be kind. Make him a better man.”
I am silent for a moment and she seems to stop breathing in that space of time. “Bring him here this evening and I will make your life better.”
I turn and dive then wink out of sight just before I hit the glassy face of the lake.
My new dress does not hamper me; it flows and floats, part of the water and yet still separate from it. Not impeding my progress, it’s nothing like those gowns of old. There is no drag, no gentle sluggish sensation of being wrapped in a wet winding sheet and of thinking, “So this is how they feel when they drown.”
I dart off into the depths, down to the cave where I keep things that have caught my eye.
I do not sleep here—I prefer any number of rocky shelves, sometimes on the very bottom, cocooned in weeds. But I rest here, with these few things, these trophies.
There is a mirror, demanded long ago for I do-not-remember-what favor. The gilt frame is chipped and peeling, the silver beneath the glass is pitted with black circles as if diseased. A few stacks of bones that belonged once to lovely-looking men. They drowned and I kept them for as long as I could while they still retained a hint of their beauty. I should throw the skeletal refuse out but I like its bright white.
I curl up on a pile of discarded, wetly crumbling dresses. The smell of mold and dank drifts up from them. I nestle there content in my fine and perfect attire—I feel, however irrationally, that I have conquered this stinking heap of disappointments. I run my hands over the flow of my new skirts and think of how to reward its maker.
He’s not a handsome man, but he’s big and strong. Too big to be hitting a woman; too big to be harming a wife who loves him; too big to be treating someone so kind so badly.
How she coaxed him here I’ve no idea. He looks displeased to have been drawn from his home into the deep blue of the evening. How desperate is she that she risks this? Knowing what he has done to her once, and what he has the potential and will to do to her again, still she obeyed me.
“Go to the edge,” she urges like a mother trying to get a difficult child to eat. He does so with ill-grace, grunting. I can see his fingers are thick with muscle and he’s clenching his fists as if desirous of hitting something. Before he turns on Kitty, I make myself visible, standing on the water, just a few yards from the bank.
He looks amazed to find me real. So many men simply think me a women’s story, a myth, a jape. In his face: fear, desire, shock, but mostly greed. A tale is told, I believe, of the Mari-Morgan’s treasure and perhaps that’s the hook Kitty used to lure him. How can she, knowing something so venial would bring him, still love him? Still want him? I might shake my head were I so inclined.
I smile, gesture for him to come to me. He does this willingly, heedless of the liquid he splashes through even though it soaks his boots and trousers. He reaches out to take hold of me—as if he will hang on until I tell him where riches lie, as if I should be afraid of him, as if he might do me harm. His hands pass through my body because I do not wish to be touched. My hands, though, are solid enough, strong enough to take a good grip on his shirt.
I pull him down. Kitty’s screams grow softer and softer as we go further into the muddy-green, dulled by the depths.
He struggles for a while, but is no match for my age-old force. He may as well fight against a statue. The bubbles escaping from his mouth at first obscure his face, then he stops trying to breathe, to live, and simply gives up. Stops moving. The tiny spheres dissipate, heading urgently away as if they might carry his screams and release them into the dry-world. The water turns his face a sickly shade. I let him go, watch as he disappears into the deep dark, rolling and rolling, the white of his shirt like a fish’s belly, until I grow bored.
I float upwards.
Kitty is weeping with all her might. She does not see me for I keep myself hidden. If I leave her here, she will cry her heart out, pouring salty tears into my home. She will put on widowhood and wear it until her dying day, as if the man I drowned deserved her devotion, as if he was such a wondrous husband she could not bear to take another. She will waste the time left to her. I have made her life better, but whether she can recognize it I am doubtful. If I leave her to her own devices, she will curse this place and me and perhaps no one will come anymore. I waver, reach out.
I put my hand on her head, feel her soft thick hair; she starts. Before she can rise and run, I sink into her. She will feel it as a splashing on her skin, cold and momentary. Then I am swimming through the entirety of her: blood, heart, lungs, mind, soul. The soul, oh yes! How fascinating a thing. I do not have one, so I think it most peculiar.
This soul, this heart, this mind all work in concert to create a human and this one is ineffably sweet. She truly believed her husband could be changed, that he could and would be changed. She still loved him no matter what he did to her face. I could have told her he was not sorry for it. That he marred her only so no one else would want her. So she would believe herself worthless and never think to leave him. I cringe away from this cloying need I sense. I push down my contempt—I owe her this much. I can and will give a life of freedom; what she does with it will be her own concern.
Oh my, and the feelings surging through this lovely girl! How they taste! So strong, viscous, and bitter as the ooze at the bottom of my lake. The ache of love and longing and of not being loved. The sharp fear and nagging guilt. At last, here at the very base of it is the tiniest, sharpest of all: relief. Hidden deep down, but it is there. And a thrill at the idea of liberty, if only she will allow herself to recognize it and not be so ashamed that she refuses to let it fly.
I walk her to the edge of the lake and jump in.
We swim.
We swim for almost a week. I do not let her rest often, but only when I have no choice, when it seems she will drown, that her body will simply give up and sink like a stone through sheer exhaustion. Remaining inside her is tiring for me—being confined by blood instead of my natural element makes me sluggish, but I do not leave her for I know she will run if released of my hold. So I stay cooped up inside the cage of her.
The stream becomes wider, then turns into a tributary, then it spills into a great river. We pass castles and towns, villages and farms, mills and ruins.
Sometimes people see us—see her—and they watch until we are out of sight. Kitty looks a strange soaked creature for there’s nothing of the water-sprite about her. She simply appears to be a depleted girl, wet as wet can be, slowly making her way against the current.
At last we come to the cathedral-city and I can take her no further. Neither of us will last: I feel poisoned by my imprisonment and she can barely lift her head. I do believe, though, that she will be far enough away that she won’t think to return to Briarton. And I have spent these days washing through her mind, watering down her memories and her hurt and her painful pointless love, trying to give her a clean slate and a heart that isn’t so spotted with blood. When I leave her, I hope she will be free, that she will not feel the memory of love as a tug in her stomach, as something that will draw her to the past.
She climbs out of the water and I let her go. I pool at her feet and then run back into the river. I do not take up my shape in front of her, for fear she will see me and remember. Back in water, I resume my form with relief. I feel the liquid cleansing me of the reek of humanity. I let the current take me as it wishes. Eventually, it will lead me back home. Until then I am content to drift.



Letters to a Body on the Cusp of Drowning
A. C. Wise
The Narrator’s Tale
Every tale must have a beginning. So what harm in starting here?
Once upon a time, a young girl ran away to sea with dreams of becoming a sailor. She bound her breasts and cut off her hair; she learned to lower her voice and swear like a man. Her hands were never a problem, she already chewed her nails ragged, much to her mother’s consternation, and she had palms made for callusing.
By the time she signed to a crew, she could already drink most men under the table. Those she couldn’t, who were spoiling for a fight, always calmed at her offer to buy the next round and share a filthy new drinking song. No, it wasn’t her body that betrayed her—she could haul line and climb rigging with the best—it was her heart.
Seven days out from their latest port, the Bonny Anne came across a wreck with a lone survivor. Once pulled from the waves, the men saw the survivor was a woman, and most were for throwing her back overboard—women and ships, after all. Only the young girl, Kit by name, was silent when the vote was called. She’d been heart-struck in an instant at the scent of saltwater drying on the woman’s hair and skin, enchanted by the sea-green of her eyes, lulled by her voice, stitching the faintest threads of a storm inside the sweetness of her tone.
The men were right to fear her, but it would go worse if they cast her overboard, Kit was sure. They voted to let her stay, and that was how Kit knew she’d guessed right. The woman was a witch, and it seemed more than likely vote and shipwreck both were her doing.
The next night found the Bonny Anne becalmed. Kit, unable to sleep, walked the deck. Everything was still—not a breath of wind, and the water smooth as a mirror. Kit traced the path the moon made from deck to horizon; in all that stillness, it seemed a bridge solid enough to walk upon.
“What do you think is over there?” the woman asked, startling Kit, who had thought herself alone.
“On the far shore?” Kit remembered to drop her voice, but unable to keep it from breaking.
“No, beyond the horizon.” The woman considered Kit, not the line dividing sky from water.
“I’m sure I don’t know.” Kit gripped the rail, trying to still her hands from trembling.
“More water.” The witch put her lips very close to Kit’s ear, so Kit could feel the warmth of breath behind them, along with the shape of the woman’s smile.
“Tell me,” the woman continued, “when you look in the water, what do you see?”
Kit looked down, startled by the brilliance of her reflection and that of the woman beside her. The smell of saltwater had sharpened, even though the woman was a full day out of the sea. Her eyes, reflected in the water’s glass, shone as luminous as things risen from the deep.
“The ocean is a trickster,” the witch said. “It is both false and true. But on nights like this, when everything is still and the moon is clear, it shows us our true selves and it cannot lie. Except when it does.”
“What do you . . . ?” Kit started to turn, but the woman pointed.
“Look.”
Kit, pulse wild with nerves, leaned out over the rail. In the moonlight, it almost seemed a few days growth of stubble shadowed her jaw; her shoulders looked broader, her fingers thicker. Kit gasped.
“Is that what you wish?” The witch withdrew, giving Kit space and leaving her cold; Kit shivered.
She faced the woman, putting the rail at her back, feeling the immense danger of both woman and sea. The curl of a smile remained on the witch’s lips, a wisp of rising smoke, and the light in her eyes brightened.
“You know what I am?” The words came out before Kit could stop them.
“Do you?” The witch raised an eyebrow.
Kit shook her head, sick suddenly; her eyes ached and stung, but no tears fell. She loved the sea, the deck beneath her feet, the ship’s song, creaking in the wind. But she missed her sisters’ voices, and the way her mother would brush out their hair all together—fifty strokes for each of them until their locks shone.
“What if you could have it both ways?” the witch asked.
“At what price?” Kit’s heart thumped.
“Clever girl.” The witch stepped close again, fingered a lock of Kit’s hair. “I think this is getting a bit long. You need someone to cut it.”
Dazed, Kit followed the woman to the small cabin she’d been given. The witch had made a makeshift dressing table from a plank of wood and several empty crates. The table was laid with three silver objects—a hand mirror, a pair of scissors, and a comb—even though the woman had nothing when she was hauled aboard.
With the gentle pressure of fingertips on shoulders, the woman pushed Kit onto an upturned crate acting as a chair. Picking up the comb, she began to work salt-matted knots from Kit’s hair.
“It’s easy,” the witch said, catching the thread of a conversation Kit barely followed. “You can change, but every time you do, it will stitch a ghost under your skin. You can become a man, and as easily become a woman again, but each time you do, you will remember an entire life not your own. Or perhaps it is very much your own, only from another time, and there will always be the risk of losing yourself beneath the layers. That is the price.”
Kit’s hair lay smooth by the work of the witch’s comb, the edges curling to tickle her ears and the back of her neck where it had indeed grown too long. As the witch lifted the scissors, Kit twisted to look at her.
“How do you know all this?”
“Oh.” Light slid through the witch’s eyes, a crescent moon, wicked-sharp as a smile. “I’ve had occasion to borrow a ghost or two in my time.”
The witch set the scissors down, and in a smooth motion, undid the buttons of her borrowed shirt. Kit’s breath caught, pulse snagging at the sight of the witch’s breasts, full round and visible for only an instant before the witch wound the shirt around them, binding them as Kit bound hers. As the cloth went round the witch’s chest more than flattened, it broadened; the texture of her skin became rougher and hairier. The witch took Kit’s hand, and pressed it to her throat; Kit was shocked to feel an Adam’s apple.
“You see?” The witch’s voice was deep, rough like a stone not yet worn by the sea. Only the eyes remained the same—green as tide and weed.
“Teach me.” Kit exhaled.
The man turned Kit toward the wall again, wielding the scissors. As each scrap fell, Kit felt the subtle shift as bones arranged themselves to a new form.
“And when I want to change back?” Kit asked, voice caught between male and female, both and neither.
“Like this.” The witch brushed out Kit’s hair, making the strokes long as though tresses fell halfway down Kit’s back; soon enough, they did.
“And here.” The witch produced sweet-smelling powder, dusting it onto Kit’s cheeks with his rough palms so she felt the cheekbones shift again, her face narrow. “We all wear masks, it’s just a matter of choosing to make them more than skin deep.”
The witch handed Kit the mirror, and Kit met her startled reflection—the girl who had run away from home, not the sailor boy she’d become.
“It’s that simple?” Kit set the mirror down.
“Nothing is ever simple.” The man sighed, running his hands through his hair, lengthening it where Kit had barely noticed it shortened. She unbound her breasts, and Kit’s cheeks warmed before the witch re-buttoned her shirt.
In place of slivered-moon mischief, a well of sadness filled the witch’s eyes.
“Why?” Kit asked.
The witch shrugged, tone husked slightly. “Perhaps I’m lonely.”
Kit studied her, the turn of her shoulder and the weight visibly bearing it down. She understood in her bones: The witch offered both blessing and curse, all rolled into one.
But Kit had been heart-struck the moment the half-drowned witch had been pulled aboard. She touched the witch’s shoulder lightly.
“Yes.” Kit leaned forward, but her voice was barely a whisper. Teeth caught lip, uncertain, but she made herself look into the witch’s eyes.
She could feel the witch’s pulse, the warmth of her, the steady beat of her heart. The witch shifted stance, an agreement and an invitation—a shared moment of sorrow and joy.
“How . . . ” Kit faltered, throat dry. She closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see the witch’s face if she guessed wrong. “How do you want me?”
The witch’s fingertips brushed the edge of Kit’s shirt, loosed the first few buttons, and traced the edge of the bandage still binding Kit’s breasts.
“However you choose.”
Every word of this is true. Every word is a lie. So it is with witches and things brought up from the sea.
Kit finds the letter atop the crisply made bed five hours after the cruise ship sets sail. The paper is wrinkled with the memory of damp fingerprints and smells faintly of the sea. At the right angle, the ink shines with a green reminiscent of lightless places, and for a moment it reminds him of something, someone. The letter is addressed: To a Body on the Cusp of Drowning.
His pulse stutters. As long as he can remember, Kit has been terrified of water, especially the sea. His first memory, one his family and countless doctors have told him can’t possibly be real, is drowning.
A trick by the service crew? No, they mostly work on tips. Another passenger? How would they gain access to the cabin? With shaking hands, Kit slips the letter from its envelope and reads.
You will drown. We saw it in your eyes as we swam below you, just under the glitter of light on the waves. Your eyes searched the water, and they were hungry. You did not see us, but we saw you. We know you. There are ghosts beneath your skin, and every one of them, every one of you, is made to drown.
But before you do, let us tell you of the sea.
Kit drops the page as if burned, and presses her fingers to the aching space between her brows. Something has changed; something is wrong. A moment ago she was someone else, and what is she doing here? On a . . . boat? That can’t be right. Kit is terrified of water. No, now she remembers. The doctor said it would be good for her, contact therapy.
Yes, Kit remembers lying in the netting around the ship’s bowsprit, stretched like a hammock over the waves, fighting stomach-cramping fear. She’d forced herself not to look away. That was when she’d seen the flash, there and just as quickly gone.
Dizzy, Kit lowers herself to the bed, trying to catch her breath. It had been a trick of the light. After so long staring at the ship’s carved figurehead—the woman with arms spread as though to gather the sea, and in place of legs or a tail, the ship itself flowing behind her—Kit had merely imagined seeing something impossible beneath the waves.
Kit glances at the letter again.
Every one of you is made to drown.
At night, with the cabin’s porthole cocked open to the breeze, Kit listens to the timbers creak, the sailcloth flutter, the waves slap the hull. The sounds should be soothing, but Kit gathers the sheets in clenched fingers until his knuckles turn white. The ship is only a recreation of a grand clipper from the golden age of sail, but the roll of the deck feels hauntingly familiar. How is it that lying under soft sheets, Kit’s body remembers the sharp cut of hammock rope, being suspended among other sailors, listening to them breathe? Phantom calluses harden Kit’s palms; bare feet itch to scale the rigging. Kit’s arms, roped with invisible muscles, long to swing into the crow’s nest so salt-chapped lips can taste the air.
She releases a breath. If she fails to concentrate she slips—memories, nightmares, dreams. Ghosts. Kit’s body tumbles from a high cliff and shatters on salt-washed rocks far below. Kit walks into the waves, pockets full of stones. Kit lets go of a ship’s splintery rail, relinquishing control to a storm.
How can these memories be hers? Kit is lost, some elusive truth constantly slipping just beyond his reach, falling through his hands. Something about the sea; there is something about the sea.
Tired of sleep eluding her, Kit paces the small cabin. The roll of the ship rises to meet her bare soles, bringing a sudden, sharp awareness of her body. It feels wrong; it does not belong to her.
These are Kit’s hands: fingers blunt, nails short—strong hands, nimble, but the skin is neither calloused-rough nor silken-smooth. This is Kit’s hair: cropped short, but not salt-tousled or finely coiffed. And Kit’s frame: short, muscular, but beneath the skin, the bones are too fine for a sailor’s bones and not delicate enough for a noble’s. None of the pieces fit except Kit’s eyes. They are the gray-green of the sea.
The second letter appears as the first, the paper damp and smelling of current-stirred weeds. Kit resists the urge to put paper to tongue and taste squid ink, shells crushed to particulate dust, and black, volcanic sand. What if the paper tastes of nothing?
Kit reads.
There are myths about the sea. It is hungry, greedy. It takes everything, and gives nothing in return. It cannot be reasoned with, or prayed to; it cannot be bribed. What it is owed, it will claim. What it is not owed, it will take anyway.
The sea is contradictory. It is generous. It is a lover, a mother with boundless children. It is a bridge that will carry you beyond the horizon. Its depths hold wonder and terror in equal parts. It is a song, a harmony for many voices. Listen.
Once upon a time, Kit was short for Katherine, and she ran away from home. The ship she crewed on was caught in a terrible storm; everyone on board drowned. Once upon a time, Kit was the nickname of Jonathan Kitterage, first mate on a crew seeking passage to India. The ship was beset by pirates, and finding it empty of valuables, they scuttled it, sinking it with all hands aboard. Once upon a many times, Kit was only Kit—a child who could breathe underwater, a drowned man risen up from the waves, a woman standing behind lighthouse rails overlooking the sea.
All of these things are a lie. Every one of them is true.
One night, when Kit couldn’t bear the lives crowded inside his skin, he took a knife to the invisible stitches binding them within and tried to set them free. So now she is here, her suitcase packed with pill bottles, taking a journey the doctors promise will liberate her. If only he can learn to face his fears.
But Kit is more fearful than ever, knowing deep in his bones that the only thing the journey will teach her is how to drown.
The third letter is an envelope thick with water-swollen pages. This one smells of blood—an iron tang, washed by the waves. Kit considers throwing it overboard, refusing to read, but in the end, her curiosity is too strong. She returns to the netting around the bowsprit, stretching out under the watchful eyes of the ship-woman. The carved wooden face reminds him of someone—that quirk of the mouth, the sadness in her eyes, her arms spread as if to gather him in. If only he could remember. With a sigh, Kit turns her attention to the pages, and reads.
The Mermaid’s Tale
The sea is a patient lover, compared to the land. It would have loved me as I was, asking nothing in return. But I could not love the sea as my sisters do. Only half my heart was saltwater; the rest was made of longing.
My eldest sister loved the hot currents best. There is a place where a fissure splits the rock and curls of warm water rise from the ocean floor. My sister’s tail would flicker, tongue-light, over this cleft, teasing forth ribbons of heat to twine around her from skin to scales. Oh, her song.
My second eldest sister prefers dead men’s bones, ocean-stripped and pearlescent, cradled in the wrecks of sea-warped ships. Once their flesh has fed the fish who feed us, they are ready for her. Her long fingers caress empty eyeholes, gathering the memory of dreams and sucking it down like caviar. She traces the curve of cheek, spine, rib, and hip. Only her hands move as she drifts near-motionless, her tail stilled until the end when she bares sharp teeth to sing. And oh, her song!
My third eldest sister loves lightless things. Her play is secret, but she comes home with eyes wide and light-starved. She slips after blind eels and fish, playing games of touch and taste. She does not see her lovers, and they do not see her. They know each other as frond brushes scale, tentacle caresses skin, and tongue traces a shell’s whorling curves. Oh, her song!
But I do not love as my sisters do. All that they are is in the waves, as if they belonged only in one world. They think with the hunger below their waists, as if love was small enough to encompass only either or and never both.
Oh, my song! It is vast and wide. It contains multitudes—fish and deep, green things, yes, but sand and the sharp cry of birds; ships, un-drowned and creatures who sip life straight from unfiltered sunlight and bright air.
My sisters begged me to stay. It sorrowed me to leave, but I could not live as they do. My tail thrust hard against the waves, my head broke the surface, and I breathed dry air.
At first, it was like drowning—what I imagine humans feel in the moments before they become fit for my second sister’s tender ministrations. I forced myself to stay until black stars burst before my eyes and I had to plunge once more beneath the waves and let the current smooth away what was not quite pain. Returning, the water’s touch was sharper against my newly roused skin. This was the sensation I had been missing, tracing my length from crown to tail. Oh, how I sang.
While my sisters left the grotto to seek their pleasures, I dove again and again for the surface. I learned to breathe, longer each time. I delayed gratification, prolonged ecstasy, but still, I hungered for more. I needed to taste the sand with the soles of feet I did not have, but could feel like phantoms beneath my scales.
At first, I despaired of being trapped inside the ocean’s skin, only half alive, subsisting on stolen pleasures, fleeting as the life of krill before a whale. I sang my sorrow to the waves, soft and low. But oh, my song! It came back to me, and I learned I was not alone. There were others who loved as I did and knew how to change.
They were legends, ancient beings with split tails; stitched creatures of fish scales and monkey bones. They were creatures mad by standards of sea and land, but wholly themselves, comfortable in their skin.
I sang, and they sang back to me. They pressed shells, honed razor-sharp, into my hands. They traced maps for transformation onto my flesh and poured new songs into the whorls of my ears. They kissed my lips, my cheeks, and my eyes, just to be sure they were free of tears. Then they bade me well.
I took their blades and swam harder and faster than ever before. My pulse beat my skin, my tail beat the waves. With a final spasm of my entire body, shocking me from the sea, I came, foam-flecked, to lie upon the shore. And there, with my honed shells, I opened myself. Blood ran as I slit myself wide.
I wept, and oh my song was so like my sisters’ in their ecstasy. I planted new feet firm in the sand, pressed down until I could feel the thrum of the ocean buried beneath the shore. Hot, wet, and salty, the ocean rushed between my new legs and slicked my new skin. I let the world of dry air and sunlight fill me, pounding the echo-chamber of my heart until I could breathe again. This new lover demanded everything of me, but it was nothing I wouldn’t give willingly.
Kit folds arms around a body both hollow and full. Could the letter in her hand truly be written by a mermaid? It is any stranger a thought than forgetting your face from one moment to the next, never knowing who you are? For a moment, he almost remembers a story of his own—one of drowned lives, stolen from the sea and stitched beneath his skin, a witch’s gift and curse, allowing him to change. She can almost remember how the story begins. Once upon a time . . . But it slips from his hands.
In the morning, there is another letter. The cries of seabirds fill the small cabin. The ship rocks softly. They’ve put down anchor at another port, another sunny island Kit will not see.
The other passengers have already left the ship in their floppy hats, overlarge sunglasses, and flip flops, wearing loose-fitting T-shirts over burned and peeling skin. Kit doesn’t belong among them. Even with the fear of drowning, Kit feels safer onboard than setting foot on dry land.
This new letter is crisp. Fine grains of sand linger in its folds and cling to sweat-damp fingertips as Kit sits on the narrow bed and reads.
The Selkie’s Tale
Then, I knew nothing of human men. I only saw the small boat abandoned by the larger one. I saw a man blister his palms rowing to shore, to the tiny island where my brothers, sisters, and I used to play. He beached the boat, flung curses at it as though it was at fault, then flopped down on the sand. Marooned.
I watched him try to light a fire. It smoked and sparked, but wouldn’t catch. I was curious and I pitied him, so I left my skin on the rock I’d watched from, and dove deep, filling my hands before coming ashore.
He reacted first with fear, calling me a demon. Next, his eyes traced me with desire, seeing the water beaded on my skin, the dark waves of my hair, my limbs smooth and strong from swimming. Last, a look of cunning came into his eyes, lit by the light of his sputtering fire.
But what reason did I have to fear? I knew nothing of men, but I hungered to know more.
“There’s driftwood along the shore. It will burn well, and your fire won’t keep dying.”
I held out my hands, full of kelp and good weeds, cockles and mussels, salty and waiting to be sucked from their shells. When he didn’t answer, I laid my gifts on the sand. After a moment, he darted as hermit crabs will from shell to shell, seizing food with both hands and retreating to the other side of his fire.
I left him to his feast, walking the shore and filling my strong arms with sun-bleached wood. When I returned, he’d eaten everything, bloodying his fingers on the sharp edges of the shells. Unasked, I built up his fire and sat beside him, then took his hands to examine his wounds.
“What are you?” His full belly made him bold.
I knew nothing; what reason did I have to lie?
“Selkie.”
His bloodied fingers were chilled. I took them into my mouth, sucking the blood clean and warming them.
Desire is not so different in selkies and in human men. Despite my walk along the beach, water still beaded my skin. The fire, rather than drying me, only warmed the moisture and made it gleam. The man’s gaze was as sure as a touch.
And still, what reason did I have to be afraid? I laid my hand along his sunburned and unshaven jaw to feel his skin.
“You’re like this all the time?” I asked, wondering at a being that could live its whole life inside only one skin.
Misunderstanding, he said, “I was a captain. My brother stole my ship, roused my crew to mutiny, and left me to die.”
I could see talking would do little to let us understand each other. I pressed my lips to his instead, tasting weed and fish. His eager roughness brought no more pain than I’d known abrading my back and belly against rocks with my selkie mates. His hunger and need were almost refreshing—his speed and insistence so unlike the languor I knew. I let him take all he would in a rush.
While he recovered, he asked me about the ocean and my skin. I told him all with aims of my own, getting him drunk on my voice. Lulled, I did not let him run ahead the second time. I showed him the way of selkies, satisfying my curiosity in a slow, unhurried way. I tasted his salt-dried skin and urged him to taste mine, sea-slick and so different from his own. I pressed him against the sand and moved over him like the tide, building to a crest. When my curiosity was satisfied, I let the wave break.
When he slept, I swam back to my skin. I returned to the waves and forgot the man. Underwater, the rush of salt becomes the rhythm of blood; the flow of tide becomes the measure of days. It surprised me when I next surfaced and heard the man cursing and weeping.
I slipped my skin and swam to him. His eyes were red and wild.
“I thought you’d abandoned me. I nearly starved.” He bared his teeth in fury or grief, then buried his head in the crook of my sea-damp shoulder. I could feel the bones beneath his skin, smell the ripeness of his sun-baked flesh. His matted hair and the growth of his beard rasped against me.
Pitying, I brought him food and helped him build his fire. He ate ravenously, never taking his eyes from me.
When he was done, he rinsed the sweat from his skin and the taste of fish from his mouth in the sea and came to me smelling like home. Though my curiosity had been sated, I didn’t object when he wrapped me in his arms. I liked the way the ocean smelled on him. I had claimed him, changed him; he was my private treasure, washed ashore.
Tracing his lips over my throat, slicking his hands over my skin, he said, “I want to watch you change.”
There was a strange light in his eyes, but curiosity I understood. He had sated mine. What harm could it do sating his in return?
I swam to my rock, returning with my skin. The surf washed around my ankles; I pulled my skin over my head, showing him one form then the other. His eyes widened, and when I turned human again, he seized me with renewed hunger, spending himself in me with fierce urgency as we rolled over and over on the shore.
Afterward, as I bent to collect my skin, a sharp pain struck behind my ear. My knees buckled. I hit the sand. Saltwater rushed into my mouth. Another blow, and in the pain, I lost sight of the world.
When I came to, I had been dragged near the fire. My wrists and ankles were bound with strips torn from the man’s shirt, and a final strip fit into my mouth for silence. My skin lay across the man’s lap, gleaming slick and black as spilled oil in the firelight. With a splinter of wood, and a hair pulled from my scalp, he stitched it into a new shape.
I could feel the needle going in and out, each time he pushed the sharp point through my skin. He looked at me as he worked. Once, there even seemed to be sorrow in his gaze.
When he was done, he placed a sharpened shell within my reach, a means to cut my bonds. He was pitiless, but not without mercy.
He walked to the water’s edge and pulled my skin over his head. I felt the touch of saltwater as he slipped beneath the waves. I felt the ocean close over his head, felt him fight to breathe before surrendering to my skin. Long powerful strokes, stolen from me and worn over his wasted frame, carried him sleek and fast away from shore.
I cut myself free, but I was trapped. How do humans bear living life in only one skin? It is so small.
My sisters and brothers visit, bringing me gifts from the ocean and running their fingers through my hair. We talk of revenge. When they leave, they swim far and wide, searching for the man who stole my skin. I can be patient as no mere human can. One day, they will find him. They will drag him down and press their lips to his until they have drunk every last breath. Then they will peel my skin from his bones, and bring it back to me. The ocean will welcome me back, and I will be whole again.
At night, Kit walks the deck, breathes sea air, leans over the rail, and tries to get used to the sea. There are moments when the salt in Kit’s body yearns toward the salt in the sea, and it terrifies him. She has been here before. She will be here again. What if the Kit standing upon the deck becomes yet another ghost trapped in unfamiliar skin? If only he could remember.
The ocean is not terrible, the letters seem to say. But there will a price; there will be pain.
The next letter smells like clean wind, like seal blubber and whale oil—things Kit has never touched in this lifetime, but knows just the same. The paper is chill beneath his fingers, like bright ice and colors staining the sky. The ink is not ink; it is infinity, closed within a space of paper (as she is infinity, closed within a space of skin) speaking of the vastness of the world. He almost remembers.
Kit takes the letter back to the netting, less afraid now. Waves break against the ship’s hull; the wooden ship-woman stretched above him is almost an old friend.
He reads.
The Goddess’s Tale
They will say I drowned. They will say I was stolen, sold, given away. They will call me mother of monsters and mistress of the deep. All and none of this is true.
The world ever expects a rift between fathers and daughters, between husbands and wives, between self and other. I will tell you the truth before you drown.
In the beginning, the ocean was lonely. It caressed the earth, loving it desperately, but they could not make a child.
I lived with my father in a small hut by the shore—wood built upon a stony beach with thatched grasses over our heads, singing in the wind. Every day, I worked my fingers numb, weaving nets to cast upon the waves.
“Why do you do this thing?” my father asked me.
“I do it because one day there will be fish in the sea, and our people will be hungry. You will use these nets to catch the ocean’s children when I am gone.”
“How do you know these things, Daughter?”
“I know because I have seen them in a dream.”
“And where will you go, Daughter, when you leave me?” was my father’s last question.
“Into sky and into sea, Father. I will not be what I am. I will be multitudes and feed the hungry world.”
As satisfied as he could be, my father went back into his house to think upon my words.
From dawn until dusk, I wove my nets. From dusk until dawn, I cast them over the empty waves. Every day at noon, I let the waves taste my bloodied fingers and warm them.
One day, the sea spoke, asking, “Who are you to put your blood in my mouth?”
“I am Sedna,” I replied.
“Sedna. I have tasted your blood, and I know you are strong. Tell me, what do you dream?”
“I dream the ocean teeming with fish and whales, seals, squid, and eels.”
The ocean’s icy tears lapped my feet.
“Ah, I have wished for these things,” the ocean said. “But I cannot bear a single child, let alone multitudes.”
“I will help you,” I said. “But in return, you must make a promise. When my people are starving, you must give them your children to eat. They will cast the nets I have made, and pull your children from the waves so their own children might fill their bellies.”
“Will it hurt?” the ocean asked.
“Every time,” I replied.
The ocean thought a moment and said, “It is agreed.”
“I will return in seven days and give you all the children I have dreamed for you.”
I returned to my father’s house, and found him warming his fingers by the fire.
“Father, you must find me a husband,” I said. “He must be wicked and strong. Will you do this thing?”
“Ah, Sedna, my child. I will do this thing if you ask it, but I will mourn.”
“I ask it, Father.”
So my father went out of his house and stood upon a cliff he knew. He sang a song his grandmother taught him, calling all the birds of the air to land at his feet where he looked at them one by one.
“Who will be the husband of my child?” he asked. “Who among you is most wicked and strong?”
“I am, Father,” answered Raven, and spread his wings so my father might see midnight in his feathers. The moon was in one of Raven’s eyes, and the sun in the other.
On the morrow, I was wed.
As I made myself ready to go to my husband’s home, I spoke to my father again.
“Father, there is one more thing you must do for me. I will come back to you in five days. You must take a boat of bleached wood, row into the middle of the ocean, and wait for me. You must bring a little knife with a handle made of wood and a blade made of bone. In five days, you will see me in the ocean, Father, and you must kill me.”
“Ah, Daughter.” My father wept, but said no more. I took my husband’s hand, and he spread his black wings and carried me into the sky.
For five days, we lay together as husband and wife, black feathers against brown skin. I looked into Raven’s eyes, into the moon and the sun, into the left eye and the right. When I looked into his left eye, I knew he had lied to my father about being wicked. When I looked into his right eye, I knew he had told my father the truth about being strong.
“Husband,” I said. “There is something you must do for me.”
“What is that, wife?” Raven asked.
“You must take me to the highest place you know and cast me down into the sea.”
“Ah, wife, must it be so?” my husband asked, but his eyes remained dry.
“It must.”
So my husband took me in his strong arms, folded me in his black wings, and carried me to a cliff he knew. There, he threw me into the icy waves far below.
My body struck the water, but I did not drown. The ocean cradled me, and held my head above water so I could watch for the little boat of bleached wood the color of bone.
The boat came, and in it my father held his little knife.
“Daughter, climb aboard,” he called.
I clung to the boat’s side, but did not obey.
“I cannot,” I said. “I made a promise, but if you ask me again, I will break, so you must be strong. You must kill me, as you promised you would.”
“Ah, Daughter,” my father said, but he did not ask me to enter his boat again.
“Father, I am freezing,” I said, because it was the truth. “Let me in.”
I tried to climb into the boat, but my father cut off the fingers of my left hand with his knife of bone. There were tears in his eyes.
My fingers sank beneath the waves and became fish of every kind.
“Father, I am bleeding,” I said, because it was the truth. “Let me in.”
I tried to climb into the boat, and my father cut off the fingers of my right hand. My fingers sank beneath the waves and became whales and dolphins and seals.
“Father, you have killed me,” I said, because it was the truth. “But my hair is caught on your boat and I cannot drown.”
“Daughter,” he said, and used his little knife to cut off my hair. It sank beneath the waves and became seaweed and plankton and sightless eels.
“Father,” I said, “I am drowned.”
I sank and the ocean folded its arms around me. It held me tight, mother of its children, dreamer of its dreams. Now I am multitudes and my children feed those who walk upon the land. I am vast, I am the mother of worlds.
It is almost time for the cruise to end when Kit finds the last letter. It is damp, the ink still wet.
I have lied to you, the letter says. I am neither mermaid, selkie, nor goddess, but I am all of these things, just as you are Katherine, Kitteridge, and Kit. Do not be afraid of drowning. Find a shipwrecked sailor, a father, a monster with shells honed to blades. Cut yourself open, stitch a new skin, become multitudes. It is time to come home.
Kit’s heart pounds. He folds the letter, tucks it between shirt and naked skin. She almost remembers. Once upon a time, he was a witch, and he ran away.
No.
The deck rolls, but barely. The sails drop, slack, no longer catching the wind. The ship will dock soon. If Kit steps foot on land, it will be too late.
Once upon a time, Kit bound her breasts and cut her hair. A witch taught her how to be changeable as the sea. He stitched ghosts beneath his skin; the trickster sea stayed true to its word, but Kit lost his way.
Of course.
Kit climbs into the netting, and turns to look back at the ship who is a woman, who is a witch, who was lonely once upon a time and cursed and gifted Kit with the ability to change.
Ghosts clamor inside Kit’s skin. There is a flicker of movement under the waves, a beckoning hand, a flash of tail, a welcoming smile. The letter presses between cloth and skin. Music rises up from the waves, singing Kit down. The ocean tells the truth; the ocean is a liar. It is one and both all the time. Kit smiles, climbing to the edge of the netting, remembering hands caressing flickering, changeable skin, remembering choosing not to choose.
It is time to go home.



The Corridors of the Sea
Jane Yolen
“He’s awfully small for a hero,” said the green-smocked technician. He smirked as the door irised closed behind the object of his derision.
“The better to sneak through the corridors of the sea,” answered his companion, a badge-two doctoral candidate. Her voice implied italics.
“Well, Eddystone is a kind of hero,” said a third, coming up behind them suddenly and leaning uninvited into the conversation. “He invented the Breather. Why shouldn’t he be the one to try it out? There’s only one Breather, after all.”
“And only one Eddystone,” the woman said, a shade too quickly. “And wouldn’t you know he’d make the Breather too small for anyone but himself.”
“Still, he is the one who’s risking his life.”
“Don’t cousteau us, Gabe Whitcomb.” The tech was furious. “There aren’t supposed to be any heroes on Hydrospace. We do this together or we don’t do it at all. It’s thinking like that that almost cost us our funding last year.”
Whitcomb had no answer to the charge, parroted as it was from the very releases he wrote for the tele-reports and interlab memos, words he believed in.
The three separated and Whitcomb headed through the door after Eddystone. The other two went down the lift to their own lab section. They were not involved with the Breather test, whose techs wore yellow smocks. Rather, they were working on developing the elusive fluid-damping skin.
“Damned jealous Dampers,” Whitcomb whispered to himself as he stepped through the door. But at the moment of speaking, he knew his anger was useless and, in fact, wrong. The Dampers of the lab might indeed be jealous that the Breather project had developed faster and come to fruition first. But it should not matter in as compact a group as Hydrospace IV. What affected one, affected all. That was canon here. That was why hero-worship was anathema to them. All except Tom Eddystone, little Tommy Eddystone, who went his own inimitable way and answered his own siren song. He hadn’t changed, Gabe mused, in the thirty years they had been friends.
Eddystone was ahead of him, in his bathing suit and tank top, moving slowly down the hall. It was easy for Gabe to catch up. Not only were Eddystone’s strides shorter than most, but the recent Breather operation gave him a gingerly gait, as if he had an advanced case of Parkinson’s. He walked on the balls of his feet, leaning forward. He carried himself carefully now, compensating for the added weight of the Breather organs.
“Tommy,” Gabe called out breathlessly, pretending he had to hurry and wanted Eddystone to wait. It was part of a built-in tact that made him such an excellent tele-flak. But Eddystone was not fooled. It was just a game they always played.
Eddystone stopped and turned slowly, moving as if he were going through water. Or mud. Gabe wondered at the strain that showed in his eyes. Probably the result of worry, since the doctors all agreed that the time for pain from the operation itself should be past.
“Are you ready for the press conference?” Gabe’s question was pro forma. Eddystone was always ready to promote his ideas. He was a man who lived comfortably in his head and always invited others to come in for a visit.
A scowl was Eddystone’s answer.
For a moment Gabe wondered if the operation had affected Eddystone’s personality as well. Then he shrugged and cuffed the little man lightly on the shoulder. “Come on, Tom-the-giant-killer,” he said, a name he had invented for Eddystone when they had been in grade school together and Tommy’s tongue had more than once gotten them both out of scrapes.
Eddystone smiled a bit and the triple striations under his collarbones, the most visible reminders of the operation, reddened. Then he opened and shut his mouth several times like a fish out of water, gasping for breath.
“Tommy, are you all right?” Gabe’ s concern was evident in every word.
“I’ve just been Down Under is all,” Eddystone in his high, reedy voice.
“And . . . ” Gabe prompted.
Eddystone’s mouth got thin. “And . . . it’s easier Down Under.” He suddenly looked right up into Gabe’s eyes and reached for his friend’s arms. His grip was stronger than those fine bones would suggest.
Eddystone worked out secretly with weights. Only Gabe knew about it. “And it’s becoming harder and harder each time to come back to shore.”
“Harder?” The question hung between them, but Eddystone did not elaborate. He turned away slowly and once more moved gingerly down the hall toward the pressroom. He did not speak again and Gabe walked equally silent beside him.
Once in the room, Eddystone went right to the front and slumped into the armchair that sat before the charts and screen. He paid no attention to the reporters and Hydrospace aides who clustered around him.
Gabe stopped to shake hands with reporters and camera persons he recognized, and he recognized most of them. That was his job, after all, and he was damned good at it. For the moment he managed to take their attention away from Eddystone, who was breathing heavily. But by the time Gabe had organized everyone into chairs, Eddystone had recovered and was sitting, quietly composed and waiting.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Gabe began, then gave a big smile. “Or rather I should say friends, since we have all been through a lot together at Hydrospace IV.” He waited for the return smiles, got them, and continued.
“Most of you already know about our attempts here at the labs.” He gestured to include the aides in his remarks.
“And I know that some of you have made some pretty shrewd guesses as to Doctor Eddystone’s recent disappearance. In fact, one of you . . . ” and he turned to speak directly to Janney Hyatt, the dark-haired science editor of the ERA channels, “ . . . even ferreted out his hospital stay. But none of you came close to the real news. So we are going to give it to you straight. Today.” The reporters buzzed and the camera operators jockeyed for position.
“As you can see, Doctor Eddystone is not in his usual three-piece suit.” Gabe turned and nodded at the chair.
It drew an appreciative chuckle because Eddystone rarely dressed up, jeans and a dirty sweatshirt being his usual costume. He never tried to impress anyone with his physical appearance since he knew it was so unprepossessing. He was less than five feet tall, large nosed, pop-eyed. But his quick mind, his brilliant yet romantic scientific insights, his ability to make even the dullest listener understand the beauty he perceived in science, made his sweatshirt a uniform, the dirt stains badges.
“In fact, Doctor Eddystone is wearing his swim suit plus a tank top so as not to offend the sensibilities of any watchers out there in newsland.”
Some of the reporters applauded at this, but Janney Hyatt scowled. Even the suggestion of sensibilities filled her with righteous indignation, as if Gabe had suggested it was women’s sensibilities he was referring to.
“Doctor Eddystone has been Down Under, our designation for the water world around Hydrospace IV. It is his third trip this week and he wore just what you see him in now, minus the tank top, of course. He was under for twenty minutes the first time. The second time he stayed under forty minutes. And this last time—Doctor Eddystone?”
Eddystone held his reply until every eye was on him. Then he spoke, his light voice carrying to the back of the room. “I was under sixty minutes. I breathe harder on land now than I do in the sea.”
There was bedlam in the room as the reporters jumped up, trying to ask questions. Finally one question shouted above the others spoke for them all. “You mean you were under sixty minutes without scuba gear.?”
“Without anything,” said Eddystone, standing up for effect. “As you see me.”
The silence that followed was palpable, and Gabe walked into it with his prepared speech. “You know that living under water has always been the goal of this particular Hydrospace Lab: living under water without mechanical apparatus or bubble cities.” It was a slight dig at the Hydrospace Labs I, II, and III, and he hoped he would be forgiven it in the flush of their success.
“That is what all our experiments, as secret as they have had to be, are all about. Doctor Eddystone headed the project on what we have called the Breather. Doctor Lemar’s group has been working on a fluid-damping skin.” Everyone was listening. A few were taking notes. The cameras rolled. Gabe could feel the attention, and continued.
“When we first decided to prepare the bionics to allow a person to breathe water as easily as air, we took a lot of ribbing. Conservative marine biologists dubbed our lab Eddystone’s Folly and our group the Cousteau Corporation. But we knew that the science was there. We had two possible approaches we were considering.
“The first was to implant a mechanical system which would extract the dissolved oxygen from the water and present it directly to the lungs. From there on, normal physiology would take over. The other choice was to implant a biological system, such as gills, from some chosen fish, which would load the blood directly with oxygen, thus bypassing the lungs.”
Eddystone sat quietly, nodding at each point Gabe ticked off. Gabe looked around the room for questions. There were none.
“Of course you realize,” he continued, “that both systems required the normal functioning of the musculature of breathing: one to pull the oxygen from the apparatus, the other to pass water over the implanted gills.”
Janney Hyatt raised her hand and, to soothe her earlier anger at his “sensibilities” remark, Gabe called on her at once.
“What was the mechanical system to be made of?” she asked.
“Good question,” said Gabe. “The earlier bionics experts felt more comfortable with metal, plastics, and electronics. So they opted for a dioxygenation module, Doxymod, which was basically an add-on option for the underwater human. We were going to try it on some dogs first, water dogs, possibly Labradors or a springer spaniel. Trouble surfaced immediately.”
Laughter stopped Gabe until he realized his unintentional pun. He smiled and shrugged winningly and went on. “Making a Doxymod small enough and light enough was the first problem, of course. And once we had produced it—Doctor Eddystone and his staff produced it—we could think of no good reason to implant it. It needed batteries and that meant it had a built-in time limit. Just what we had been trying to avoid. All we had, after all that work, was tankless scuba gear. We were simply replacing the oxygen tanks with batteries. More mobile, perhaps, but . . . ”
“In other words,” added one of Eddystone’s aides brightly, “not a fail-safe system. Batteries run down and need recharging.”
The reporters whispered together. One tentatively raised his hand, but Gabe ignored him. He felt things building and, like any good performer, he knew it was time to continue.
“So we turned to the gill system. Modern medicine had already solved the rejection syndrome, as you know, at least within phylum. Using pigs for heart valves and the like. But we knew nothing about cross-phyla work. We expected a lot of trouble—and were surprised when we encountered very little. Men and fish, it turns out, go well together. Something seafood lovers have long been aware of! In fact, it occurred to one of our bright-eyed tech threes on a dissertation project that we could even produce a classically composed mermaid with a small woman and a large grouper tail. Could—if anyone could think of good reason why, that is.”
It drew the laugh Gabe expected. Even Janney Hyatt smiled quickly before reverting to her customary scowl.
Gabe nodded once to his assistant sitting in the far back next to the projector. She caught his signal and dimmed the lights, flicking on the projector at the same time. The first slide focused automatically above Eddystone’s head. It was of a large tuna on a white background, with five smaller fish below it, Gabe took up the pointer that had been resting against the table and placed the tip on the big fish.
“A lot of time and thought went into the question of whether to use the gills of a human-sized fish like this tuna or an array of smaller gills taken from several fish, perhaps even from different species.” He pointed in turn to the other fish on the screen, naming them. “But as often happens in science, the simple solution proved best. Two large gills were inserted in the skin, just under the collar bones . . . ” The next slide, a detailed sketch of a human figure, appeared. “And ducts leading from the branchial passages through triune openings completed the alterations.”
The next slides, in rapid succession, were of the actual operation.
“Valves were implanted, special plastic valves, that allowed either the lungs or the gills to be used. These went into the throat.”
“So you made an amphibian,” called out a gray-haired science writer from the Times.
“That was our intention,” said Eddystone, standing up slowly. The final slide, of fish in the ocean, had snicked into place and was now projected onto his body.
He threw an enormous shadow onto the screen.
Sensing an Eddystone speech, Gabe signaled his assistant with his hand, but she was already ahead of him, flicking off the projector and raising the lights.
“But something more happened. Think of it,” said Eddystone. “We can walk on the moon, but not live there. We cannot even attempt a landing on Venus or breathe the Martian air. But the waters of our own world are waiting for us. They cradled us when we took our first hesitant steps into higher phyla. Why, even now, in the womb, the fetus floats in la mer, the mother sea. Our blood is liquid, our bodies mostly water. We speak of humankind’s exodus from the sea as an improvement on the race: But I tell you now that our return to it will be even more momentous. I am not an explorer . . . not an explorer taking one giant step for mankind. I am a child going home some million years after leaving.”
The speech seemed to have exhausted him. Eddystone slumped back into his chair. Gabe stood over him protectively. But his own thoughts warred with his emotions. Even for Eddystone it was a romantic, emotional outburst. A regular cousteau. Gabe knew that he had always been the more conservative of the two of them, but he worried anew that the Breather mechanism might be affecting Eddystone in ways that had not been calculated. He put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and was appalled to find it slippery with sweat. Perhaps a fever had set in.
“That’s all now, ladies and gentlemen,” Gabe said smoothly to the audience, not letting his alarm show.
“Tomorrow, tide and time willing, at 0900 hours, we will give you a demonstration of the Breather. Right now Doctor Eddystone has to be run through some last-minute lab tests. However, my assistants will see to it that you receive the information you need for the technical end of your reports. Each pack has scientific and historical details, charts, and a bio sheet on Doctor Eddystone, plus photos from the operation. Thank you for coming.”
The reporters dutifully collected their material from the aides and tried to bully further answers from the staff while Gabe shepherded Eddystone out the door marked NO ENTRY/TECH ONLY. It locked behind him and would only respond to a code that Hydrospace workers knew.
In the deserted back hall, Eddystone turned. “What last-minute tests?” he asked.
“No tests,” Gabe said. “Questions. And I want to do the asking. You are going to give me some straight answers, Tommy. No romances. No cousteaus. What’s going on? I felt your shoulder in there. It’s all sweaty. Are you running a fever? Is there rejection starting?”
Eddystone looked up at him and smiled. “Not rejection,” he said, chuckling a bit at a projected joke. “Rather call it an acceptance.”
“Make sense, Tommy. I’m a friend, remember. Your oldest friend.” Gabe put out his hand as a gesture of goodwill and was surprised when Eddystone grabbed his hand—his friend’s palm was slick.
Eddystone ran Gabe’s hand and up and down his arm, across his chest where it was exposed. The gill slits were closed but the tissue was ridged and slightly puckered. Gabe wanted to flinch, controlled it.
“Feel this so-called sweat,” Eddystone said. “You can’t really see it, but it’s there. I thought at first I was imagining it, but now I know. You feel it, too, Gabe. It’s not sweat at all.”
Gabe drew his hand away gently. “Then what the hell is it?”
“It’s the body’s way of accepting its new life—under water. It’s the fluid-damping skin that Lemar and her kids have been trying for all these months. Seems you can’t build it in, Gabe. But once the body has been readapted for life in the sea, it just comes.”
“Then we’d better test you out, Tommy. The lab is where you belong now.” Gabe started walking.
“No, don’t you see,” Eddystone said to Gabe’s back, “that’s not where I belong. I belong in the sea.” His voice was almost a whisper, but the passion in his statement was unmistakable.
“Lab first, Tommy. Or there won’t be any 0900 for you—or any of us—tomorrow.” Gabe continued to walk, and was relieved to hear Eddystone’s footsteps following him. He had surprised himself with the firmness of his tone. After all, Eddystone was the head of the lab while he, Gabe, was only the link with outside, with the grants and the news. Yet Eddystone was letting himself be led, pushed, carried in a way he had never allowed before. As if he had lost his willpower, Gabe thought, and the thought bothered him.
They came into the lab and when Gabe turned at last, Eddystone was as pale as fishbelly and starting to gasp again.
There was no sign of that strange sweat on his body, yet when Gabe took his arm to lead him through the door, he could feel the moisture. The skin itself seemed to be impregnated with the invisible fluid.
The lab was typical of Hydrospace, being half aquarium. It had small enclosed tanks filled with fish and sea life as well as a single wall of glass fronting directly on the ocean. Since the lab was on the lowest Hydrospace floor, resting on ocean bottom, the window let the scientists keep an eye on the fish and plants within the ecosystem without the necessity of diving. For longer, far-ranging expeditions, there were several lab-subs and for divers working within a mile radius of Hydrospace, a series of locks and wet-rooms leading off the lab.
There was no chance of the bends if a diver came and went from the bottom floor of Hydrospace IV.
Only two techs were in the lab, both in their identifying yellow smocks. One was feeding tank specimens, the other checking out the data on the latest mari-culture fields. They looked up, nodded briefly, and went back to work.
“Look,” Eddystone said to Gabe in a lowered voice, “I’m going to go out there now and I want you to watch through the window. I’ll stay close enough for you to track me. Tell me what happens out there. What you see. I know what I see. But it’s like this skin. I need to know someone else sees it, too. When I come back in, you can make tests all night long if you want to. But you have to see what happens to me Down Under.”
Gabe shook his head. “I don’t like it, Tommy. Let me get some of the techs. Lemar, too.”
Eddystone smiled that crooked grin that turned his homely face into an irrepressible imp’s countenance.
“Just us, Gabe. The two of us. It’s always been that way. I want you to see it first.”
Gabe shook his head again, but reluctantly agreed.
“If you promise to test . . . ”
“I promise you anything you want,” Eddystone answered, a shade too quickly.
“Don’t con me, Tommy. I know you too well. Have known you too long. You are the one person who isn’t expendable on this project.”
“I don’t plan to be expended,” Eddystone answered, grinning. He walked to the door that led to the series of locks, turned, and waved. “And give those techs,” he said, signaling with his head, “give ’em the night off.” Then he was gone through the door.
Gabe could hear the sounds of the pressure-changing device, clicking and sighing, through the intercom. He went over to the techs. “Doctor Eddystone wants me to clear the lab for a few hours.”
“We were just leaving anyway,” said one. To prove she was finished, she reached up and pulled out a large barrette that had held her hair back in a tight bun. As the blondish hair spilled over her shoulders, she gave Gabe a quick noncommittal smile and shrugged out of the yellow smock. She folded it into a small, neat square and stowed it away in a locker. Her friend was a step behind. Once they had left the lab, Gabe turned on the red neon testing sign over the door and locked it. No one would be able to come in now.
He went to the window and waited. It took ten minutes for anyone to go through the entire series of locks into the water, over a half-hour for the same person to return. The locks could not be overridden manually, though there was a secret code for emergencies kept in a black book in Eddystone’s file cabinet. He adjusted the special sea-specs that allowed him to see clearly through pressure-sensitive glass.
Right outside the station grew a hodgepodge of undersea plants. Some had been set in purposefully to act as hiding places for the smaller fish, to entice them closer to the window for easy viewing. Others had drifted in and attached themselves to the sides of the station, to the rock ledges left by the original builders of Hydrospace, to the sandy bottom of the sea.
While Gabe watched, a school of ocean pout swam by, suddenly diving and turning together, on some kind of invisible signal. Though he knew the technical explanations for schooling—that the movement as a unit was made possible by visual stimulation and by pressure-sensitive lateral lines on each fish responding to the minutest vibrations in the water—the natural choreography of schooled fish never ceased to delight him. It was the one cousteau he permitted himself—that the fish danced. He was smiling when the school suddenly broke apart and re-formed far off to the right of the window, almost out of sight. A dark shadow was emerging from the locks. Eddystone.
Gabe had expected him to swim in the rolling overhand most divers affected. But, instead, Eddystone moved with the boneless insinuations of an eel. He seemed to undulate through the water, his feet and legs moving together, fluidly pumping him along. His arms were not overhead but by his side, the hands fluttering like fins. It was not a motion that a man should be able to make comfortably, yet he made it with a flowing ease that quickly brought him alongside the window. He turned once to stand upright so that Gabe could get a close look at him. With a shock, Gabe realized that Eddystone was entirely naked. He had not noticed at first because Eddystone’s genitals were not visible, as if they had retracted into his body cavity. Gabe moved closer and bumped his head against the glass, As if the noise frightened him, Eddystone jerked back.
“Tommy!” Gabe cried out, a howl he did not at first recognize as his own. But the glass was too thick for him to be heard. He tried to signal in the shorthand they had developed for divers, but before he could lift a finger, Eddystone had turned, pumped once, and was gone.
The second eyelid lifted and Eddystone stared at the world around him. The softly filtered light encouraged dreaming. He saw, on the periphery of clear sight, the flickerings of darting fish. Some subtle emanation floated on the stream past him. He flipped over, righted himself with a casual cupping of his palms and waited. He was not sure for what. She came toward him trailing a line of lovers, but he saw only Her. The swirls of sea-green hair streamed behind Her, and there were tiny conch caught up like barrettes behind each ear. Her body was childlike, with underdeveloped breasts as perfect and pink as bubbleshells, and a tail that resembled legs, so deep was the cleft in it. When She stopped to look at him, Her hair swirled about Her body, masking Her breasts, Her eyes were as green as Her hair, Her mouth full and the teeth as small and white and rounded as pearls. She held a hand out to him, and the webbing between Her fingers was translucent and pulsing.
Eddystone moved toward Her, pulled on by a desire he could not name. But there were suddenly others there before him, four large, bullish-looking males with broad shoulders and deep chests and squinty little eyes.
They ringed around Her, and one, more forward than the rest, put his hands on Her body and rubbed them up and down Her sides. She smiled and let the male touch Her for a moment, then pushed him away. He went back to the outer circle with the others, waiting. She held up Her hands again to Eddystone and he swam cautiously to Her touch.
Her skin was as smooth and fluid as an eel’s, and his hands slipped easily up and over Her breasts. But he was bothered by the presence of the others and hesitated.
She flipped Her tail and was away, the line of males behind Her. They moved too quickly for him, and when they left, it was as if a spell were broken. He turned back toward the station.
“Tommy,” Gabe’s voice boomed into the locks. “I hear you in there. Where did you go? One minute you were here, then you took off after a herd of Sirenia and were gone.”
The only answer from the intercom was a slow, stumbling hiss. Gabe could only guess that was Eddystone’s breathing readjusting to the air, as the implanted valves responded to the situation. But he did not like the sound, did not like it at all. When the last lock sighed open, he ran into it and found Eddystone collapsed on the floor, still naked and gasping.
“Tommy, wake up! For God’s sake, get up.” He knelt by Eddystone’s side and ran his hands under his friend’s neck. The slipperiness was more apparent than before. Picking him up, Gabe had to cradle Eddystone close against his chest to keep him from sliding away. As Gabe watched, the gill slits fluttered open and shut under Eddystone’s collarbone.
“I’ve got to get you to MedCentral,” he whispered into Eddystone’s ear. “Something is malfunctioning with the valves. Hold on, buddy. I’ll get you through.” He ran through the lab and was working frantically to unlock the door without dropping Eddystone when he looked down. To his horror, Eddystone had halfway opened his eyes and one of them was partially covered with a second, transparent eyelid.
“Take me . . . take me back,” Eddystone whispered.
“Not on your life,” Gabe answered,
“It is on my life,” Eddystone said in a hoarse, croaking voice.
Gabe stopped. “Tommy.”
The membranous eyelid flicked open and he struggled in Gabe’s arms. “It calls me,” he said. “She calls.”
“Tommy, I don’t know what you mean—she. The sea? I don’t even know what you are, anymore.”
“I am what we were all meant to be, Gabe, Take me back. I can’t breathe.” His gasping, wheezing attempts at talking had already confirmed that.
Gabe turned around. “If I put you down, could you walk?”
“I don’t know. Air strangling me.”
“Then I’ll carry you.”
Eddystone grinned up at him, a grin as familiar as it was strange. “Good. I carried you long enough.” Gabe tried to laugh but couldn’t. When they reached the locks, Gabe kicked the door open with his foot.
“You’re slippery as hell, you know,” he said. He needed to say something.
“The better to sneak through the corridors of the sea,” said Eddystone.
“God, Tommy, don’t cousteau me now.”
Eddystone shook his head slowly. “But he was right, you know, Jacques Cousteau. The poetry, the romance, the beauty, the longing for the secret other. Someone sang, ‘What we lose on the land we will find in the sea.’ It’s all out there.”
“Fish are out there, Tommy. And reefs. And the possibility of vast farms to feed a starving humanity. And sharks. And pods of whale. The mermaid is nothing more than a bad case of horniness or a near-sighted sailor looking at a manatee. Sea creatures don’t build, Tommy. There are no houses and no factories under the water. Dolphin don’t weave. Dugongs don’t tell stories. And whale songs are only music because romantics believe them so. Come on, Tommy. You’re a scientist. You know that. Metaphors are words. Words. They don’t exist. They don’t live.”
Eddystone gave him that strange grin once more and threw out an old punch line at him. “You call this living?” He tried to laugh but began to wheeze instead.
Gabe hit at the lock mechanism with his elbow, and the door shut behind them. “I’m going Down with you this time, Tommy,” he said.
“Yes and no,” Eddystone answered cryptically.
Eddystone lay on the bench and watched as Gabe picked out one of the fits-all trunks from a hook. He slipped out of his clothes and got into the swimsuit, placing his clothes neatly on a hanger. When the timer announced the opening of the next lock, he was ready.
He picked Eddystone up and walked through into the second room.
Depositing the little man on another bench, Gabe got into the scuba gear. There were always at least six tanks in readiness.
“Remember the first time we learned to dive?” Gabe asked. “And you were so excited, you didn’t come off the bottom of the swimming pool until your air just about ran out and the instructor had fits?”
“I don’t . . . don’t remember,” Eddystone said quietly in a very distant way.
“Of course you remember, Tommy.” Eddystone did not answer.
They went into the next room, Eddystone leaning heavily on Gabe’s arm. This was the first of the two wet-rooms, where the water fed slowly in through piping, giving divers time for any last-minute checks of their gear.
No sooner had the water started in than Eddystone rolled off the bench on which he had been lying and stretched out on the floor. The rising water puddled around him, slowly covering his body. As it closed over the gill slits in his chest, he smiled. It was the slow Eddystone smile that Gabe knew so well. Eddystone ran a finger in and around the gill slits as if cleaning them.
Gabe said nothing but watched as if he were discovering a new species.
When the door opened automatically, mixing the water in the first wet-room with the ocean water funneled into the second, Eddystone swam in alone. He swam under water, but Gabe walked along, keeping his head in the few inches of air. In the last lock, Eddystone surfaced for a moment and held a hand out toward Gabe. There was a strange webbing between the thumb and first finger that Gabe could swear had never been there before. Blue veins, as meandering as old rivers, ran through the webbing.
Gabe took the offered hand and held it up to his cheek. Without meaning to, he began to cry. Eddystone freed his hand and touched one of the tears.
“Salt,” he whispered. “As salty as the sea. We are closer than you think. Closer than you now accept.” Gabe bit down on his mouthpiece and sucked in the air. The last door opened and the sea flooded the rest of the chamber.
Eddystone was through the door in an instant. Even with flippers, Gabe was left far behind. He could only follow the faint trail of bubbles that Eddystone laid down. A trail that was dissipated in moments. There was nothing ahead of him but the vast ocean shot through with rays of filtered light. He kept up his search for almost an hour, then turned back alone.
He quartered the ocean bottom, searching for Her scent. Each minute under washed away memory, till he swam free of ambition and only instinct drove him on.
At last he slipped, by accident, into a current that brought him news of Her. The water, touching the fine hairs of his body, sent the message of Her presence to his nerve cells. His body turned without his willing it toward the lagoon where She waited.
Effortlessly he moved along, helped by the current, and, scorning the schools of small fish swimming by his side, he raced toward the herd.
If She recognized him, She did not show it, but She signaled to him nonetheless by raising one hand. As he moved toward Her, She swam out to meet him.
He went right up to Her and She drifted so that they touched, Her face on his shoulder, nuzzling. Then She ran Her fingers over his face and down both sides of his head, a knowing touch. As if satisfied, She moved away, but he followed. He touched Her shoulder. She did not turn, not at first. Then, after a long moment, She rolled and lay face up, almost motionless, looking up at him. The not-quite-scent struck him again, and all the males began to circle, slowly moving in. She flipped suddenly to an upright position, and a fury of bubbles cascaded from Her mouth. The males moved back, waiting.
She turned to him again, this time swimming sinuously to his side. He wanted to touch Her, but could not, some remnants of his humanity keeping him apart.
When he did not touch Her, She swam around him once more, trying to puzzle out the difference. She put Her face close to his, opening Her mouth as if to speak.
It was dark red and cavernous, the teeth really a pearly ridge. Two bubbles formed at the corners of Her mouth, then slowly floated away. She had no tongue.
He tried to take Her hand and bring it to his lips, but She pulled away. So he put his hands on either side of Her face and brought Her head to his. She did not seem to know what to do, Her mouth remaining open all the while. He kissed Her gently on the open mouth and, getting no response, pressed harder.
Suddenly She fastened onto him, pressing Her body to his, Her cleft tail twining on each side of his thighs.
The suction of Her mouth became irresistible. He felt as if his soul were being sucked out of his body, as if something inside were tearing. He tried desperately to pull back and could not. He opened his eyes briefly. Her eyes were sea-green, deep, fathomless, cold. Trying to draw away, he was drawn more closely to Her and, dying, he remembered land.
His body drifted up toward the light, turning slowly as it rose. The water bore it gently, making sure the limbs did not disgrace the death. His arms rose above his head and crossed slightly, as if in a dive; his legs trailed languidly behind.
She followed and after Her came the herd. It was a silent processional except for the murmurations of the sea.
When Eddystone’s hands broke through the light, the herd rose into a great circle around it, their heads above the water’s surface. One by one they touched his body curiously, seeming to support it. At last a ship found him. Only then did they dive, one after another. She was the last to leave. They did not look back.
The press conference was brief. The funeral service had been even briefer. Gabe had vetoed the idea of spreading Eddystone’s ashes over the sea. “His body belongs to Hydrospace,” Gabe had argued and, as Eddystone’s oldest friend, his words were interpreted as Eddystone’s wishes.
The medical people were wondering over the body now, with its strange webbings between the fingers and toes, and the violence with which the Breather valves had been torn from their moorings and set afloat inside Eddystone’s body. None of it made any sense.
Gabe was trying to unriddle something more. The captain of the trawler that had picked up Eddystone’s corpse some eight miles down the coast claimed he had found it because “a herd of dolphin had been holding it up.” Scientifically that seemed highly unlikely. But, Gabe knew, there were many stories, many folktales, legends, cousteaus that claimed such things to be true.
He could not, would not, let himself believe them.
It was Janney Hyatt at the press conference who posed the question Gabe had hoped not to have to answer.
“Do you consider Thomas Eddystone a hero?” she asked.
Gabe, conscious of the entire staff, both yellow and green smocks, behind him, took a moment before speaking. At last he said, “There are no heroes in Hydrospace. But if there were, Tommy Eddystone would be one. I want you all to remember this: he died for his dream, but the dream still lives. It lives Down Under. And we’re going to make Tom Eddystone’s dream come true. We’re going to build cities and farms, a whole civilization, down under the sea. I think—no, I know—he would have liked it that way.”
Out in the ocean, the herd members chased one another through the corridors of the sea. Mating season was over. The female drifted off alone. The bulls butted heads, then bodysurfed in pairs along the coast. Their lives were long, their memories short. They did not know how to mourn.



Forever, Miss Tapekwa County
Lisa L. Hannett
Verralee trusted the bluebird tattooed behind her mother’s right ear.
She couldn’t hear what it chirped—those songs were for Kaylene alone—but long ago she’d learned to decipher its coloring, to translate the rhythm of inked wings flapping. Ultramarine feathers blurred with excitement meant Kaylene’s tattoo had truths to tell. If he had gossip to share, little black-beaked lies, the sialia’s downy throat would flush lurid red, and molting shoulders would slump beneath the weight of false news. His voice, as far as Verralee was concerned, sounded just like her mother’s. His insights were shaped on her tongue.
In the makeshift kitchen backstage, Kaylene’s frosted-blond hair was pulled back, unbleached roots framing the bird’s sapphire promises, his sketched body still visible through the steam of canning pots boiling on the camp stovetop. Smile pretty, he said with her mother’s mouth. Tilt your head to avoid doubling your chin. Keep your hair out of your face. Clean pickling jars were extracted with tongs from scalding water. And don’t hold your breath, my girl. Don’t repeat your Mamma’s mistakes. One by one, three wide-mouthed Masons were expertly lined up on a small countertop, the workspace identical to six others the judges had ordered made for this year’s contestants. Prepared for their test runs.
The glass cooled, waiting to be filled with a practice-round of preserves.
One last time, for lungs’ sakes. Pay attention.
He didn’t always make sense, at least not at first, but Verralee was used to the bird’s riddles. She looked up at the clock: fifteen minutes until the final round. Quickly, she changed into her bikini as the audience, hidden now beyond the stage curtain, babbled in the auditorium. She joined her mother at the stove while the crowd quaffed shots of whiskey, wolf-whistling as last year’s winner was paraded around for their entertainment. The tattoo chirruped nonsense—breathe deep, breathe deep—and though she still didn’t catch his meaning, Verralee believed in that deep Egyptian hue, that lapis lazuli warbling. With his fluttering wings mussing Kaylene’s loose French roll, and that grin curling her mother’s magenta lips as she spoke, Verralee knew things would turn out fine. One way or the other.
For fins’ sakes, pay attention, the bluebird repeated. Don’t you want to win?
She was—honest—and yes, she really, really did.
Goldfish whirlpooled in her stomach whenever she thought about being crowned Miss Tapekwa County. Though she tried not to care—she’d primed herself to be a good sport, even practiced her gracious-loser smile—in truth her hopes were sky-high, tied fast to her soul with kite strings. Sometimes she wanted to win so bad, it felt like a hurricane raged around her. Hope yanked at her heart, dragged it up her throat, blocked her windpipe, cut off all rational thought.
She watched polliwogs swimming in the clear round beads of Kaylene’s long necklace and knew just how they felt: spinning, spinning in cramped bubbles, stuck in one spot, all heads and tails, half-formed limbs and inhibited growth. She was eighteen now; she had to stretch out of her plain-girl shell, shine like the ageless harvest queens, and prove that her face looked best when not darkened by the shadow of a book. If Verralee won the pageant—and she would, wouldn’t she? The bluebird was rarely wrong; only that one time, all those years ago, just that once. When it’d been her mother’s turn to compete, when he’d said, without the slightest trace of red at his throat, that Kaylene could win. Not would, Verralee reminded herself, could. That one simple letter made all the difference: could, not would. Like he’d known without knowing that tattooed Kaylene, stunner though she was, would never transform into a true Miss Tapekwa County. But once Verralee won, her smooth olive skin colored only with spray-tan and dabs of makeup, her hair dyed a black so convincing it almost looked natural, she’d see things and go places her mother, in losing, had missed.
She’d be one of Town Hall’s main girls. They’d take her to Nationals, staged on an island on the far side of the country, where ladies with flower jewelry and grass skirts danced beneath palm trees, where they cooked pigs in coal-filled holes in the ground. Where she’d perform, too, under that foreign sun, and when they liked her best she’d be given a special crown; one she could bring back to Tapekwa County after her nation-wide tour. Goldfish churned at the thought of how pretty she’d be then. Officially.
The bluebird said it would be so.
Kaylene plucked one tadpole bead from the strand around her neck, popped it into a jar, handed another to Verralee. You watching? asked the tattoo, as his high-heeled interpreter filled the vessel with jellied liquid. She spoke secret words that didn’t come from his beak. Last chance, Vee. Then it’s all you.
Verralee paused, frogling in her palm.
It’s all you.
That’s what Simon had said yesterday, holding her hand, pressing her close, his glasses knocked to the ground from the urgency with which he hugged her, begging her not to compete. You’ll be different, he’d said to the only girl he’d called his own since the eighth grade. He didn’t ask her how hard it all was, didn’t mention the fact that winning might hurt more than losing. No relationship can survive what you’ll become—but Verralee had cut him off. She couldn’t cry the night before the pageant. She couldn’t afford the puffiness.
This isn’t about us, she’d said.
No, he’d agreed. It’s all you.
The polliwog rolled into the jar. Verralee splashed in a cupful of water, added a frond of seaweed, then rested her hand on the rim. The rest of the spell, caught between her tongue and teeth, refused to form.
This wasn’t just about her, not completely. Not only. Winning this title would make her part of a larger, more beautiful story. She’d follow in her great-auntie’s footsteps, pick up the trail where Kaylene had gone astray. Folk would come from all over to see the display at Town Hall, to bathe in the wonder of Miss Tapekwa County: Now and Forever. Just like Verralee had each year, donning her new birthday dress and the polished shoes Kaylene wouldn’t let her wear ’round the farm. They’d gaze with reverence at row upon row of dewy faces. Drooping ropes would prevent spectators from touching the winners’ sequins and shimmer and shine—but every last one of them would want to. Oh, how they’d want to. Instead, under the guards’ watchful eyes, they’d resign themselves to commenting on the changing fashions over the years; on the curve of that one’s waist, the glimmer in that one’s eyes. All would agree, even without touching or tasting or knowing them intimately, that each girl was the most beautiful in the world. And as they turned for home, back to dry fields and cold dairies and dwindling bales of hay, their bellies would warm with pride. These perfect girls in their swimmers, they’d say, these paragons of aquatic beauty, came not just from God, but from the very soul of Tapekwa County.
What was wrong with wanting to give folk such pleasure?
Verralee shook her head and again looked at the clock. She hoped Simon would continue to visit the show, if and when she won.
Focus, said the bird. We’ve rehearsed this a million times. While Kaylene’s tadpole flourished, transforming in the pickling solution she’d charmed, Verralee’s sank listless to the bottom. The producers had kept the light dim backstage, but even so she could make out the unmoving shadow in her jar; she could see sparks and phosphorescence illuminate Kaylene’s. You’ll always regret it, you know. If you mess things up now.
True.
The songbird’s collar glowed Persian blue, the lines of each feather delicately rendered, thin as the fine crescent scars ribbing both sides of Kaylene’s neck. Traces of gills half-formed. Permanent reminders of the only time the tattoo’s truth had been one letter off.
Focus, he repeated, after Kaylene cleared the lump from her throat. You can do this, darlin’. Make us proud.
Kaylene passed the necklace to Verralee, watched intently as she slipped the length of gelatinous beads over her head.
We’ve dreamt of this day for years.
Verralee’s arms shook as she lowered herself into the tank.
It stood on a wheeled mahogany platform, the third of seven stationed in a gentle arc across the stage for all to see. Twelve feet high and twice as wide, its faintly green glass ballooned like a brandy snifter. Verralee’s fingers caught on its scalloped rim, then slid into a recessed ridge that would, once she’d won, support a silver filigreed lid molded into the shape of a crown. Footlights refracted through the tanks’ gallons of liquid, casting rainbows across the ceiling and the lucky few who’d snagged seats in the front row. Overhead, spotlights shone so hot Verralee worried the mascara would melt from her lashes before she had a chance to submerge; so bright she could no longer see Johnny, her stepfather, standing in the wings at stage left.
They’re ready for you, hun, he’d said with a wink, his pomade-slick head poking through a split in the curtains. I’d say break a leg but, you know. Somehow that don’t seem right. He stepped through the gap and held the drapes closed behind him, avoiding the stagehands cleaning Verralee’s rehearsal space before her performance. Johnny leaned forward, jolly as a clarinet, and kept his voice low.
You look gorgeous, Vee. Real gorgeous. Glad you done yerself natural—the rest of them girls is painted up like a herd of carousel ponies.
Gods love you, Pa, she’d laughed, the sound only slightly forced. He’d blown her a kiss before ducking back out, blissfully ignorant of the fact that the “natural” look took the most makeup to achieve.
The viscous tonic smelled faintly of lime and was cold on her bare legs. She wriggled her feet, savored the sensation of chill creeping up from her toes. Her mind wandered as the Master of Ceremonies announced the final task; the pickling challenge, the preserving. Breathe deep, breathe deep, the bluebird had said. And she’d intended to, she really had: but now her teeth were chattering as the liquid reached her shoulders; and the chain of tadpoles was squirming around her neck, floating up to her chin as her hair fanned out behind; and Simon, her quiet Simon, all fancy in dress pants and a collared T-shirt, was leaving the auditorium. Fluorescent bulbs over the audience reflected off his lenses, blinding ovals of white that obscured his gray eyes. He stared at her for a moment from the end of the aisle, a gash between rows of threadbare velvet seats.
Her fingers slipped as Simon snuck out the back door.
Water cooled the flush from her cheeks.
Inside the tank Verralee’s world blurred. Folk were reduced to diluted colors, glowing patches of liquefied light. Echoes of the band’s music grew deeper, more resonant, sound felt as vibration; chords thickened into tangible waves, harmonies licked her long tresses into art nouveau swirls. Air caught in her lungs, nostrils, and ears; bubbles jeweled her limbs and gilded her gold Lycra bikini. She closed her eyes. Listened to herself sinking.
Though her pulse raced, though the goldfish in her belly fought their way down to her bowels, it was too late to shout Wait! or Simon! or I’ve changed my mind! But had she, really? Changed it? Shaking the bubbles from her head, she blinked. Plucked the beads from their chain, squeezed pollywogs from their round crystal prisons. Wait! she could’ve called; but she hadn’t. If she were the bluebird, her larynx might’ve reddened at such an exclamation.
The spell Kaylene had taught her frothed from Verralee’s mouth, from lips gone cerulean.
She pushed sinuous strands of hair away from her face, like her mother had instructed. Let the judges see your fine features. Pain seared through her chest as she ran out of oxygen; it speared through her guts, sent shocks to the tips of her fingers, shredded her inner thighs, calves, toes. Don’t forget to spin; let them see how fresh water accentuates the arrival of your new fins, your new curves.
To her right and left, contestants floundered in their tanks. Two girls were hauled from the water, their limp bodies thrown to the floor. A third came up for air, just a quick gasp, hoping the panel of judges would be too busy with the drowned to notice her infraction. No luck. The men took to her tank with cast-iron canes, smashed its rippled glass as she went back under for a second attempt at winning the crown.
You get one shot, the bluebird had said. Breathe deep.
Verralee wanted to—don’t make your Mamma’s mistakes—but she was afraid her heart might have left the room with Simon. Still, she didn’t want to be slapped to the ground like those three—those four—girls. She wasn’t strong enough for that disappointment. She couldn’t bear to let Kaylene down.
This pageant was hers to win.
Just breathe.
She turned a slow pirouette, showed off the muscles in her thighs and upper back. Her arms grew heavy, her head throbbed, her lungs nose eyes veins guts blood screamed for air: Breathe! Her neck split and burned, sprouted opercula. Breathe! Spots darted in front of her eyes: tadpoles turned frogs turned eels and, finally, turned into a legion of indigo-crimson Betta splendens. Verralee heard the crowd cheer in delight as around her swam iridescent flashes of joy.
She tilted her head in gratitude, glugged out a prayer.
At last, she inhaled.
Pure Tapekwa water filtered through her new gills. The pressure in her head subsided as she drank in each fluid breath. She exhaled words of binding, phrases of change, and other spells that could only be formed by liquid voices. Delight buoyed her up as the veiled fish latched onto her legs. At her command, the bettas multiplied; tripled and quadrupled; burrowed into her flesh; dug into sinew and bone. They gnawed and knitted, knitted and gnawed; transferring their scales, their long silken fins, to create the pageant queen’s unique double-tail.
Now Verralee wanted to call out for Simon; now she wished he’d return. What a sight he’d have seen through his white-glaring glasses; his girl earning a crown the bluebird always knew she deserved. It doesn’t hurt, she’d have told him, turning perfect.
Painless, her legs blended, her feet flattened, her toes splayed into transparent cartilage. Cold, she lost what made her Simon’s love, and Kaylene’s little girl, and Johnny’s natural beauty. Calm, she buried her humanity beneath a school of clammy skins and gained hips most women would kill for. Blank, she preserved her good looks and became, forever, Miss Tapekwa County.
One last pang, before her blood chilled, at the thought of another girl kissing her Simon’s lips. Marrying him. Bearing his children. Maybe he’d sneak over to Town Hall when his wife wrinkled, grew inevitably heavy, sagged beneath gravity and the burden of her husband’s heartbroken neglect. Maybe he’d come to stare at Verralee as he’d done today. Silently. Forlornly.
Maybe.
The judges lowered the crown-lid onto her tank. It slid easily into place, glass and silver threading together like frozen fingers clasped.
Verralee looked through clouded glass as the audience applauded. As they gathered purses, jackets, hats, and filed out of the hall. As her parents approached, their footsteps inaudible. Black hair wreathed her head, tangled seastrands that caught her kin in its web. She saw her parents, distorted, through the lather of her exhalations. They looked to her like happy, irrelevant dreams, caught and preserved in bubbles from her past. One by one they popped, disappeared, returned to the world from whence such dreams came. She watched the bluebird quiver as Kaylene slowly left, cheeks shining with tears, trailing an ink-smudge of useless advice. In response, Verralee flapped her tail, turned a somersault. As a choir of bettas taught her their flooded songs, she bid her land family a water-winged farewell.
Spun another somersault, and they were gone.
Broken glass and fishwater had been mopped up to let the stage’s wooden boards dry. Drained tanks had been wheeled away, loaded onto trucks. One only remained, on display for an empty auditorium. Filled to the brim, dusted with a sprinkling of bloodworms in case of hunger, the winner’s vessel sat and waited for morning. The stage lights had dimmed, singling her out, but Miss Tapekwa County was not alone.
A transparent, crimson-finned mermaid had appeared right in front of her!
She turned a gleeful forward roll.
So did the mermaid!
Pretty, the pageant queen thought, waving at the glass.
The glass waved back.
So pretty, she giggled, sidling up to her own reflection.
The strange mermaid’s smile, when it came, was honest azure.
A lovely, forgetful shade of blue.



Urchins, While Swimming
Catherynne M. Valente
On the third day the ardent hermit
Was sitting by the shore, in love,
Awaiting the enticing mermaid,
As shade was lying on the grove.
Dark ceded to the sun’s emergence;
By then the monk had disappeared,
No one knew where, and only urchins,
While swimming, saw a hoary beard.
—Aleksandr Pushkin, Rusalka, 1819
I: Snail Into Shell
Rybka, you have to wake up.
At night she always called me rybka. At night, when she shook me awake in my thin bed and the dirt-smeared window was a sieve for the light of the bone-picked stars, she whispered and stroked my temples and said: rybka, rybka, wake up, you have to wake up. I would rub my eyes and with heavy limbs hunch to the edge of the grayed mattress, hang my head over the side. She would be waiting with a big copper kettle, a porcelain basin, the best and most beautiful of the few things we owned. She would be waiting, and while I looked up at the stars through a scrim of window-mud and window-ice, she would wet my hair.
She was my mother, she was kind, the water was always warm. The kettle poured its steaming stream over my scalp, that old water like sleep spreading over my long black hair. Her hands were so sure, and she wet every strand—she did not wash it, understand, only pulled and combed the slightly yellow water from our creaking faucet through my tangles.
Rybka, I’m sorry, poor darling. I’m so sorry. Go back to sleep. And she would coil my slippery hair on the pillow like loose rope on the deck of a ship, and she would sing to me until I was asleep again, and her voice was like stones falling into a deep lake:
Bayu,
bayushki bayu
Ne lozhisya na krayu
Pridet serenkiy volchok
Y ukusit za bochek
In the morning, she called me always by my name, Kseniya, and her eyes would be worry-wrinkled—and her hair would be wet, too. While she scraped a pale, translucent sliver of precious butter over rough, hard-crusted bread, I would draw a bath, filling the high-sided tub to its bright brim. We ate our breakfast slick-haired in the nearly warm water, curled into each other’s bodies, snail into shell, while the bath sloshed over onto the kitchen floor, which was also the living room floor and the bathroom floor and my mother’s bedroom floor—she gave me the little closet, which served as a second room.
In the evening, if we had meat, she would fry it slowly and we would savor the smell together, to make the meal last. If we did not, she would tell me a story about a princess who had a bowl which was never empty of sweet, roasted chickens while I slurped a thin soup of cabbage and pulpy pumpkin and saved bathwater. Sometimes, when my mother spoke low and gentle over the green soup, it tasted like birds with browned, sizzling skin. All day, she sponged my head, the trickle ticklish as sweat. The back of my dress clung slimy to my skin.
Before bed, she would pass my head under the faucet, the cold water splashing on my scalp like a slap. And then the waking, always the waking, and hour or two past midnight.
Rybka, I’m sorry, you have to wake up.
My childhood was a world of wetness, and I loved the smell of my mother’s ever-dripping hair.
One night, she did not come to wet my hair. I woke up myself, my body wound like a clock by years of kettles and basins. The stars were salt-crystals floating in the window’s mire. I crept out of my room and across the freezing floor like the surface of a winter lake. My mother lay in her bed, her back turned to the night.
Her hair was dry.
It was yellowy-brown, the color of old nut-husks—I was shocked. I had never seen it un-darkened by water. I touched it and she did not move. I turned her face to me and it did not move against my hand, or murmur to me to go back to sleep, or call me rybka—water dribbled out of her mouth and onto the blankets. Her eyes were dark and shallow.
Mama, you have to wake up.
I soaked up the water with the edge of the bedsheet. I pulled her to me; more water fell from her.
Mamochka, I’m sorry, you have to wake up.
Her head sagged against my arm. I didn’t cry, but drew a bath in the dark, feeling the water for a ghost of warmth in the stream. It was hard—I was always so thin and small, then!—but I pulled my mother from her bed and got her into the tub, though the water splashed and my arms ached and she did not move, she did not move as I dragged her across the cold floor, she did not move as I pushed her over the lip of the bath. She floated there, and I pulled the water through her hair until it was black again, but her eyes did not swim up out of themselves. I peeled off my nightgown, soaked with her mouth-water, and climbed in after her, curling into her body as we always did, snail into shell. Her skin was clammy and thick against my cheek.
Ryba, wake up. It’s time to wet my hair.
There was no sound but the tinkling ripple of water and the stars dripping through the window-sieve. I closed my mother’s eyes and tucked my head up under her chin. I pulled her arms around me like blankets. And I sang to her, while the bath beaded on her skin, slowly blooming blue.
Bayu,
bayushki bayu
Ne lozhisya na krayu
Pridet serenkiy volchok
Y ukusit za bochek
II: The Ardent Hermit
I met Artyom at university, where I combed my hair into a tight braid so that it would hold its moisture through anatomy lectures, pharmacopeial lectures, stitching and bone-setting demonstrations. At lunch I would wait until all the others had gone, and put my head under the spotless bathroom sink. Pristine, colorless water rushed over my brow like a comforting hand.
There were no details worth recounting: I tutored him in tumors and growths, one of the many ways I kept myself in copper kettles and cabbage soup. This is not important. How do we begin to remember? One day he was not there, the next day his laugh was a constant crow on my shoulder. One day I did not love a man named Artyom, the next day I loved him, and between the two days there is nothing but air.
Artyom ate the same thing every day: smoked fish, black bread, blueberries folded in a pale green handkerchief. He wore the spectacles of a man twice his age, and his hair was yellowy-brown. He had a thin little beard, a large nose and kept his tie very neatly. He once shared his lunch with me: I found the blueberries sour, too soft.
“When I was a girl,” I said slowly, “there were no blueberries where we lived, and we would not have been able to buy them if there were. Instead I ate pumpkin, to keep parasites from chewing my belly into a honeycomb after the war. I ate pumpkin until I could not stand the sight of it, the dusty wet smell of it. I think I am too old, now, to love blueberries, and too old to see pumpkins and not think of worms.”
Artyom blinked at me. His book lay open to a cross-section of the thyroid, the green wind off of the Neva rifling through the pages and the damp tail of my braid. He took back his blueberries.
When there was snow on the dome of St. Isaac’s and the hooves of the Bronze Horseman were shoed in ice, he lay beside me on his own thin mattress and clumsily poured out the water of his tin kettle over my hair, catching the runoff in an old iron pot.
“You have to wake me in the night, Artyom. It is important. Do you promise to remember?”
“Of course, Ksyusha, but why? This is silly, and you will get my bed all wet.”
I propped myself up on one elbow, the river-waves of my hair tumbling over one bare breast, a trickle winding its way from skin to linen. “If I can trust you to do this thing for me, then I can love you. Is that not reason enough?”
“If you can trust me to do this thing, then you can trust me to know why it must be done. Does that not seem obvious?”
He was so sweet then, with his thin chest and his clean fingernails. His woolen socks and his over-sugared tea. The sharp inward curve of his hip. I told him—why should I not? Steam rose from my scalp and he stroked my calves while I told him about my mother, how she was called Vodzimira, and how when she was young she lived in a little village in the Urals before the war and loved a seminary student with thick eyebrows named Yefrem, how she crushed thirteen yellow oxlips with her body when he laid her down under the larch trees.
Mira, Mira, he said to her then, I will never forget how the light looks on your stomach in this moment, the light through the larch leaves and the birch branches. It looks like water, as though you are a little brook into which I am always falling, always falling.
And my mother put her arms around his neck and whispered his name over and over into the collar of his shirt: Yefrem, Yefrem. She watched a moth land on his black woolen coat and rub its slender brown legs together, and she winced as her body opened for the first time. She watched the moth until the pain went away, and I suppose she thought then that she would be happy enough in a house built of Yefrem and his wool and his shirts, and his larches and his light.
But when she came to his school and put her hands over her belly, when she told him under a gray sky and droning bronze bells that she was already three months along, and would he see about a priest so that her child might have a name, he just smiled thinly and told her that he did not want a house built of Vodzimira and her water and her stomach, that he wanted only a house of God and some few angels with feet of glass, and that she was not to come to his school any longer. He did not want to be suspected of interfering with local girls.
My mother was alone, and her despair walked alongside her like a little black-haired girl with gleaming shoes. She could not tell her father or her own mother, she could not tell her brothers. She could think of no one she could tell who would love her still when the telling was done. So she went into the forest again, into the larches and the birches and the moths and the light, and in a little lake which reflected bare branches, she drowned herself without another word to anyone.
I swallowed and continued hoarsely. “When my mother opened her eyes again, it was very dark, and there were stars in the sky like drops of rain, and she saw them from under the water of the little lake. She was in the lake and the lake was in her and her fingers spread out under the water until there was nothing but the water and her, spanning shore to shore, and she moved in it, in herself, like a little tide. She had me there, under the slow ripples, in the dark, and the silver fish were her midwives.”
I twisted the ends of my hair. A little water seeped out onto my knuckles.
Artyom looked at me very seriously. “You’re talking about rusalki.”
I shrugged, not meeting his gaze. “She didn’t expect it. She certainly didn’t think her child would go into the lake with her. When I was born, I swam as happily as a little turtle, and breathed the water, and as if by instinct beckoned wandering men with tiny, impish fingers. But she didn’t want that for me. She didn’t even want it for herself—she pressed her instinct down in her viciously, like a stone crushing a bird’s skull. She brought me to the city, and she worked in laundries, her hands deep in soapy water every day, so that I would have something other than a lonely lake and skeletons.” I picked at the threads of the mattress, refusing to look up, to see his disbelief. “But we had to stay wet, you know. It is hard in the city, there are so many things to dry you out. Especially at night, with the cold wind blowing across your scalp, through the holes in the walls. And even in the summer, the pillow drinks up your hair.”
Artyom looked at me with pale green eyes, the color of lichen in the high mountains, and I broke from his gaze. He scratched his head and laughed a little. I did not laugh.
“My mother died when I was very young, you know. I have thought about it many times, since. And I think that, after awhile, she was just so tired, so tired, and a person, even a rusalka, can only wake herself up so many times before she only wants to sleep, sleep a little while longer, before she is just so tired that one day she forgets to wake up and her hair dries out and her little girl finds her with brown hair instead of black, and no amount of water will wake her up anymore.”
My hands were pale and shaking as dead grass. I tried to pull away from him and draw my knees up to my chest—of course he did not believe me, how could I have thought he might? But Artyom took me in his arms and shushed me and stroked my head and told me to hush, of course he would remember to wake me, his poor love, he would wet my hair if I wanted him to, it was nothing, hush, now.
“Call me rybka, when you wake me,” I whispered.
“You are not a rusalka, Kseniya Yefremovna.”
“Nevertheless.”
The frost was thick as fur on the windows when he kissed me awake in the hour-heavy dark, a steaming basin in his hands.
III: By the Shore, in Love
It took exactly seventeen nights, with Artyom constant with his kettle and basin as a nun at prayer over her pale candles, before I slept easily in his arms, deeper than waves.
On the eighteenth night my breath was quick as a darting mayfly on his cheek, and he reached for me as men will do—he reached for me and I was there, dark, new-soaked hair sticking to my breasts, rivulets of water trickling over my stomach. I smiled in the dark, and his face was so kind above me, kind and soft and needful. He closed his eyes—I could see at their edges gentle creases which would one day be a grandfather’s wrinkles. When our lips parted he was shaking, his lip shuddering as though he had just touched a Madonna carved from ice, and I think of all the things I remember about Artyom, it is that little shaking that I recall most clearly, most often.
I was a virgin. Under the shadows of St. Isaac’s and a moon-spattered light like blueberries strewn on the grass I moved over him with more valor than I felt—but one of us had to be brave. He guided me, but his motions were so small and afraid, as though, after all this time, he could not quite understand or believe in what was happening. I felt as though I was an old door, stuck into my frame, and some sun-beaten shoulder jarring me open, smashing against the dusty wood. It hurt, the widening of my bones, the rearrangement of my body, ascending and descending anatomies, sliding aside and aligning into a new thing. Of course it hurt. But there was no blood and I kissed his eyebrows instead of crying. My hair hung around his face like storm-drenched curtains, casting long shadows on his cheekbones.
“Ksyusha,” he said to me, tender and gentle, without mockery, “Ksyusha, I will never forget how the light looks on your stomach in this moment, the light through your hair and the frozen windows. It looks like water, as though you are a little brook into which I am always falling, always falling.”
The bars of the window cut my chest into quarters. He arched his back. I clamped his waist between my thighs. These things are not important—no one act of love is different much in its parts from any other, really. What is important is this: I did not know. I bent over him, meaning to kiss, only meaning to kiss—and I did not know what would happen, I swear it.
The lake came out of me, shuddering and splashing—my mouth opened like a sluice-gate, and a flood of water came shrieking from me, more water than I had ever known, strung with weeds and the skeletons of fish and little stones like sandy jewels.
It tasted like blood.
I choked, my body seized, thrashing rapture-violent, and it gushed harder, streaming from my lips, my hair, my fingertips, my eyes, my eyes, my eyes wept a deluge onto the thin little body of Artyom. The windows caught the jets and drops froze there, hard knots of ice. I screamed and all that came from my throat was more water, more and more and more.
His legs jerked awkwardly and I clutched at him, trying to clear the water and the green stems from his mouth, but already he convulsed under me, spluttering and spitting, reaching out for me from under the growing pool that was our bed, the bubbles of his breath popping in the blue—the bed was a basin and the water steamed and I wet his hair in it, but I did not mean to, I could not close my mouth against it, I could not stop it, I could not move away from him and it came and came and his bones beneath me racked themselves in the mire, the whites of his eyes rolled, and I am sorry, Artyom, I did not know, my mother did not tell me, she told me only to live as best I could, she did not say we drag the lake with us, even into the city, drag it behind us, a drowning shadow shot with green.
I would like to remember that he called out to me, that he called out in faith that I could deliver him, and if I try, I can almost manage it, his voice in my ear like an echo: “Ksyusha!”
But I do not think he did, I think he only gurgled and gasped and coughed and died. I think the strangling weeds just passed over his teeth.
He never tried to push me off of him, he never tried to sit up. His face became still. His lips did not shake. His skin was pale and purpled. The water rippled over his thin little beard as it slowly, slowly as spring thaw, seeped into the mattress and disappeared.
The snow murmured against the glass.
IV: Shell Into Snail
Rybka, you have to wake up.
She rubs her eyes with little pink fingers and turns away from me, towards the wall.
Rybka, I’m sorry, you have to wake up.
She yawns, stretches her legs, and wriggles sleepily towards the edge of the bed. I am waiting, kneeling on the floor with our copper kettle and a glass bowl. I am her mother, I understand the shock of waking, the water is always warm. She stares up through the window-glass at the stars like salt on the skin of a black fish as I pour it over her scalp, clear and clean. I comb it through every strand—her hair is so soft, like leaves. Afterwards, we lie together in the dark, my body curving around hers like a shell onto its snail, our wet hair curling slowly around each other. I sing her back to sleep, and my voice echoes off of the walls and windows, where there is frost and bare branches scraping:
Bayu, bayushki bayu
Ne lozhisya na krayu
Pridet serenkiy volchok
Y ukusit za bochek
Her hair is yellowy-brown under the wet, but damp enough to seem always black, like mine. Her eyes are so green it hurts, sometimes, to look at them, like looking at the sun. She swims very well for her age, and asks always to be taken to the mountains for the holidays. She is too little for coffee, but sneaks sips when I am not looking—she says it tastes like wet earth.
There is money for coffee, and kettles, and birds with browned, sizzling skin. We can see a bright silver scrap of the Neva through our windows, and the gold lights of the Liteyny Bridge. A woman who can set a bone is never hungry. I wash my hands more than anyone on my ward—twelve times a day I thrust my skin under water and breathe relief.
I taught her before she could read how to braid her hair very tightly. In the morning I will call her Sofiya and put a little red cup full of blueberries floating in cream in front of her, and she will tell me that after the kettle, she dreamed again of the man with the thin little beard and the big nose who sits on the side of a lake and shares his lunch with her. He has larch leaves in his lap, she will say, and he tells her she is pretty, and he calls her rybka, too. His beard prickles her cheek when he holds her. I will pull my coffee away from her creeping fingers and smile as well as I am able. She will eat her blueberries slowly, savoring them, removing the purple skin with her tongue before chewing the greenish fruit. I will draw us a bath.
But now, under the stars pricking the window-frost like sewing needles, I hold her against me, her wet eyelashes sticking together, her little breath quick and even. I decide I will take her to the mountains. I decide I will not.
Rybka, poor darling, I’m sorry, go back to sleep.
I wind her hair around my fingers; little drops like tears squeeze out, roll over my knuckles.
We are as happy as we may be, as happy as winters with ice on the stairs and coats which seem to always need patching and wet hair that freezes against our shoulders and the memory of still eyelids under water may leave us.
I am not tired yet.



Magritte’s Secret Agent
Tanith Lee
You asked me about it before, didn’t you, the picture. And I never told you. But tonight, tonight I think I will. Why not? The wine was very nice, and there’s still the other bottle. The autumn dusk is warm, clear and beautiful, and the stars are blazing over the bay. It’s so quiet, when the tide starts to come back, we’ll hear it. You’re absolutely right, I’m obsessive about the sea. And that picture, the Magritte.
Of course, it’s a print, nothing more, though that was quite difficult to obtain. I saw it first in a book, when I was eighteen or so. I felt a strangeness about it even then. Naturally, most of Magritte is bizarre. If you respond to him, you get special sensations, special inner stirrings over any or all of what he did, regardless even of whether you care for it or not. But this one—this one. . . . He had a sort of game whereby he’d often call a picture by a name that had no connection—or no apparent connection—with its subject matter. The idea, I believe, was to throw our prior conception. I mean, generally you’re told you’re looking at a picture called Basket of Apples, and it’s apples in a basket. But Magritte calls a painting The Pleasure Principle, and it’s a man with a kind of white nova taking place where his head should be. Except that makes a sort of sense, doesn’t it? Think of orgasm, for example, or someone who’s crazy over Prokofiev, listening to the third piano concerto. This picture, though. It’s called The Secret Agent.
It’s one of the strangest pictures in the world to me, partly because it’s beautiful and it shocks, but the shock doesn’t depend on revulsion or fear. There’s another one, a real stinger—a fish lying on a beach, but it has the loins and legs of a girl: a mermaid, but inverted. That has shock value all right, but it’s different. This one . . . The head, neck, breast of a white horse, which is also a chess piece, which is also a girl. A girl’s eyes, and hair that’s a mane, and yet still hair. And she—it—is lovely. She’s in a room by a window that faces out over heathland under a crescent moon, but she doesn’t look at it. There are a few of the inevitable Magritte tricks—for example, the curtain hanging outside the window-frame, instead of in, that type of thing. But there’s also this other thing. I don’t know how I can quite explain it. I think I sensed it from the first, or maybe I only read it into the picture afterwards. Or it’s just the idea of white horses and the foam that comes in on a breaker: white horses, or mythological kelpies that can take the shape of a horse. Somehow, the window ought to show the sea, and it doesn’t. It shows the land under the horned moon, not a trace of water anywhere. And her face that’s a woman’s, even though it’s the face of a chess-piece horse. And the title. The Secret Agent, which maybe isn’t meant to mean anything. And yet—sometimes I wonder if Magritte—if he ever—
I was about twenty-three at the time, and it was before I’d got anything settled, my life, my ambitions, anything. I was rooming with a nominative aunt about five miles along the coast from here, at Ship Bay. I’d come out of art school without much hope of a job, and was using up my time working behind a lingerie counter in the local chain store, which, if you’re female, is where any sort of diploma frequently gets you. I sorted packets of bras, stopped little kids putting the frilly knickers on their heads, and averted my eyes from gargantuan ladies who were jamming themselves into cubicles, corsets, and complementary heart attack in that order.
Thursday was cinema day at the Bay, when the movie palace showed its big matinée of the week. I don’t know if there truly is a link between buyers of body linen and the matinée performance, but from two to four-thirty on Thursday afternoons, you could count visitors to our department on two or less fingers.
A slender girl named Jill, ostentatiously braless, was haughtily pricing B cups for those of us unlucky enough to require them. I was refolding trays of black lace slips; thinking about my own black, but quite laceless, depression, when sounds along the carpet told me one of our one or two non-film-buff customers had arrived. There was something a little odd about the sounds. Since Jill was trapped at the counter by her pricing activities, I felt safe to turn and look.
I got the guilty, nervous, flinching-away reaction one tends to on sight of a wheelchair. An oh-God-I-mustn’t-let-them-think-I’m-staring feeling. Plus, of course, the unworthy survival trait which manifests in the urge to stay uninvolved with anything that might need help, embarrass, or take time. Actually there was someone with the wheelchair, who had guided it to a stop. An escort normally makes it worse, since it implies total dependence. I was already looking away before I saw. Let’s face it, what you do see is usually fairly bad. Paralysis, imbecility, encroaching death. I do know I’m most filthily in the wrong, and I thank God there are others who can think differently than I do.
You know how when you’re glancing from one thing to another, a sudden light, or color, or movement snags the eye somewhere in between—you look away then irresistibly back again. The visual center has registered something ahead of the brain, and the message got through so many seconds late. This is what happened as I glanced hurriedly aside from the wheelchair. I didn’t know what had registered to make me look back, but I did. Then I found out.
In the chair was a young man—a boy—he looked about twenty. He was focusing somewhere ahead, or not focusing, it was a sort of blind look, but somehow there was no doubt he could see, or that he could think. The eyes are frequently the big giveaway when something has gone physically wrong.
His eyes were clear, large, utterly contained, containing, like two cool cisterns. I didn’t even see the color of them, the construction and the content struck me so forcibly. Rather than an un-seeing look, it was seeing-through—to something, somewhere, else. He had fair hair, a lot of it, and shining. The skin of his face had the sort of marvelous pale texture most men shave off when they rip the first razor blade through their stubble and the second upper dermis goes with it forever. He was slim, and if he had been standing, would have been tall. He had a rug over his knees like a geriatric. But his legs were long. You see I’ve described him as analytically as I can, both his appearance and my reply to it. What it comes to is, he was beautiful. I fell in love with him, not in the carnal sense, but aesthetically, artistically. Dramatically. The fact that a woman was wheeling him about helplessly, into a situation of women’s underwear, made him also pathetic in the terms of pathos. He preserved a remote dignity even through this. Or not really; he was simply far away, not here at all.
The woman herself was just a woman. Stoutish, fawnish. I couldn’t take her in. She was saying to Jill: “Should have been ready. I don’t know why you don’t deliver any more like you used to.”
And Jill was saying: “I’m sorry, maa-dum, we don’t deliver things like this.”
It was the sort of utterly futile conversation, redolent of dull sullen frustration on both sides, so common at shop counters everywhere. I wondered if Jill had noticed the young man, but she didn’t seem to have done. She usually reacted swiftly to anything youngish and male and platitudinously in trousers, but presumably only when trousers included locomotive limbs inside them.
“Well, I can’t stop,” said the woman. She had a vague indeterminate Ship Bay accent, flat as the sands. “I really thought it would be ready by now.”
“I’m sorry, maa-dum.”
“I can’t keep coming in. I haven’t the time.”
Jill stood and looked at her.
I felt blood swarm through my heart and head, which meant I was about to enter the arena, cease my purely observational role.
“Perhaps we could take the lady’s name and phone number,” I said, walking over to the counter. “We could call her when her purchase arrives.”
Jill glowered at me. This offer was a last resort, generally employed to placate only when a customer produced a carving knife.
I found a paper bag and a pen and waited. When the woman didn’t speak, I looked up. I was in first gear, unbalanced, and working hard to disguise it. So I still didn’t see her, just a shape where her face was, the shadowy gleam of metal extending away from her hands, the more shattering gleam of his gilded bronze hair. (Did she wash it for him? Maybe he had simply broken his ankle or his knee. Maybe he was no longer there.)
I strove in vain toward the muddy aura of the woman. And she wouldn’t meet me.
“If you’d just let me have your name,” I said brightly, trying to enunciate like Olivier, which I do at my most desperate.
“There’s no phone,” she said. She could have been detailing a universal human condition.
“Well . . . ” I was offhand “ . . . your address. We could probably drop you a card or something.” Jill made a noise, but couldn’t summon the energy to tell us such a thing was never done. (Yes, he was still there. Perfectly still; perfect, still, a glimpse of long fingers lying on the rug.)
“Besmouth,” said the woman, grudging me.
It was a silly name. It sounded like an antacid stomach preparation. What was he called, then: Billy Besmouth? Bonny Billy Besmouth, born broken, bundled babylike, bumped bodily by brassieres—
“I’m sorry?” She’d told me the address and I’d missed it. No, I hadn’t, I’d written it down.
“Nineteen, Sea View Terrace, The Rise.”
“Oh yes. Just checking. Thank you.”
The woman seemed to guess suddenly it was all a charade. She eased the brake off the chair and wheeled it abruptly away from us.
“What did you do that for?” said Jill. “We don’t send cards. What do you think we aar?”
I refrained from telling her. I asked instead what the woman had ordered. Jill showed me the book, it was one of a batlike collection of nylon-fur dressing gowns, in cherry red.
At four-thirty, ten women and a male frillies-freak came in. By five-forty when I left the store, I should have forgotten about Bonny Billy Besmouth, the wheelchair, the vellum skin, the eyes.
That evening I walked along the sands. It was autumn, getting chilly, but the afterglow lingered, and the sky above the town was made of green porcelain. The sea came in, scalloped, darkening, and streaked by the neons off the pier, till whooping untrustworthy voices along the shore drove me back to the promenade. When I was a kid: you could have strolled safely all night by the water. Or does it only seem that way? Once, when I was eight, I walked straight into the sea, and had to be dragged out, screaming at the scald of salt in my sinuses. I never managed to swim. It was as if I expected to know how without ever learning, as a fish does, and when I failed, gave up in despair.
You could see The Rise from the promenade, a humped back flung up from the south side of the bay, with its terraced streets clinging onto it. He was up there somewhere. Not somewhere: 19, Sea View. Banal. I could walk it in half an hour, I went home and ate banal sausages, and watched banal TV.
On Saturday a box of furry bat-gowns came in, and one of them was cherry red.
“Look at this,” I said to Jill.
She looked, as if into an open grave.
“Yes. Orrful.”
“Don’t you remember?”
Jill didn’t remember.
Angela, who ran the department, was hungover from the night before, and was, besides, waiting for her extramarital relationship to call her. I showed her the dressing gown and she winced.
“If she’s not on the phone, she’s had it.”
“I could drop it in to her,” I lied ably. “I’m going to meet someone up on The Rise, at the pub. It isn’t any trouble to me, and she has a crippled son.”
“Poor cow,” said Angela. She was touched by pity. Angela always struck me as a kind of Chaucerian character—fun-loving, warm-hearted, raucously glamorous. She was, besides, making almost as much a mess of her life as I was of mine, with a head start on me of about ten years.
She organized everything, and the department did me the great favor of allowing me to become its errand-person. I suppose if the goods had been wild-silk erotica, I might not have been allowed to take them from the building at all. But who was going to steal a bat-gown?
“You aar stew-pid,” said Jill. “You should never volunteer to do anything like that. They’ll have you at it all the time now.”
At half past six, for Saturday was the store’s late closing, I took the carrier and went out into the night, with my heart beating in slow hard concussions I didn’t know why, or properly what I was doing. The air smelled alcoholically of sea and frost.
I got on the yellow bus that went through The Rise.
I left the bus near the pub, whose broad lights followed me away down the slanting street. I imagined varieties of normal people in it, drinking gins and beers and low-calorie cola. Behind the windows of the houses, I imagined dinners, TV arguments. It had started to rain. What was I doing here? What did I anticipate? (He opened the door, leaning on a crutch, last summer’s tennis racket tucked predictably under the other arm. I stood beside his chair, brushing the incense smoke from him, in a long queue at Lourdes.) I thought about his unspeaking farawayness. Maybe he wasn’t crippled, but autistic. I could have been wrong about those strange containing eyes. Anyway, she’d just look at me, grab the bag, shut the door. She had paid for the garment months ago, when she ordered it. I just had to give her the goods, collect her receipt. Afterwards, I’d go home, or at least to the place where I lived. I wouldn’t even see him. And then what? Nothing.
Sea View curved right around the bottom of The Rise. Behind its railing, the cliff lurched forward into the night and tumbled on the sea. Number 19 was the farthest house down, the last in the terrace. An odd curly little alley ran off to the side of it, leading along the downslope of the cliff and out of sight, probably to the beach. The sound of the tide, coupled with the rain, was savage, close, and immensely wet.
I pushed through the gate and walked up the short path. A dim illumination came from the glass panels of the door. There was no bell, just a knocker. I knocked, and waited like the traveler in the poem. Like him, it didn’t seem I was going to get an answer. An even more wretched end to my escapade than I had foreseen. I hadn’t considered the possibility of absence. Somehow I’d got the notion Mrs. Besmouth—Mrs. Antacid—seldom went out. It must be difficult, with him the way he was, whichever way that happened to be. So, why did I want to get caught up in it?
A minute more, and I turned with a feeling of letdown and relief. I was halfway along the path when the front door opened.
“Hi, you,” she said.
At this uninviting salute, I looked back. I didn’t recognize her, because I hadn’t properly been able to see her on the previous occasion. A frizz of fawn hair, outlined by the inner light, stood round her head like a martyr’s crown. She was clad in a fiery apron.
“Mrs. Besmouth.” I went towards her, extending the carrier bag like meat offered to a wild dog.
“Besmouth, that’s right. What is it?” She didn’t know me at all.
I said the name of the store, a password, but she only blinked.
“You came in about your dressing gown, but it hadn’t arrived. It came today. I’ve got it here.”
She looked at the bag.
“All right,” she said. “What’s the delivery charge?”
“No charge. I just thought I’d drop it in to you.”
She went on looking at the bag. The rain went on falling.
“You live round here?” she demanded.
“No. The other end of the bay, actually.”
“Long way for you to come,” she said accusingly.
“Well . . . I had to come up to The Rise tonight. And it seemed a shame, the way you came in and just missed the delivery. Here, do take it, or the rain may get in the bag.”
She extended her hand and took the carrier.
“It was kind of you,” she said. Her voice was full of dislike because I’d forced her into a show of gratitude. “People don’t usually bother nowadays.”
“No, I know. But you said you hadn’t got time to keep coming back, and I could see that, with—with your son—”
“Son,” she interrupted. “So you know he’s my son, do you?”
I felt hot with embarrassed fear.
“Well, whoever—”
“Haven’t you got an umbrella?” she said.
“Er—no—”
“You’re soaked,” she said. I smiled foolishly, and her dislike reached its climax. “You’d better come in a minute.”
“Oh no, really that isn’t—”
She stood aside in the doorway, and I slunk past her into the hall. The door banged to.
I experienced instant claustrophobia and a yearning to run; but it was too late now. The glow was murky, there was a faintly musty smell, not stale exactly, more like the odor of a long-closed box.
“This way.”
We went by the stairs and a shut door, into a small back room, which in turn opened on a kitchen. There was a smokeless coal fire burning in an old brown fireplace. The curtains were drawn, even at the kitchen windows, which I could see through the doorway. A clock ticked, setting the scene as inexorably as in a radio play. It reminded me of my grandmother’s house years before, except that in my grandmother’s house you couldn’t hear the sea. And then it came to me that I couldn’t pick it up here, either. Maybe some freak meander of the cliff blocked off the sound, as it failed to in the street—
I’d been looking for the wheelchair and, seeing it, had relaxed into an awful scared boredom. Then I registered the high-backed dark red chair, set facing the fire. I couldn’t see him, and he was totally silent, yet I knew at once the chair was full of him. A type of electric charge went off under my heart. I felt quite horrible, as if I’d screamed with laughter at a funeral.
“Take your coat off,” said Mrs. Besmouth. I protested feebly, trying not to gaze at the red chair. But she was used to managing those who could not help themselves, and she pulled the garment from me.
“Sit down by the fire. I’m making a pot of tea.”
I wondered why she was doing it, including me, offering her hospitality. She didn’t want to, at least, I didn’t think she did. Maybe she was lonely. There appeared to be no Mr. Besmouth. Those unmistakable spoors of the suburban male were everywhere absent.
To sit on the settee by the fire, I had to go round the chair. As I did so, he came into view. He was just as I recalled, even his position was unaltered, His hands rested loosely and beautifully on his knees. He watched the fire, or something beyond the fire. He was dressed neatly, as he had been in the shop. I wondered if she dressed him in these universal faded jeans, the dark pullover. Nondescript. The fire streamed down his hair and beaded the ends of his lashes.
“Hallo,” I said. I wanted to touch his shoulder quietly, but did not dare.
Immediately as I spoke, she called from her kitchen: “It’s no good talking to him. Just leave him be, he’ll be all right.”
Admonished and intimidated, I sat down. The heavy anger was slow in coming. Whatever was wrong with him, this couldn’t be the answer. My back to the kitchen, my feet still in their plastic boots which let water, I sat and looked at him.
I hadn’t made a mistake. He really was amazing.
How could she have mothered anything like this? The looks must have been on the father’s side. And where had the illness come from? And what was it? Could I ask her, in front of him?
He was so far away, not here in this room at all.
But where was he? He didn’t look—oh God what word would do?—deficient. Leonardo da Vinci, staring through the face of one of his own half-finished, exquisite, lunar Madonnas, staring through at some truth he was still seeking . . . that was the look. Not vacant. Not . . . missing—
She came through with her pot of tea, the cups and sugar and milk.
“This is very kind of you,” I said.
She grunted. She poured the tea in a cup and gave it to me. She had put sugar in, without asking me, and I don’t take sugar. The tea became a strange, alien, sickly brew, drunk for ritual. She poured tea into a mug, sugared it, and took it to the chair. I watched, breathing through my mouth. What would happen?
She took up his hand briskly, and introduced the mug into it. I saw his long fingers grip the handle. His face did not change. With a remote gliding gesture, he brought the mug to his lips. He drank. We both, she and I, looked up, as if at the first man, drinking.
“That’s right,” she said.
She fetched her own cup and sat on the settee beside me, I didn’t like to be so close to her, and yet, we were now placed together, like an audience, before the profile of the red chair, and the young man.
I wanted to question her, ask a hundred things. His name, his age. If we could get him to speak. If he was receiving any treatment, and for what, exactly. How I wanted to know that. It burned in me, my heart hammered, I was braised in racing waves of adrenalin.
But I asked her nothing like that.
You could not ask her these things, or I couldn’t. And he was there, perhaps understanding, the ultimate constraint.
“It’s very cozy here,” I said. She grunted. “But I keep wondering why you can’t hear the sea. Surely—”
“Yes,” she said, “I don’t get much time to go into the town center. What with one thing and another.”
That came over as weird. She belonged to the category of person who would do just that—skip an idea that had no interest for her and pass straight on to something that did. And yet, what was it? She’d been a fraction too fast. But I was well out of my depth, and had been from the start.
“Surely,” I said, “couldn’t the council provide some sort of assistance—a home-help—”
“Don’t want anything like that.”
“But you’d be entitled—”
“I’m entitled to my peace and quiet.”
“Well, yes—”
“Daniel,” she said sharply, “drink your tea. Drink it. It’ll get cold.”
I jumped internally again, and again violently. She’d said his name. Not alliterative after all. Daniel . . . She’d also demonstrated he could hear, and respond to a direct order, for he was raising the mug again, drinking again.
“Now,” she said to me, “if you’ve finished your tea, I’ll have to ask you to go. I’ve his bath to see to, you understand.”
I sat petrified, blurting some sort of apology. My brief brush with the bizarre was over and done. I tried not to visualize, irresistibly, his slim, pale, probably flawless male body, naked in water. He would be utterly helpless, passive, and it frightened me.
I got up.
“Thank you,” I said.
“No, it was good of you to bring the dressing gown.”
I couldn’t meet her eyes, and had not been able to do so at any time.
I wanted at least to say his name, before I went away. But I couldn’t get it to my lips, my tongue wouldn’t form it.
I was out of the room, in my coat, the door was opening. The rain had stopped. There wasn’t even an excuse to linger. I stepped on to the path.
“Oh, well. Goodbye, Mrs. Besmouth.” Her face stayed shut, and then she shut the door too.
I walked quickly along Sea View Terrace, walking without having yet caught up to myself, an automaton. This was naturally an act, to convince Mrs. Antacid, and the unseen watchers in their houses, and the huge dark watcher of the night itself, that I knew precisely where I wanted to go now, and no more time to squander. After about half a minute, self-awareness put me wise, and I stopped dead. Then I did what I really felt compelled to do, still without understanding why. I reversed my direction, walked back along the terrace, and into the curling alley that ran down between Number 19, and the shoulder of the cliff.
I didn’t have very far to go to see the truth of the amorphous thing I had somehow deductively fashioned already in my mind. The back of Number 19, which would normally have looked towards the sea, was enclosed by an enormous brick wall. It was at least fourteen feet high—the topmost windows of the house were barely visible above it, I wondered how the council had been persuaded to permit such a wall. Maybe some consideration of sea-gales had come into it . . . The next door house, I now noticed for the first time, appeared empty, touched by mild dereliction. A humped black tree that looked like a deformed cypress grew in the garden there, a further barrier against open vistas. No lights were visible in either house, even where the preposterous wall allowed a glimpse of them.
I thought about prisons, while the excluded sea roared ferociously at the bottom of the alley.
I walked along the terrace again, and caught the bus home.
Sunday was cold and clear, and I went out with my camera, because there was too much pure-ice wind to sketch. The water was like mercury under colorless sunlight. That evening, Angela had a party to which I had been invited. I drank too much, and a good-looking oaf called Ray mauled me about. I woke on Monday morning with the intense moral shame that results from the knowledge of truly wasted time.
Monday was my free day, or the day on which I performed my personal chores. I was loading the bag ready for the launderette when I remembered—the connection is elusive, but possibly Freudian—that I hadn’t got the prepaid receipt back from Mrs. Besmouth. Not that it would matter too much. Such records tended to be scrappy in Angela’s department. I could leave it, and no one would die.
At eleven-thirty, I was standing by the door of Number 19, the knocker knocked and my heart was in my mouth.
I’ve always been obsessive. It’s brought me some success, and quite a lot of disillusion, not to mention definite hurt. But I’m used to the excitement and trauma of it, and even then I was used to my heart in my mouth, the trembling in my hands, the deep breath I must take before I could speak.
The door opened on this occasion quite quickly. She stood in the pale hard sunlight. I was beginning to learn her face, and its recalcitrant, seldom-varying expression. But she had on a different apron.
“Oh,” she said, “it’s you.”
She’d expected me. She didn’t exactly show it, she hadn’t guessed what my excuse would be. But she’d known, just as l had, that I would come back.
“Look, I’m sorry to bother you,” I said. “I forgot to ask you for the receipt.”
“What receipt?”
“When you paid for the garment, they gave you a receipt. That one.”
“I threw it away,” she said.
“Oh. Oh well, never mind.”
“I don’t want to get you in trouble,”
“No, it’s all right. Really.” I pulled air down into me like the drag of a cigarette, or a reefer. “How’s Daniel today?”
She looked at me, her face unchanging.
“He’s all right.”
“I hoped I hadn’t—well—upset him. By being there,” I said.
“He doesn’t notice,” she said. “He didn’t notice you.”
There was a tiny flash of spite when she said that. It really was there. Because of it, I knew she had fathomed me, perhaps from the beginning. Now was therefore the moment to retreat in good order.
“I was wondering,” I said. “What you told me, that you find it difficult to make the time to get to the town center.”
“I do,” she said.
“I have to go shopping there today. If there’s anything you need I could get you.”
“Oh no,” she said swiftly. “There’s local shops on The Rise.”
“I don’t mind,” I said.
“I can manage.”
“I’d really like to. It’s no bother. For one thing,” I added, “the local shops are all daylight robbers round here, aren’t they?”
She faltered. Part of her wanted to slam the door in my face. The other part was nudging her: Go on, let this stupid girl fetch and carry for you, if she wants to.
“If you want to, there are a few things. I’ll make you out a list.”
“Yes, do.”
“You’d better come in,” she said, just like last time.
I followed her, and she left me to close the door, a sign of submission indeed. As we went into the back room, the adrenalin stopped coming, and I knew he wasn’t there. There was something else, though. The lights were on, and the curtains were drawn across the windows. She saw me looking, but she said nothing. She began to write on a piece of paper.
I wandered to the red chair, and rested my hands on the back of it.
“Daniel’s upstairs,” I said.
“That’s right.”
“But he’s—he’s well.”
“He’s all right. I don’t get him up until dinnertime. He just has to sit anyway, when he’s up.”
“It must be difficult for you, lifting him.”
“I manage. I have to.”
“But—”
“It’s no use going on about home-helps again,” she said. “It’s none of their business.”
She meant mine, of course. I swallowed, and said: “Was it an accident?” I’m rarely so blunt, and when I am, it somehow comes out rougher from disuse. She reacted obscurely, staring at me across the table.
“No, it wasn’t. He’s always been that way. He’s got no strength in his lower limbs, he doesn’t talk, and he doesn’t understand much. His father was at sea, and he went off and left me before Daniel was born. He didn’t marry me, either. So now you know everything, don’t you?”
I took my hand off the chair.
“But somebody should—”
“No, they shouldn’t.”
“Couldn’t he be helped—” I blurted.
“Oh, no,” she said. “So if that’s what you’re after, you can get out now.”
I was beginning to be terrified of her, I couldn’t work it out if Daniel was officially beyond aid, and that’s where her hatred sprang from, or if she had never attempted to have him aided, if she liked or needed or had just reasonlessly decided (God’s Will, My Cross) to let him rot alive. I didn’t ask.
“I think you have a lot to cope with,” I said. “I can give you a hand, if you want it. I’d like to.”
She nodded.
“Here’s the list.”
It was a long list, and after my boast, I’d have to make sure I saved her money on the local shops. She walked into the kitchen and took a box out of a drawer. She came back with a five-pound note I wasn’t sure would be enough.
When I got out of the house, I was coldly sweating. If I had any sense I would now, having stuck myself with it, honorably do her shopping, hand it to her at the door, and get on my way. I wasn’t any kind of a crusader, and, as one of life’s more accomplished actors, even I could see I had blundered into the wrong play.
It was one o’clock before I’d finished her shopping.
My own excursion to the launderette had been passed over, but her fiver had just lasted. The list was quite commonplace; washing powder, jam, flour, kitchen towels . . . I went into the pub opposite the store and had a gin and tonic. Nevertheless, I was shaking with nerves by the time I got back to Number 19. This was the last visit. This was it.
Gusts of white sunlight were blowing over the cliff. It was getting up rough in the bay, and the no-swimming notices had gone up.
She was a long while opening the door. When she did, she looked very odd, yellow-pale and tottery. Not as I’d come to anticipate. She was in her fifties, and suddenly childlike, insubstantial.
“Come in,” she said, and wandered away down the passage.
There’s something unnerving about a big strong persona that abruptly shrinks pale and frail. It duly unnerved me, literally in fact, and my nerves went away. Whatever had happened, I was in command.
I shut the door and followed her into the room. She was on the settee sitting forward. Daniel still wasn’t there. For the first time it occurred to me Daniel might be involved in this collapse, and I said quickly: “Something’s wrong. What is it? Is it Daniel? Is he okay?”
She gave a feeble contemptuous little laugh.
“Daniel’s all right. I just had a bit of an accident. Silly thing, really, but it gave me a bit of a turn for a minute.”
She lifted her left hand in which she was clutching a red and white handkerchief. Then I saw the red pattern was drying blood. I put the shopping on the table and approached cautiously.
“What have you done?”
“Just cut myself. Stupid. I was chopping up some veg for our dinner. Haven’t done a thing like this since I was a girl.”
I winced. Had she slicked her finger off and left it lying among the carrots? No, don’t be a fool. Even she wouldn’t be so quiescent if she had. Or would she?
“Let me see,” I said, putting on my firm and knowledgeable act, which has once or twice kept people from the brink of panic when I was in a worse panic than they were. To my dismay, she let go the handkerchief, and offered me her wound unresistingly.
It wasn’t a pretty cut, but a cut was all it was, though deep enough almost to have touched the bone. I could see from her digital movements that nothing vital had been severed, and fingers will bleed profusely if you hit one of the blood vessels at the top.
“It’s not too bad,” I said. “I can bandage it up for you. Have you got some TCP?”
She told me where the things were in the kitchen, and I went to get them. The lights were still on, the curtains were still drawn. Through the thin plastic of the kitchen drapes I could detect only flat darkness. Maybe the prison wall around the garden kept daylight at bay.
I did a good amateur job on her finger. The bleeding had slackened off.
“I should get a doctor to have a look at it, if you’re worried.”
“I never use doctors,” she predictably said.
“Well, a chemist then.”
“It’ll be all right. You’ve done it nicely. Just a bit of a shock.” Her color was coming back, what she had of it.
“Shall I make you a cup of tea?”
“That’d be nice.”
I returned to the kitchen and put on the kettle.
The tea apparatus sat all together on a tray, as if waiting. I looked at her fawn frizzy head over the settee back, and the soft coal-fire glows disturbing the room. It was always nighttime here, and always nineteen-thirty.
The psychological aspect of her accident hadn’t been lost on me. I supposed, always looking after someone, always independently alone, she’d abruptly given way to the subconscious urge to be in her turn looked after. She’d given me control. It frightened me.
The kettle started to boil, and I arranged the pot. I knew how she’d want her tea, nigrescently stewed and violently sweet. Her head elevated. She was on her feet.
“I’ll just go and check Daniel.”
“I can do that, if you like,” I said before I could hold my tongue.
“That’s all right,” she said. She went out and I heard her go slowly up the stairs. Big and strong, how did she, even so, carry him down them? I made the tea.
I could hear nothing from upstairs. The vegetables lay scattered where she had left them, though the dangerous knife had been put from sight. On an impulse, I pulled aside a handful of kitchen curtain.
I wasn’t surprised at what I saw. Somehow I must have worked it out, though not been aware I had. I let the curtain coil again into place, then carried the tea tray into the room. I set it down, and went to the room’s back window, and methodically inspected that, too. It was identical to the windows of the kitchen, both had been boarded over outside with planks of wood behind the glass. Not a chink of light showed. It must have been one terrific gale that smashed these windows and necessitated such a barricade. Strange the boarding was still there, after she’d had the glass replaced.
I heard her coming down again, but she had given me control, however briefly. I’d caught the unmistakable scent of something that wants to lean, to confess, I was curious, or maybe it was the double gin catching up on me. Curiosity was going to master fear. I stayed looking at the boarding, and let her discover me at it when she came in.
I turned when she didn’t say anything. She simply looked blankly at me, and went to sit on the settee.
“Daniel’s fine,” she said. “He’s got some of his books. Picture books. He can see the pictures, though he can’t read the stories. You can go up and look at him, if you like.”
That was a bribe, I went to the tea and started to pour it, spooning a mountain of sugar in her cup.“You must be expecting a lot of bad weather, Mrs. Besmouth.”
“Oh yes?”
“Yes. The windows.”
I didn’t think she was going to say anything. Then she said: “They’re boarded over upstairs too, on the one side.”
“The side facing out to sea.”
“That’s right.”
“Did you build the wall up, too?”
She said, without a trace of humor: “Oh no. I got a man in to do that.”
I gave her the tea, and she took it, and drank it straight down, and held the cup out to me.
“I could fancy another.”
I repeated the actions with the tea. She took the second cup, but looked at it, not drinking. The clock ticked somnolently. The room felt hot and heavy and peculiarly still, out of place and time and light of sun or moon.
“You don’t like the sea, do you?” I said. I sat on the arm of the red chair, and watched her.
“Not much. Never did. This was my dad’s house. When he died, I kept on here. Nowhere else to go.” She raised her elastoplasteed hand and stared at it. She looked very tired, very flaccid, as if she’d given up. “You know,” she said, “I’d like a drop of something in this. Open that cupboard, will you? There’s a bottle just inside.”
I wondered if she were the proverbial secret drinker, but the bottle was alone, and three quarters full, quite a good whisky.
She drank some of the tea and held the cup so I could ruin the whisky by pouring it in. I poured to the cup’s brim.
“You have one,” she said. She drank, and smacked her lips softly. “You’ve earned it. You’ve been a good little girl.”
I poured the whisky neat into the other tealess cup and drank some, imagining it smiting the gin below with a clash of swords.
“I’ll get merry,” she said desolately. “I didn’t have my dinner. The pie’ll be spoiled I turned the oven out.”
“Shall I get you a sandwich?”
“No. But you can make one for Daniel, if you like.”
“Yes,” I said.
I got up and went into the kitchen. It was a relief to move away from her. Something was happening to Daniel’s mother, something insidious and profound. She was accepting me, drawing me in. I could feel myself sinking in the quagmire.
As I made the sandwich from ingredients I came on more or less at random, she started to talk to me. It was a ramble of things, brought on by the relaxation of spilled blood and liquor, and the fact that there had seldom been anyone to talk to. As I buttered bread, sliced cheese and green cucumber, I learned how she had waited on and borne with a cantankerous father, nursed him, finally seen him off through the door in a box. I learned how she weighed meat behind the butcher’s counter and did home-sewing, and how she had been courted by a plain stodgy young man, a plumber’s assistant, and he was all she could come by in an era when it was essential to come by something. And how eventually he jilted her.
The whisky lay in a little warm pool across the floor of my mind. I began irresistibly to withdraw inside myself, comparing her hopeless life with mine, the deadly job leading nowhere, the loneliness. And all at once I saw a horrid thing, the horrid thing I had brought upon myself. Her position was not hereditary, and might be bestowed. By speaking freely, she was making the first moves. She was offering me, slyly, her mantle. The role of protectress, nurse, and mother to Daniel—
I arranged the sandwich slowly on a plate. There was still time to run away. Lots of time.
“Just walking,” I heard her say. “You didn’t think about it then. Not like now. The sea was right out, and it was dark. I never saw him properly. They’d make a fuss about it now, all right. Rape. You didn’t, then. I was that innocent, I didn’t really know what he was doing. And then he let go and left me. He crawled off. I think he must have run along the edge of the sea, because I heard a splashing. And when the tide started to come in again, I got up and tidied myself, and I walked home.”
I stood quite still in the kitchen, the sandwich on its plate in my hands, wide-eyed, listening.
“I didn’t know I was pregnant, thought I’d eaten something. The doctor put me right. He told me what he thought of me, too. Not in words, exactly, just his manner. Rotten old bugger. I went away to have the baby. Everybody knew, of course. When he was the way he was, they thought it was a punishment. They were like that round here, then. I lived off the allowance, and what I had put by, and I couldn’t manage. And then, I used to steal things, what do you think of that? I never got found out. Just once, this woman stopped me. She said: I think you have a tin of beans in your bag. I had, too, and the bill. What a red face she got. She didn’t tumble to the other things I’d taken and hadn’t paid for. Then I had a windfall. The old man I used to work for, the butcher, he died, and he left me something. That was a real surprise. A few thousand it was. And I put it in the Society, and I draw the interest.”
I walked through into the room. She had had a refill from the bottle and was stirring sugar into it.
“Do you mean Daniel’s father raped you?”
“Course that’s what I mean.”
“And you didn’t know who it was?”
“No.” She drank. She was smiling slightly and licked the sugar off her lips.
“I thought you said he was a sailor.”
“I never. I said he was at sea. That’s what I told people. My husband’s at sea. I bought myself a ring, and gave myself a different name. Besmouth. I saw it on an advertisement. Besmouth’s Cheese Crackers.” She laughed. “At sea,” she repeated. “Or out of it. He was mother naked, and wringing wet. I don’t know where he’d left his clothes. Who’d believe you if you told them that.”
“Shall I take this up to Daniel?” I said.
She looked at me, and I didn’t like her look, all whisky smile.
“Why not,” she said. She swallowed a belch primly. “That’s where you’ve wanted to go all along, isn’t it? ‘How’s Daniel?’ ” she mimicked me in an awful high soppy voice that was supposed to be mine, or mine the way she heard it. “ ‘Is Daniel ookay?’ Couldn’t stop looking at him, could you? Eyes all over him. But you won’t get far. You can strip off and do the dance of the seven veils, and he won’t notice.”
My eyes started to water, a sure sign of revulsion. I felt I couldn’t keep quiet, though my voice (high and soppy?) would tremble when I spoke.
“You’re being very rude. I wanted to help.”
“Ohhh yes,” she said.
“The thing that worries me,” I said, “is the way you coop him up. Don’t you ever try to interest him in anything?” She laughed dirtily, and then did belch, patting her mouth as if in congratulation. “I think Daniel should be seen by a doctor. I’m sure there’s some kind of therapy—”
She drank greedily, not taking an apparent notice of me.
I hurried out, clutching the sandwich plate, and went along the corridor and up the stairs, perching on two wobbly sticks. If I’d stayed with her much longer, I, too, might have lost the use of my lower limbs.
Light came into the hall from the glass in the door, but going up, it grew progressively murkier.
It was a small house, and the landing, when I got to it, was barely wide enough to turn round on.
There was the sort of afterthought of a cramped bathroom old houses have put in—it was to the back, and through the open door, I could see curtains across the windows. They, too, must be boarded, as she had said. And in the bedroom which faced the back. A pathological hatred of the sea, ever since she had been raped into unwanted pregnancy beside it. If it were true . . . Did she hate Daniel, as well? Was that why she kept him as she did, clean, neat, fed, cared for and deliberately devoid of joy, of soul—
There was a crisp little flick of paper, the virtually unmistakable sound of a page turning. It came from the room to my right: the front bedroom. There was a pane of light there too, falling past the angle of the half-closed door. I crossed the door and pushed it wide.
He didn’t glance up, just went on poring over the big slim book spread before him. He was sitting up in bed in spotless blue and white pajamas. I had been beginning to visualize him as a child, but he was a man. He looked like some incredible convalescent prince, or an angel. The cold light from the window made glissandos over his hair. Outside, through the net, was the opposite side of the street, the houses, and the slope of the hill going up with other houses burgeoning on it. You couldn’t even see the cliff. Perhaps this view might be more interesting to him than the sea. People would come and go, cars, dogs.
But there was only weather in the street today, shards of it blowing about. The weather over the sea must be getting quite spectacular.
When she went out, how did she avoid the sea? She couldn’t then, could she? I suddenly had an idea that somehow she had kept Daniel at all times from the sight of the water. I imagined him, a sad, subnormal, beautiful little boy, sitting with his discarded toys—if he ever had any—on the floor of this house.
And outside, five minutes’ walk away, the sand, the waves, the wind.
The room was warm, from a small electric heater fixed up in the wall, above his reach. Not even weather in this room.
He hadn’t glanced up at me, though I’d come to the bedside, he just continued gazing at the book. It was a child’s book, of course. It showed a princess leaning down from a tower with a pointed roof, and a knight below, not half so handsome as Daniel.
“I’ve brought you some lunch,” I said. I felt self-conscious, vaguely ashamed, his mother drunk in the room downstairs and her secrets in my possession. How wonderful to look at the rapist must have been. Crawled away, she had said. Maybe he too—
“Daniel,” I said. I removed the book gently from his grasp, and put the plate there instead.
How much of what she said to me about my own motives was actually the truth? There were just about a million things I wouldn’t want to do for him, my aversion amounting to a phobia, to a state not of wouldn’t but couldn’t. Nor could I cope with this endless silent non-reaction. I’d try to make him react, I was trying to now. And maybe that was wrong, unkind—
Maybe I disliked and feared men so much I’d carried the theories of de Beauvoir and her like to an ultimate conclusion. I could only love what was male if it was also powerless, impotent, virtually inanimate. Not even love it. Be perversely aroused by it. The rape principle in reverse.
He wasn’t eating, so I bent down, and peered into his face, and for the first time, I think he saw me.
His luminous eyes moved, and fixed on mine. They didn’t seem completely focused, even so. But meeting them, I was conscious of a strange irony. Those eyes, which perhaps had never looked at the sea, held the sea inside them. Were the sea.
I shook myself mentally, remembering the whisky plummeting on the gin.
“Eat, Daniel,” I said softly.
He grasped the sandwich plate with great serenity.
He went on meeting my eyes, and mine, of course, filled abruptly and painfully with tears. Psychological symbolism: salt water.
I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked his hair.
It felt like silk, as I’d known it would. His skin was so clear, the pores so astringently closed, that it was like a sort of silk, too. It didn’t appear as if he had ever, so far, had to be shaved. Thank God, I didn’t like the thought of her round him with a razor blade. I could even picture her producing her father’s old cutthroat from somewhere, and doing just that with it, another accident, with Daniel’s neck.
You see my impulse, however. I didn’t even attempt to deal with the hard practicality of supporting such a person as Daniel really was. I should have persuaded or coerced him to eat. Instead I sat and held him. He didn’t respond, but he was quite relaxed. Something was going through my brain about supplying him with emotional food, affection, physical security, something she’d consistently omitted from his diet. I was trying to make life and human passion soak into him. To that height I aspired, and, viewed another way, to that depth I’d sunk.
I don’t know when I’d have grown embarrassed, or bored, or merely too fired and cramped to go on perching there, maintaining my sentimental contact with him. I didn’t have to make the decision. She walked in through the door and made it for me.
“Eat your sandwich, Daniel,” she said as she entered.
I hadn’t heard her approach on this occasion, and I jerked away. Guilt, presumably. Some kind of guilt.
But she ignored me and bore down on him from the bed’s other side. She took his hand and put it down smack on the bread. “Eat up,” she said. It was macabrely funny, somehow pure slapstick. But he immediately lifted the sandwich to his mouth. Presumably he’d recognized it as food by touch, but not sight.
She wasn’t tight anymore. It had gone through her and away, like her dark tea through its strainer.
“I expect you want to get along,” she said.
She was her old self, indeed. Graceless courtesies, platitudes. She might have told me nothing, accused me of nothing. We had been rifling each other’s ids, but now it was done, and might never have been. I didn’t have enough fight left in me to try to rip the renewed facade away again. And besides, I doubt if I could have.
So I got along. What else?
Before I went back to my room, I stood on the promenade awhile, looking out to sea. It was in vast upheaval, coming in against the cliffs like breaking glasses, and with a sound of torn atmosphere. Like a monstrous beast it ravened on the shore. A stupendous force seemed trying to burst from it, like anger, or love, or grief, orchestrated by Shostakovich, and cunningly lit by an obscured blind sun.
I wished Daniel could have seen it. I couldn’t imagine he would remain unmoved, though all about me people were scurrying to and fro, not sparing a glance.
When I reached my nominative aunt’s, the voice of a dismal news broadcast drummed through the house, and the odor of fried fish lurked like a ghost on the stairs.
The next day was Tuesday, and I went to work.
I dreamed about Daniel a lot during the next week. I could never quite recapture the substance of the dreams, their plot, except they were to do with him, and they felt bad. I think they had boarded windows. Perhaps I dreamed she’d killed him, or I had, and the boards became a coffin.
Obviously, I’d come to my senses, or come to avoid my senses. I had told myself the episode was finished with. Brooding about it, I detected only some perverted desire on my side, and a trap from hers. There was no one I could have discussed any of it with.
On Wednesday, a woman in a wheelchair rolled through lingerie on her way to the china department. Dizzy with fright, if it was fright, I watched the omen pass. She, Mrs. Besmouth, could get to me any time. Here I was, vulnerably pinned to my counter like a butterfly on a board. But she didn’t come in. Of course she didn’t.
“Here,” said Jill-sans-bra, “look what you’ve gone and dunn. You’ve priced all these eight-pound slips at six-forty-five.”
I’d sold one at six-forty-five, too.
Thursday arrived, cinema day. A single customer came and went like a breeze from the cold wet street. There was a storm that night. A little ship, beating its way in from Calais, was swept over in the troughs, and there were three men missing, feared drowned. On Friday, a calm dove-gray weather bloomed, and bubbles of lemonade sun lit the bay.
I thought about that window looking on the street.
He should have seen the water, oh, he should have seen it, those bars of shining lead, and the great cool topaz master bar that fell across them. That restless mass where men died and fish sprang. That other land that glowed and moved.
Saturday was pandemonium, as usual. Angela was cheerful. Her husband was in Scotland, and this evening the extramarital relationship was meeting her. Rather than yearn for aloneness together, they apparently deemed two no company at all.
“Come over the pub with us. Jill and Terry’ll be there. And I know Ray will. He asked me if you were coming.”
Viewed sober, a night of drinking followed by the inevitable Chinese nosh-up and the attentions of the writhing Ray, was uninviting. But I, as all pariahs must be, was vaguely grateful for their toleration, vaguely pleased my act of participant was acceptable to them. It was also better than nothing, which was the only alternative.
“It’s nice here,” said Jill, sipping her Bacardi and Coke.
They’d decided to go to a different pub, and I’d suggested the place on The Rise. It had a log fire, and they liked that, and horse-brasses, and they liked sneering at those. Number 19, Sea View Terrace was less than a quarter of a mile away, but they didn’t know about that, and wouldn’t have cared if they had.
Lean, lithe Ray, far too tall for me, turned into a snake every time he flowed down towards me.
It was eight o’clock, and we were on the fourth round. I couldn’t remember the extramarital relationship’s name. Angela apparently couldn’t either; to her he was “darling,” “love,” or in spritely yielding moments, “sir.”
“Where are we going to eat then?” said Ray.
“The Hwong Fews’s ever so nice,” said Jill.
Terry was whispering a dirty joke to Angela, who screamed with laughter. “Listen to this—”
Very occasionally, between the spasms of noise from the bar, you could just hear the soft shattering boom of the ocean.
Angela said the punchline and we all laughed.
We got to the fifth round.
“If you put a bell on,” Ray said to me, “I’ll give you a ring sometime.”
I was starting to withdraw rather than expand, the alternate phase of tipsiness. Drifting back into myself, away from the five people I was with. Out of the crowded public house. Astral projection almost. Now I was on the street.
“You know I could really fancy you,” said Ray.
“You want to watch our Ray,” said Angela.
Jill giggled and her jelly chest wobbled. It was almost nine, and the sixth round. Jill had had an argument with Terry, and her eyes were damp. Terry, uneasy, stared into his beer.
“I think we should go and eat now,” said the extramarital relationship.
“Yes, sir,” said Angela.
“Have a good time,” I said. My voice was slightly slurred. I was surprised by it, and by what I had just vocalized.
“Good time,” joked Angela. “You’re coming, too.”
“Oh, no—didn’t I say? I have to be somewhere else by nine.”
“She just wants an excuse to be alone with me,” said Ray. But he looked as amazed as the rest of them. Did I look amazed, too?
“But where are you going?” Angela demanded. “You said—”
“I’m sorry. I thought I told you. It’s something I have to go to with the woman where I stay. I can’t get out of it. We’re sort of related.”
“Oh, Jesus,” said Ray.
“Oh well, if you can’t get out of it.” Angela stared hard at me through her mascara.
I might be forfeiting my rights to their friendship, which was all I had. And why? To stagger, cross-eyed with vodka, to Daniel’s house. To do and say what? Whatever it was, it was pointless. This had more point. Even Ray could be more use to me than Daniel.
But I couldn’t hold myself in check any longer, I’d had five days of restraint. Vile liquor had let my personal animal out of its cage. What an animal it was. Burning, confident, exhilarated, and sure. If I didn’t know exactly what its plans were, I still knew they would be glorious and great.
“Great,” said Ray. “Well, if she’s going, let’s have another.”
“I think I’ll have a cream sherry,” said Angela. “I feel like a change.”
They had already excluded me, demonstrating I would not be missed. I stood on my feet, which no longer felt like mine.
“Thanks for the drinks,” I said. I tried to look reluctant to be going, and they smiled at me, hardly trying at all, as if seeing me through panes of tinted glass.
It was black outside; where the streetlights hadn’t stained it, the sky looked clear beyond the glare, a vast roof. I walked on water.
Daniel’s mother had been drunk when she told me about the rape. Truth in wine. So this maniac was presumably the true me.
The walk down the slope in the cold brittle air neither sobered me nor increased my inebriation. I simply began to learn how to move without a proper center of balance. When I arrived, I hung on her gate a moment. The hall light mildly suffused the door panels. The upstairs room, which was his, looked dark.
I knocked. I seemed to have knocked on that door thirty times. Fifty. A hundred. Each time, like a clockwork mechanism, Mrs. Besmouth opened it. Hallo, I’ve come to see Daniel. Hallo, I’m drunk, and I’ve come to scare you. I’ve spoken to the police about your son, I’ve said you neglect him. I’ve come to tell you what I think of you. I’ve booked two seats on a plane and I’m taking Daniel to Lourdes. I phoned the Pope, and he’s meeting us there.
The door didn’t open. I knocked twice more, and leaned on the porch, practicing my introductory gambits.
I’m really a famous artist in disguise, and all I want is to paint Daniel. As the young Apollo, I think. Only I couldn’t find a lyre. (Liar.)
Only gradually did it come to me that the door stayed shut, and gave every sign of remaining so. With the inebriate’s hidebound immobility, I found this hard to assimilate. But presently it occurred to me that she might be inside, have guessed the identity of the caller, and was refusing to let me enter.
How long would the vodka stave off the cold? Ages, surely. I saw fur-clad Russians tossing it back neat amid snowdrifts, wolves howling in the background. I laughed sullenly, and knocked once more, I’d just keep on and on, at intervals, until she gave in. Or would she? She’d had over fifty years of fighting, standing firm, being harassed and disappointed. She’d congealed into it, vitrified. I was comparatively new at the game.
After ten minutes, I had a wild and terrifying notion that she might have left a spare key, cliché-fashion, under a flowerpot. I was crouching over my boots, feeling about on the paving round the step for the phantom flowerpot, when I heard a sound I scarcely knew, but instantly identified. Glancing up, I beheld Mrs. Besmouth pushing the wheelchair into position outside her gate.
She had paused, looking at me, as blank as I had ever seen her. Daniel sat in the chair like a wonderful waxwork, or a strangely handsome Guy Fawkes dummy she had been out collecting money with for Firework Night.
She didn’t comment on my posture, neither did I.
I rose and confronted her. From a purely primitive viewpoint, I was between her and refuge.
“I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again,” she said.
“I didn’t think you would, either.”
“What do you want?”
It was, after all, more difficult to dispense with all constraint than the vodka had told me it would be.
“I happened to be up here,” I said.
“You bloody little do-gooder, poking your nose in.”
Her tone was flat. It was another sort of platitude and delivered without any feeling, or spirit.
“I don’t think,” I said, enunciating pedantically, “I’ve ever done any good particularly. And last time, you decided my interest was solely prurient.”
She pushed the gate, leaning over the chair, and I went forward and helped her. I held the gate and she came through, Daniel floating by below.
“You take him out at night,” I said.
“He needs some fresh air.”
“At night, so he won’t see the water properly, if at all. How do you cope when you have to go out in daylight?”
As I said these preposterous things, I was already busy detecting, the local geography fresh in my mind, how such an evasion might be possible. Leave the house, backs to the sea, go up The Rise away from it, come around only at the top of the town where the houses and the blocks of flats exclude any street-level view. Then down into the town center, where the ocean was only a distant surreal smudge in the valley between sky and promenade.
“The sea isn’t anything,” she said, wheeling him along the path, her way to the door clear now. “What’s there to look at?”
“I thought he might like the sea.”
“He doesn’t.”
“Has he ever been shown it?”
She came to the door, and was taking a purse out of her coat pocket. As she fumbled for the key, the wheelchair rested by her, a little to one side of the porch. The brake was off.
The vodka shouted at me to do something. I was slow. It took me five whole seconds before I darted forward, thrust by her, grabbed the handles of the wheelchair, careened it around, and wheeled it madly back up the path and through the gate. She didn’t try to stop me, or even shout, she simply stood there, staring, the key in her hand. She didn’t look nonplussed either—I somehow saw that. I was the startled one. Then I was going fast around the side of Number 19, driving the chair like a cart or a doll’s pram, into the curl of the alley that ran between cliff and wall to the beach. I’m not absolutely certain I remembered a live thing was in the chair. He was so still, so withdrawn. He really could have been some kind of doll.
But the alley was steep, steeper with the pendulum of man and chair and alcohol swinging ahead of me. As I braced against the momentum, I listened. I couldn’t hear her coming after me. When I looked back, the top of the slope stayed empty. How odd.
Instinctively I’d guessed she wouldn’t lunge immediately into pursuit. I think she could have overcome me easily if she’d wanted to. As before, she had given over control of everything to me.
This time, I wasn’t afraid.
Somewhere in the alley, my head suddenly cleared, and all my senses, like a window going up. All that was left of my insanity was a grim, anguished determination not to be prevented, I must achieve the ocean, and that seemed very simple. The waves roared and hummed at me out of the invisible, unlit dark ahead. Walking down the alley was like walking into the primeval mouth of Noah’s Flood.
The cliff rounded off like a castle bastion. The road on the left rose away. A concrete platform and steps went up, then just raw rock, where a hut stood sentinel, purpose unknown. The beach appeared suddenly, a dull gleam of sand. The sea was all part of a black sky, until a soft white bomb of spray exploded out of it.
The street lamps didn’t reach so far, and there were no fun-fair electrics to snag on the water. The sky was fairly clear, but with a thin intermittent race of clouds, and the nearest brightest stars and planets flashed on and off, pale gray and sapphire blue. A young crescent moon, too delicate to be out on such a cold fleeting night, tilted in the air, the only neon, but not even bleaching the sea.
“Look, Daniel,” I murmured. “Look at the water.”
All I could make out was the silken back of his head, the outline of his knees under the rug, the loosely lying artist’s hands.
I’d reached the sand, and it was getting difficult to maneuver the wheelchair. The wheels were sinking. The long heels of my boots were sinking too. A reasonable symbol, maybe.
I thrust the chair on by main force, and heard things grinding as the moist sand became clotted in them.
All at once, the only way I could free my left foot was to pull my boot and leg up with both hands.
When I tried the chair again, it wouldn’t move anymore. I shoved a couple of times, wrenched a couple, but nothing happened and I let go.
We were about ten feet from the ocean’s edge, but the tide was going out, and soon the distance would be greater.
Walking on tiptoe to keep the sink-weight off my boot heels, I went around the chair to investigate Daniel’s reaction. I don’t know what I’d predicted. Something, patently.
But I wasn’t prepared.
You’ve heard the words: sea-change.
Daniel was changing. I don’t mean in any supernatural way. Although it almost was, almost seemed so.
Because he was coming alive.
The change had probably happened in the eyes first of all. Now they were focused. He was looking—really looking, and seeing—at the water. His lips had parted, just slightly. The sea wind was blowing the hair back from his face, and this, too, lent it an aura of movement, animation, as though he was in the bow of a huge ship, her bladed prow cleaving the open sea, far from shore, no land in sight . . . His hands had changed their shape. They were curiously flexed, arched, as if for the galvanic effort of lifting himself.
I crouched beside him, as I had crouched in front of the house searching for the make-believe spare key. I said phrases to him, quite meaningless, about the beauty of the ocean and how he must observe it. Meaningless, because he saw, he knew, he comprehended. There was genius in his face. But that’s an interpretation. I think I’m trying to say possession or atavism.
And all the while the astounding change went on, insidious now, barely explicable, yet continuing, mounting, like a series of waves running in through his blood, dazzling behind his eyes. He was alive—and with something. Yes, I think I do mean atavism. The gods of the sea were rising up in the void and empty spaces of Daniel, as maybe such gods are capable of rising in all of us, if terrified intellect didn’t slam the door.
I knelt in the sand, growing silent, sharing it merely by being there beside him.
Then slowly, like a cinematic camera shot, my gaze detected something in the corner of vision. Automatically, I adjusted the magical camera lens of the eye, the foreground blurring, the distant object springing into its dimensions. Mrs. Besmouth stood several yards off, at the limit of the beach. She seemed to be watching us, engrossed, yet not moving. Her hands were pressed together, rigidly—it resembled that exercise one can perform to tighten the pectoral muscles.
I got to my feet a second time. This time I ran towards her, floundering in the sand, deserting the wheelchair and its occupant, their backs to the shore facing out to sea.
I panted as I ran, from more than the exertion. Her eyes also readjusted themselves as I blundered towards her, following me, but she gave no corresponding movement: a spectator only. As I came right up to her, I lost my footing and grabbed out to steady myself, and it was her arm I almost inadvertently caught. The frantic gesture—the same one I might have used to detain her if she had been running forward—triggered in me a whole series of responses suited to an act of aggression that had not in fact materialized.
“No!” I shouted. “Leave him alone! Don’t you dare take him away. I won’t let you—” and I raised my other hand, slapping at her shoulder ineffectually. I’m no fighter; I respect—or fear—the human body too much. To strike her breast or face would have appalled me. If we had really tussled I think she could have killed me long before my survival reflexes dispensed with my inhibitions.
But she didn’t kill me. She shook me off; I stumbled and I fell on the thick cold cushion of the sand.
“I don’t care what he does,” she said. “Let him do what he wants.” She smiled at me, a knowing scornful smile. “You adopt him. You take care of him. I’ll let you.”
I felt panic, even though I disbelieved her. To this pass we had come, I had brought us, that she could threaten me with such things. Before I could find any words—they would have been inane violent ones—her face lifted, and her eyes went over my head, over the beach, back to the place where I’d left the chair.
She said: “I think I always expected it’d come. I think I always waited for it to happen. I’m sick and tired of it. I get no thanks. All the rest of them. They don’t know when they’re well off. When did I ever have anything? Go on, then. Go on.”
I sat on the ground, for she’d knocked the strength from me. She didn’t care, and I didn’t care.
Someone ought to be with Daniel. Oh God, how were we going to get the wheelchair back across the sand? Perhaps we’d have to abandon it, carry him back between us. I’d have to pay for a new chair. I couldn’t afford it, I—
I had been turning, just my head, and now I could see the wheelchair poised, an incongruous black cutout against the retreating breakers which still swam in and splintered on the lengthening beach. It was like a surrealist painting, I remember thinking that, the lost artifact, sigil of stasis, set by the wild night ocean, sigil of all things metamorphic. If the chair had been on fire, it could have been a Magritte. Initially the movement didn’t register. It seemed part of the insurge and retraction of the waves. A sort of pale glimmer, a gliding. Then the weirdness of it registered with me, and I realized it was Daniel.
Somehow he had slipped from the chair, collapsed forward into the water, and, incredibly, the water was pulling him away with itself, away into the darkness.
I lurched up. I screamed something, a curse or a prayer or his name or nothing at all. I took two riotous running steps before she grasped me. It was a fierce hold, undeniable, made of iron. Oh she was so strong. I should have guessed. She had been lifting and carrying a near grown man for several years.
But I tried to go on rushing to the ocean, like those cartoon characters you see, held back by some article of elastic. And like them, when she wouldn’t let me go, I think I ran on the spot a moment, the sand cascading from under me.
“Daniel—” I cried, “he’s fallen in the water—the tide’s dragging him out—can’t you see—”
“I can see,” she said. “You look, and you’ll see, too.”
And her voice stopped me from moving, just as her grip had stopped my progression. All I could do then was look, so I looked.
We remained there, breathing, our bodies slotted together, like lovers, speechless, watching. We watched until the last pastel glimmer was extinguished. We watched until the sea had run far away into the throat of night. And after that we watched the ribbed sands, the plaster cast the waves forever leave behind them. A few things had been stranded there, pebbles, weed, a broken bottle. But Daniel was gone, gone with the sea. Gone away into the throat of night and water.
“Best move the chair,” she said at last, and let me go.
We walked together and hoisted the vacant wheelchair from the sand. We took it back across the beach, and at the foot of the alley we rested.
“I always knew,” she said then. “I tried to stop it, but then I thought: Why try? What good is it?” Finally she said to me: “Frightened, are you?”
“Yes,” I said, but it was a reflex.
“I’m glad,” she said. “You silly little cow.”
After that we hoisted the chair up the alley, to the gate of Number 19. She took it to the house, and inside, and shut the door without another word.
I walked to the bus stop, and when the lighted golden bus blew like a spaceship from the shadows, I got on it. I went home, or to the place where I lived.
I recall I looked at everything with vague astonishment, but that was all. I didn’t feel what had occurred, didn’t recognize or accept it. That came days later, and when it did I put my fist through one of my nominative aunt’s windows. The impulse came and was gone in a second. It was quite extraordinary. I didn’t know I was going to, I simply did it. My right hand, my painter’s hand. I managed to say I’d tripped and fallen, and everything was a mistake. After the stitches came out, I packed my bags and went inland for a year. It was so physically painful for a while to manipulate a brush or palette knife, it became a discipline, a penance to do it. So I learned. So I became what now I am.
I never saw Mrs. Besmouth again. And no one, of course, ever again saw Daniel.
You see, a secret agent is one who masquerades, one who pretends to be what he or she is not. And, if successful, is indistinguishable from the society, group, or affiliation into which he or she has been infiltrated. In the Magritte painting, you’re shown a disguise, which is that of a human girl, but the actuality also, the creature within. And oddly, while she’s more like a chess-piece horse than any human girl, her essence is of a girl, sheer girl, or rather the sheer feminine principle, don’t you think? Maybe I imagine it.
I heard some rumor or other at the time, just before the window incident. The atrocious Ray was supposed to have laced my drink. With what, I don’t know, nor do I truly credit it. It’s too neat. It accounts for everything too well. But my own explanations then were exotic, to say the least. I became convinced at one point that Daniel had communicated with me telepathically, pleaded, coerced, engineered everything. I’d merely been a tool of his escape, like a file hidden in a cake. His mother had wanted it too. Afraid to let go, trying to let go. Letting go.
Obviously, you think we murdered him, she and I. A helpless, retarded, crippled young man, drowned in Ship Bay one late autumn night, two women standing by in a horrific complicity, watching his satin head go under the black waters, not stirring to save him.
Now I ask myself, I often ask myself, if that’s what took place. Maybe it did. Shall I tell you what I saw? I kept it till the end, coup de grâce, or cherry, whichever you prefer.
It was a dark clear night, with not much illumination, that slender moon, those pulsing stars, a glint of phosphorous, perhaps, gilding the sea. But naked, and so pale, so flawless, his body glowed with its own incandescence, and his hair was water-fire, colorless, and brilliant.
I don’t know how he got free of his clothes. They were in the chair with the rug—jeans, trunks, pullover, shirt—no socks, I remember, and no shoes. I truly don’t think he could walk, but somehow, as he slid forward those three or four yards into the sea, the sight of the waves must have aided him, their hypnotism drawing off his garments, sloughing them like a dead skin.
I saw him, just for a moment. His Apollo’s head, modeled sleek with brine, shone from the breakers.
He made a strong swimmer’s movement. Naturally, many victims of paralysis find sudden coordination of their limbs in the weightless medium of fluid . . . Certainly Daniel was swimming, and certainly his movements were both spontaneous and voluntary.
And now I have the choice as to whether I tell you this or not. It’s not that I’m afraid, or nervous of telling you. I’m not even anxious as to whether or not you believe me. Perhaps I should be. But I shan’t try to convince you. I’ll state it, once. Recollect, the story about Ray and the drinks may be true, or possibly the quirk was only in me, the desire for miracles in my world of Then, where nothing happened, nothing was rich or strange.
For half a minute I saw the shape of a man spearing fishlike through the water. And then came one of those deep lacunas, when the outgoing tide abruptly collects itself, seems to swallow, pauses. And there in the trough, the beautiful leaping of something, white as salt crystal, smoky green as glass. The hair rose on my head, just as they say it does. Not terror, but a feeling so close to it as to be untranslatable—a terror, yet without fear. I saw a shining horse, a stallion, with a mane like opals and unraveling foam, his forefeet raised, heraldic, his belly a craven bow, the curve of the moon, the rest a silken fish, a great greenish sheen of fish, like the tail of a dolphin, but scaled over in a waterfall of liquid armor, like a shower of silver coins. I saw it, and I knew it. And then it was gone.
The woman with me said nothing. She had barricaded her windows, built up her wall against such an advent. And I said nothing because it is a dream we have, haven’t we, the grossest of us, something that with childhood begins to perish; to tear the veil, to see. Just for a moment, a split second in all of life. And the split second was all I had, and it was enough. How could one bear more?
But I sometimes wonder if Magritte, whose pictures are so full of those clear moments of terror, but not fear, moment on moment on moment—I sometimes wonder—
Then again, when you look at the sea, or when I look at it, especially at night, anything at all seems possible.
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