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The three most short-lived traces: the trace of a bird on a branch, the trace of a fish on a pool, and the trace of a man on a woman.


– an Irish triad











I
A Fish on a Pool





 


THE women of this family leaned towards extremes.


All winter they yearned for long, long nights and short precise days; in the summer the sun in the sky for eighteen hours, then a multitude of stars.


They kept their youth – if they survived – well past their childbearing years until, overnight at sixty, they became stiff old ladies. Or conversely, they became stiff old ladies at twenty and lived relentlessly on, unchanged, for six or seven decades.


They inhabited northern latitudes near icy waters. They were plagued by revenants. Men, landscapes, states of mind went away and came back again. Over the years, over the decades. There was always water involved, exaggerated youth or exaggerated age. Afterwards there was absence. That is the way it was for the women of this family. It was part of their destiny.


Esther O’Malley Robertson is the last and the most subdued of the extreme women. She was told a story at twelve that calmed her down and put her in her place. Now, as an old woman, she wants to tell this story to herself and the Great Lake, there being no one to listen. Even had there been an audience of listeners, the wrong questions might have been asked. “How could you possibly know that?” Or, “Do you have proof?” Esther is too mature, has always been too mature, for considerations such as these. The story will take her wherever it wants to go in the next twelve hours, and that is all that matters; this and the knowledge that for one last night she will remain beside the icy, receptive waters of the Great Lake.


She paints a landscape in her mind, a landscape she has never seen. Everything began in 1842, she remembers her grandmother Eileen telling her, on the island of Rathlin which lies off the most northern coast of Ireland. Esther allows rocks, sea, to form in her imagination. There would be a view of a coastline with cliffs. It was the morning that an unusual number of things came in with the tide, causing celebration and consternation among the islanders and permanently fixing the day itself in legends that are recounted around fires at night. “Your great-grandmother’s name was Mary,” Old Eileen had said to Esther. “She lived with her widowed mother in a cabin three fields from the sea. And it was Mary who was the first to approach the beach that morning.”


The night before, a furious storm had reduced the circumference of the island by at least ten feet. It had snatched over-turned curraghs from the shore and dispatched seven of Mary’s favourite boulders to God knows where. The sandy beach nearest the girl’s cabin had been made off with as well and had been replaced with a collection of stones resembling poor potatoes. No one – not even those who had spent some time on mainland beaches – had seen their like before and they were rumoured to have come from a land where no grass grew and nothing breathed. Parts of the neighbouring cliffs had tumbled into the ocean’s embrace, taking with them several sheep. It would come to be said that these animals had been replaced by less domestic and less stupid beasts who scuttled into the earth at first light and whose cries could be heard coming from the hills at twilight the third Sunday of every month from then on.


Esther has seen elemental upheavals of this nature from her own, Canadian parlour windows. Great Lake tantrums, she calls them, Loughbreeze Beach uproars. Her house is solid but it has always responded to stimuli. Made of slender pine boards, lined with cedar, insulated with sawdust, it is alive with a forest life never experienced by walls of stone or brick or cement. When the vehement storms that mark the end of summer come tumbling in over the lake, each gust of wind, each eruption of thunder, is felt in the house’s timbers, until, late at night, in the confusion of sleep, the women of this family have been known to believe that the house has become the storm; that some ancient quarrel is going on between that which is built and that which is untouched, and that the house might fling itself in a moment of anguish into the arms of its monstrous liquid neighbour.


The old house on Loughbreeze Beach is like a compass situated on the southern boundary of the province called Ontario, on the extreme edge of the country called Canada. Each of its many windows gazes stolidly towards one of four principal directions. When Esther looks to the east she sees a germinating jetty from where, over the course of time, things, in her life, had moved away. When she gazes to the south she sees the ever-present lake and its horizon. To the north lies the cedar wood, beyond which a threatening piece of machinery can occasionally be glimpsed. And past the orchard – in the west – the pier, the conveyor belts, the freighters of the cement company clutter up the shore of the lake.


Over the years the women of the family who have ventured out into the world have carried pictures of Loughbreeze Beach with them in their minds; its coloured stones shining through water, the places where fine pebbles give way to sand, certain paths the moon makes across the lake’s surface on autumn mid-nights. And some of the girls in the family were unable to leave the lake at all. It was in them to seek forever the beaches they were born near and to walk in landscapes where something liquid glistened through the trees.
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A hundred and forty years before and thousands of miles away, the girl Mary had been the first to witness the beginning of the miracle. Stumbling across the new stones whose texture made walking difficult, she had turned to face the ocean which had robbed her of her favourite boulders. She had been, in those early days, cursed with the gift of eloquence – a gift that would be taken from her forever one hour later. The sea responded to her rant by turning an odd shade of whitish green and swelling up as if it were about to reveal a hidden volcano, and Mary watched, stunned, as thousands of cabbages nudged one another towards the shore. Soon the vegetables completely covered the new stones while behind them the ocean was divided into bands of colour; darks and lights separated by ribbons of glitter. The glitter, it turned out, consisted of a large quantity of silver teapots, so perfectly designed against spillage that they proved very seaworthy as they bounced cheerfully towards the beach. The darker bands revealed themselves to be barrels of whiskey – enough barrels of whiskey to keep any who might want to be, drunk every Saturday night for decades. Flung across two of these barrels was, as Mary gradually perceived, a human form; its head thrown back, one half of its face hidden by a profusion of dark, wet curls. As the barrels that carried it approached the shore, Mary waded through fifty clanking teapots to meet it, and found an exhausted young man who, when she grabbed his shirt in her fists, opened two sea-green eyes and spoke the name Moira before falling once again into semi-consciousness.


Esther knows that at that moment her red-haired great-grandmother would not have wanted to go on living, or at least to go on living in the way she normally had. Time would have frozen, her childhood would have disappeared, and the present would have descended upon her like the claws of a carnivorous bird. “Landscape,” Old Eileen had said to Esther, “shrank to a circle that could be measured by Mary’s arms, and in that circle the only familiarity was her own brown skirt swaying in a sea that had transformed itself into an undulating carpet of precious metal and wrinkled leaves.”


Mary heard the barrels creak as they touched and separated in the current. She heard the surf pant. But mostly she looked at the young man whose sodden shirt she held firmly in her hands – the dark curls pasted to his left cheek, the eyebrows like ferns, the lashes resting on the bones beneath his eyes. She absorbed, in these few moments, more knowledge of a man’s body than she ever would again. One of his arms rested, palm upwards, in the water, the sleeve torn open at the spot where his elbow bent. She saw the fortune lines on his hand, the blue rivers of veins under the marble skin, the creases on the vulnerable places of wrist and inner elbow. She saw the Adam’s apple and tendons of his exposed throat and the hollow between his collarbones just above his chest. By grasping his shirt she had revealed one of his nipples; the sun had dried the dark hairs around it so that they moved like grass in the breeze, as did the similar hairs that grew down from his belly towards the mystery that his trousers held. Fabric was glued by sea water to his legs and Mary could see the shape of the hard muscles of the thigh and the sharp slice of shinbone, and then the marble skin and blue veins of his bare feet. In the time that it took the sun to travel from one cloud to the next, Mary had learned so much of him that she would have been able to scratch the details of his features on a rock or mould an exact replica of him from clay. She recognized, immediately, that he came from an otherworld island, assumed that he had emerged from the water to look for her, and knew that her name had changed, in an instant, from Mary to Moira.
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“Never allow anything to change your name,” Esther’s grandmother had warned her when she began to tell this story. “My poor mother – your great-grandmother – was destined to live out the actuality of Ovid’s intention. Of bodies changed to other forms I tell. Never allow anyone, anything to change your name,” she repeated. “My name is Eileen, yours is Esther. Let’s keep it that way.”


The twelve-year-old child, Esther, had been, even in her short life, pushed towards beaches by lightning and sand. She carried with her the same red curtain of hair and the same disturbing necessity for water, for passion and pain, as had the girl in the north of Ireland. Esther, however, was learning her lessons early from an old woman who had herself been silenced by passion before the age of twenty, and who had only now chosen to speak of the past.


“You are changing your name,” Esther had said to her. “Right now you are changing your name from Eileen – from Great-Aunt Eileen to Grandmother. Everyone’s name is changing – Grandpa Liam, Grandma Molly – and all because you are changing your name.” Esther’s face had clouded. She pulled a blue hair ribbon from her head – an expression of anger. “You are the name changer,” she said.


“That is not quite the same.” The old woman stared hard at Esther, who was squirming uncomfortably on the sofa her father called Wicklow Beach. “I always knew I was your Grandmother even if you didn’t. I am speaking of the kind of name change that turns you into someone else altogether, someone other than who you are, the change that takes you off to somewhere else. By the time I finish this story you will have decided to hug the land – the real earth – the trees in the orchard, the timbers of this house. You will have decided never to go away.”


“Oh,” said the child that Esther had been, trying to adjust her ears to the sound of the old woman’s new voice.


Now Esther stands on one of the house’s creaking verandahs and looks towards the jetty where everything had, at one time or another, moved away from her. A man, a few beloved horses, the possibility of children. It seems odd to her that a jetty this important could have disintegrated, could have transformed itself into a rough collection of rocks rearranged by storms and trees that have grown to maturity in soil that has collected among boulders. But she knows that were she to step into a boat and glide near the spot on a clear, calm day, she would be able to look over the gunwales and see the old pilings, waterlogged and green, wavering beneath the surface like an unconscious memory. Then she would be able to look along the shore and see an aluminum pier and a hulking freighter taking blasted limestone to a refinery.


Except at the front where the Great Lake pounds and the beach stones form ever-changing terraces – solid waves of their own in response – Loughbreeze Beach Farm spreads in ruin around Esther. The parts of it that are not being claimed by that which is unclaimable are being excavated by industry: the growing quarry, the impossible earth-wound made by the cement company. Meadows she played in as a child, woodlots, cornfields, and pastures have disappeared into this gaping absence. Past midnight, when the lake is calm, Esther has, for the last ten years, been able to hear huge machines grinding closer and closer to the finish of her world. One morning a week she spends with the old wringer-washer laundering the cloths she uses to remove the limestone dust from her furniture. One evening a week she walks past the twisted unpruned trees in the orchard, past rotting snake-rail fences, past the obsolete nineteenth-century farm equipment that lies like the scattered skeleton of an extinct animal in the long grass. This evidence of decay the property of a cement company, and soon the evidence itself will be eliminated.
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The girl in Ireland had let go of the young man’s shirt, placed her hands beneath his arms, and gently removed him from the two whiskey barrels that had served as his raft. Clearing a path through cabbages and teapots, she had dragged her treasure up onto the beach to let it dry in the sun. She had put her two warm hands on either side of his cool face and ran her thumbs along the bones above his eyes, the delicate skin of his eyelids. She traced his collarbones with her fingers and tentatively touched the soft hair on his belly. Disturbed by the chill of the sea that had enveloped his body, she lay down beside him on the beach, loosened her long red hair across his shirt, and placed her head on his chest. He stirred as she did this and spoke the word “Moira” once again. When she dropped her arm lightly across his narrow hips a cold hand came up to meet hers. The sun rose higher in the sky, drying her skirt, his trousers, causing the silver vessels to wax radiant. Mary relaxed, watching the steam rise from her skirts, measuring the size of the hand she held against her own until the warmth of the stones around her and the sun above made her drowsy.


That is how her mother, the priest, and a handful of other islanders had found her early in the afternoon, surrounded by cabbages and teapots, asleep in the arms of a dead young sailor.
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Esther’s mind is skilled at building inner landscapes, those she has never seen, those that lie beyond the views her windows frame. There was, for instance, a grand house built by her father on a hill three miles to the north. It was struck, because of its high elevation, by lightning and it had burned to the ground. There was a resort hotel built by her father on a peninsula ten miles to the east. It was buried, because of careless farming practices and because of its low elevation, by sand. And fifty miles to the northeast the original O’Malley home-stead – a territory of rock and scant pasture – is now composed of rotting log buildings and rock torn open by prospectors. The traces of wounds left behind by industry are permanent. Fragile architecture abandoned by settlers is not.


All of this propelling Esther towards her place; her large bedroom with its view of the lake, her barns and fields and orchards. Her father, defeated by houses and hotels, had collapsed himself into his wife’s family at Loughbreeze Beach, had kept accounts and had run for public office. He had opened a shoestore in the village of Colborne, two miles up from the lake. He had spent leisurely hours inventing names for the cumbersome pieces of furniture in the house. He had given his daughter access to water.


It was what her grandmother, daughter of an Irish girl named Mary, had wanted for the twelve-year-old Esther, and she had wanted it despite her certain knowledge of the impending curse of the mines. “For God’s sake,” she had yelled, “stay where you are, be where you are.” She had thumped the floor with her cane, “Try to understand, but try not to interpret.”


“Any interpretation is a misinterpretation,” Eileen had told Esther. “Remember that.”
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Delight and fear had broken over Rathlin Island like a pair of consecutive tidal waves.


It had been a hard winter and a long one, so the appearance of the cabbages had been met with general rejoicing – Mary’s widowed mother being one of the chief rejoicers. From the four principal points of the island, the sparse population set out for Mary’s beach where it collected cartloads of the vegetable, each family throwing in a few teapots for good measure. Never before had there been so bountiful a harvest. No potato patch, no garden plot, had yielded such abundance, and the smell of boiled cabbage would pervade the island for weeks to come.


As for the arrival of the whiskey, it was considered a miracle beyond all telling. Tempered over the centuries by scarcity and the slavish daily labour necessary for survival, the island’s population was neither wasteful nor foolhardy. A life of debauchery was, in fact, simply beyond the powers of its collective imagination. The liquor was put in the custody of the priest, stored behind the church, and distributed whenever wakes or weddings demanded it, thereby alleviating, for many years, the financial anxiety that normally accompanied such occasions.


But as the priest, Mary’s mother, and all the other islanders knew, no unplanned harvest was reaped without cost. Sudden wealth such as this was a gift from “the Formoire, the ones from the sea, the others.” All the green and brown and silver objects on the beach could only have been deposited by them in payment for something stolen. There was fear in this. From the moment the first few islanders stood that day on the hilltop, surveying with astonishment the totally transformed beach – the prone couple, the new dark stones, the vegetable matter, the wooden casks, the fine silverware – they knew what it was that had been taken.


Mary, they believed, was lying in the arms of her faery-daemon lover; or, what was more likely, what was left of Mary was lying in the arms of what was left of her faery-daemon lover, he having returned – with her – to the sea from which he had undeniably emerged.


Those who looked down at the beach that morning crossed themselves and turned to Mary’s mother with compassion in their eyes. They knew, and she knew, that Mary was away.


After the great excitement connected to the collecting and squirreling away of cabbage, cask, and silver had died down, the islanders turned their attention to the body of the young man. Some ventured the opinion that it should be left where it was in the hope that the tide would reclaim it. Others suggested it be burned, right there, on the beach. No one wanted to touch it for fear that they themselves would be “touched” and then “taken” as Mary had been. As islanders, they prided themselves on the fact that few of their people had been snatched. One old woman once, and a couple of babies removed in their cradles. Mostly, it was believed, the faeries confined their abductions to the mainland. Still, the islanders knew of the ones who lived under the waters and this abandoned body clearly belonged to one of them. After much deliberation and examination from a safe distance, Father Quinn made the final decision. The young man’s body was human, he announced, borrowed most likely by “them” for the purpose of seducing Mary, and then abandoned when the job was done. In fairness, it ought to be given a decent burial, though not, of course, in consecrated ground. Prudence demanded, however, that only she who had been touched touch the body, and so Mary herself should prepare it for its final rest.


Mary had awakened to the sound of her mother’s voice calling her name and a view of the fluttering silken hairs on the young man’s chest. “I’m Moira,” she whispered, her mouth near his unbeating heart.


“Mary!” her mother shouted, and the daughter heard the sound of her old name but did not respond to it.


“Mary,” her mother called, venturing closer, “he’s gone back and it’s you who must tell me if he’s taken you with him.”


“My name is Moira,” said Mary, sitting up and staring out to sea, one hand grasping the young man’s curls possessively.


“And how,” asked her mother, her voice ringing through the air, “how would you be getting a name such as that?”


“He gave it to me,” she said, simply.


The islanders stood in a group, wide-eyed and silent. Mary’s mother began to weep. There was no doubt in any mind now that this girl on the beach, sitting on the strange black stones, was merely a flimsy replica left by “them” or by him in Mary’s place.


Father Quinn began to shout instructions. “Moira!” he yelled (for there was no doubt in his mind either). “Moira, this body beside you must be prepared for burial and you shall have Mary’s mother’s cabin in which to do this. It’s only you who can wash the body and lay it out for it’s only you that has been touched. I’ll send some of the men to carry it and dig the ground to bury it. Mary’s mother can stay with a neighbour. It’s only you who can touch it, Moira, do you understand?”


And when she did not answer he shouted again more clearly, “Do you understand?”, for although he had heard her speak her name he was not quite certain that she used words in the manner of the island people.


Mary nodded, her hair ablaze in the early afternoon sun. She looked at her own live arms, her long legs, and then at the still limbs of the young man. Her heart was full to bursting. Everything about him was hers now, all hers forever.
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“You are only three generations away from all this,” Esther remembers her grandmother saying. “You are only two generations away from me. Don’t think it couldn’t happen to you, too. Pay attention.” And Esther allowed the pale, slim body of a drowned sailor to reveal itself, limb by limb, muscle by muscle in her inner theatre. She was being shocked and moved and shamed by skin and ribs and collarbones, just as, later in the story, she would be tossed and shaken by the gestures of a young dancer.
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Mary had returned a stranger to the rooms in which she had lived her short life. She had been touched, had become significant, and because of this all around her had become insignificant, distant beside the still reality of the young man’s body, now lying on the litter that the men had made and later carried to her table.


The day had grown darker as a memory or aftershock of the night storm drifted across the atmosphere. Outside the small window a single hawthorn twitched and then shivered in a sudden breeze. Mary added more turf to the fire and gathered water from the rainbarrel to warm for the washing. She removed the young man’s clothes, now stiff with dried sea water, recognizing the parts of his body she knew from the beach, and learning, instantly, the parts that she didn’t know. The skin at the back of his knee brought tears to her eyes because of its perfection; his groin was a dark flower. As she held up first one hand then the other to wash them, she saw the light of the candle shine through the translucent skin that connected his fingers as if they were partly webbed.


She dressed him in a clean pair of her dead father’s trousers and one of his shirts, and then undressed him again because he looked so fragile and helpless in clothing several sizes too large for him. Then she boiled and ironed his own sea-wrecked clothing. While she worked her eyes travelled back and forth from his calm face to the window where she could see the priest scuttle over the stones like a large insect, cleansing the beach with his holy water. Before she dressed the young man again she tore a ribbon of fabric off each of his ruined garments and tied the strips into a knot that she would keep.


She dampened his hair and combed out his curls with her fingers. She removed one black curl with a knife and tucked it in her underbodice, and then removed a skein of her own hair and placed it in the breast pocket of his shirt. Repeating the process she cut another of his locks and one of her own and solemnly braided them together. Then, drawing a stool up to the table where the young man lay, she sat down to watch out the length of the night.


Rathlin Island being in the far north of the country, and this being early summer, light drained imperceptibly from the sky until, some time before midnight, the light of the setting sun was replaced by that of the rising moon. Inside the cabin Mary spoke softly to the one she knew was a friend to her, comforting him as she might have comforted a child. She thought only occasionally of Father Quinn and his holy water, believing him to be powerless now in the radiance of this new holiness. She had never been awake in the cabin at this hour and was pleased to discover the night-life; spiders dropping, silent on silken threads, a blur of moths’ wings near the candle, and abrupt mice on delicate feet. She felt contented, knowing her life’s destiny to be fulfilled, her heart to be given or taken away. In the manner of her old eloquence, which she vowed she would never make use of again except to address him, she began to make words for him and to sing these words to him in a clear, quiet voice:




Dark houses will never swallow you,
Nor graves, nor any other thing that’s closed.
It is you who will always have bright skies above you,
The ceiling of water through which you moved.


My heart is made of the soft wings of moths,
Or the silver threads that spiders make in the night.
You who swam easily into my hands,
Carrying with you the Otherworld’s light.





That night, while Mary sang to the young man, hearth fires burned bright all over the island and fireside gatherings blossomed in each small dwelling. In the tiny villages of Cleggan and Kinramer, Church Bay, Ballygill and Ballycarry, tales of the Sidhe were told and the properties of Fetch, Pookah, Banshee, and Love-Talker were discussed. One old man remembered his mother telling him of a fisherman she knew from the mainland who was abducted by a mermaid. Another said that his own dog had been stolen and had come back with a troublesome predilection for hens’ eggs. The children of the old god Lir were brought to mind, how they had spent hundreds of years as swans, confined to the turbulent waters of the Moyle, which churned through the strait separating the island from the mainland. Even Robert the Bruce was reported to have been fetched by the famous spider of the seven webs he had watched while hiding out in one of the island’s caves. It was the consensus of opinion that it was always the brightest and the best that “they” were after. Mary, they agreed, had been a child given to spending far too many hours on the seaside … almost as if she were hoping to be fetched, standing as she did on the sand, her skirts hitched up to reveal long white legs, her red hair blowing towards the sky.


The next morning the men who came to collect the corpse, in order to put it into the grave they had dug five fields back from the sea, found Mary still singing. They handed her the canvas sack and watched as she fitted the young man’s body into it, lifting first his legs, then his hips, then his shoulders. She touched his lips with her fingers before pulling the canvas over his face. Then, without looking at the men, she pushed his curls under the fabric and sewed a seam over the curve of his skull.
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Esther walks on this last evening – a June evening pregnant with light – through the twisted orchard. Petals from scant blossoms are falling from unpruned boughs as she creeps by, and her eyes are filled with the low sunlight that she remembers from after-dinner baseball games. Using a stick that has been greyed and smoothed by a journey on the Great Lake, she pokes angrily at rusted remains – a galvanized pail, a trough with its bottom missing – relics from the time when the painted barns stood tall and milk from gentle-eyed cows was still brought to the table. Relics from the time when she was twelve and her grandmother Eileen had decided to spin out a story.


Though she is eighty-two, and age has weakened her heart, arthritis crippled her hands, Esther takes pride in the fact that her eyesight is “acute.” She likes the sound – and the meaning – of the word “acute.” It suggests a state of alertness; an animal assessing the danger or pleasure of being where it is.


She pauses now and then to look out over the lake and up into the sky above it where gulls swerve, catching the low sun on their white bellies and exploding into shine. She remembers her father calling them “star gulls” on evenings like this one. She remembers old Eileen sitting with the family on the open front porch, saying, “Once I used to look for a white sail,” and then saying nothing at all.


She comes to the end of the orchard and slowly pivots, turning her back to the posted signs that announce DANGER EXPLOSIVES to the aluminum pier, the conveyor belt, and she begins the creeping walk back. The sun is no longer in her eyes and the old house hovers – a white ship moored in a sea of long grass, the cedar bush crouching on one side of it, the lake an apron unfurled on the other. There are hay rakes and iron ploughs scattered and rusting all around her. Underneath grass, earth, rocks, and charred timbers on the hill three miles away there are thick chunks of solid glass and a few fragile pieces of doll’s china that no one knows about. Under the sand of the peninsula that reaches out into the lake there exist rooms whose wallpaper depicts bridges, willows, and streams – the scenery of a foreign land. Under the water at the end of a germinating jetty there are pilings clothed in seaweed that remember the search for a white sail and a pale hand.


She has spent the past month preparing for the eventuality of this last evening and tomorrow’s last morning. Entering the old house now she stares at the furniture, the drawers and crevices she has filled with messages – messages to no one in particular. Small bits of paper are taped to the legs of tables and to the seats of chairs; they are pinned to sofas and hooked rugs. They clutter up boxes of costume jewellery and hang from the ends of old tools in the woodshed. Even the odd pane of new clear glass has a story attached to it. Depending on her mood, she had written either something simple – “John broke this one … he was not punished” – or something more precise and factual, listing dates, events, and places. Occasionally her own emotional history was recorded. On an old copper boiler she had written the words “I wept for joy. The lake was calm and light engorged the kitchen”; words that will mean nothing to the others who find them. Attached to the metal case of a gold pocket-watch that rests alone on the dining-room table is a luggage tag, and on this is written, “There was often one of us who was away.”


If the case were to be opened, no timepiece would be revealed, only thin glass under which rests a lock of black hair, braided together with a red-golden tress and fashioned into a circle. Near this lies a bone hairpin around which is twined a single long thread of the same red-golden hair, a shard of turquoise china, and one black feather, old, torn, and seemingly neglected.


The smooth wooden stairs creak under Esther’s feet as she advances down the hall to the large room with the view of the lake. Outside, the poplars at the front of the house are catching the fire of the final sunset. Because the wind has picked up and the lake has grown restless, it is difficult to separate the clamour of approaching machinery from the crash of waves on beachstones. Esther thinks of the million-year-old fossils that decorate these stones and how the limestone record of their extermination has brought about the demise of her own land-scape, the enormous hole in the earth, the blanket of concrete dwellings that is obliterating the villages she knew as a child. As she climbs into the sleigh-bed that has always been in this room, she knows that what she wants is to give shape to one hundred and forty years. She wants to reconstruct the pastures and meadows that have fallen into absence – the disassembled architecture, the great dark belly of an immigrant ship, a pioneer standing inland stunned by the forest, a farmer moving through the beams of light that fill his barn.


Esther pulls the quilt up closer to her neck as the cool lake air reaches her from the window. She will not sleep on this final night, instead she will tell herself the long story until dawn, the way old Eileen had told it to her during after-school twilights.


In her mind’s eye, the young girl her great-grandmother was flickers like a distant torch on the opposite side of an ocean. Esther sees the dance old Eileen’s arms performed as she told the story, her hands moving like moths towards the flame.


At the quarry the men will work all night, shifting the gears of their machines under artificial light.


Esther, too, will work all night whispering in the dark.




 


AT first it was believed that Mary would die; that she would waste away, abandoning a body that had already been “left behind.” As time went by, however, and she seemed stronger and more beautiful than ever, it began to appear that other steps would have to be taken. She did nothing but sing quietly – there was no other form of speech – the songs she had invented during her night vigil with the corpse. She performed her chores methodically and easily – too easily, her mother thought – as milk turned to butter with a few light touches of the churn and eggs were produced by hens the moment the girl stepped outside to collect them. Her bread rose to ridiculous heights in the oven and the sweet berries for which the islanders spent hours searching began to appear in profusion all around her mother’s cabin.


As streams of golden tea poured from silver teapots all over the island in the following months, the women, young and old, considered the predicament. They feared Mary, but did not wish to offend her, fearing the retribution of “the others” more. They wondered if she would bring a changeling into the world and, if so, what dark powers it would have. Some of them secretly hoped that the girl had been given the ability to do cures, particularly for the complaints of women and the diseases of children.


The men, when they gathered round their turf fires at night, never mentioned Mary’s name at all, but a mental picture of her stirred their thoughts and sometimes their groins, leading them to believe that they must avoid her altogether lest they begin to be astray themselves. One by one they crept into the damp church on the bay, slipped behind the dark curtain of the confessional, and whispered their secret longings into the ear of Father Quinn. It was when this venerable person, himself, started having unsettling dreams concerning red hair and snow-white breasts that he decided something must be done before the whole island became possessed.


Father Quinn was not a young man, but not so old as to be beyond desire. When he awoke some mornings, his normally severe countenance in the silvered glass seemed altered, inflamed by something just beneath the skin that wanted to burst out. Mary might have been in his dreams all night disguised as a tree or even as a single leaf moving in the breeze just beyond his grasp, and he straining to touch it. All day, then, he would be remembering the veins of that leaf and its delicate structure.


It was with a great deal of reluctance that he climbed the road that led from Church Bay to the girl’s cabin. He would swing incense over her, thoroughly drench her with holy water. He brought along his censer, a glass vessel filled with liquid, and a chip of the tooth of Saint Patrick. He carried dried stems of heather with which to thrash the “other” from her if need be. He had begun to pray before he left his cold rooms at the back of the church, and he had continued to pray as he fortified himself with a drop of the miraculous whiskey stored conveniently nearby. He prayed that her cheeks would fade, her bosom sag, her teeth rot, and her eye lose its lustre. He prayed that her waist would thicken and that a wart would grow on her nose. And he prayed that if the Lord could not arrange these alterations he himself would cease to be tormented by her, her infirmity would cease to be his affliction, that she would be taken completely by “the others,” and that nothing disturbing would be left in her place.


Mary, however, had gone, as she did on certain days now, down to search for he who had been given as a gift to her. He had fallen into her life as Wednesday falls into the middle of the week, and it was often Wednesdays that she sought and found him. Her pale swimmer. It was Wednesday when he had washed into her arms, and he would crash over her, she knew, every Wednesday for eternity. Her wave. Her breaker.


Wednesdays she woke with the smell of the sea in her room, her mouth requesting fire and salt and her arms aching. Something like thunder shook the furniture of the cabin and beyond its walls fuchsia and whitethorn trembled. She ate handfuls of her mother’s precious peppercorns and rubbed her thighs until they burned with the turf that awaited the fire, until her body, inside and out, shrieked and sang, and the little grey village outside the window stepped backwards and withdrew. Then she burst from the house to the sea, in fever.


She bathed immediately, loving the weight of drenched clothing that pulled her farther into the sea and then the lightness of her limbs as she threw her clothing back to the shore. She floated, and waited.


His song was like no other song. It rasped and whimpered and told her secrets she had known for centuries. Her arms were full of him, he entered her and passed right through her. He enveloped her like her own skin and she a stone sinking under his weight. He forced her to want other elements to breathe beyond that which was available in the ordinary air, and then, moments later, the air was no longer ordinary. If she had been asked to describe him, she would have said that he was the exact spot where the sea touches land, the precise moment of the final reach of surf. That was the place and the time of him. She would forever, then, seek shorelines and beaches.


Father Quinn dragged his equipment laboriously towards Mary’s door and was met by the handsome bulk of Mary’s mother leaning over her vegetable patch, examining the new green leaves of potato plants.


“I’ve come to bring Mary back, Norah,” he said, “by whatever means God sees fit.”


“Well, she’s not here,” said the woman. “Even she that is here is not here.”


“And what does this creature do all day?” asked the priest, trying to keep pictures of her red mouth and white throat out of his mind as he spoke.


“She’s mostly singing,” said her mother, “and whispering to someone I can’t see.”


“Does she pray, then?”


“No, it’s not prayers she’s saying.”


“Well, I’m certainly hoping that it’s you who are praying, Norah Slattery. This cabin will be needing all the prayers anyone might be whispering.”


“Sometimes it’s rhymes she says.” Mary’s mother looked embarrassed. “Rhymes,” she added, lowering her voice, “with words like heart and treasure and darling in them. The songs have those words as well.”


The priest’s own heart sprang in his chest and then quieted. His conscience slapped him hard. He wanted to hear these songs sung by Mary’s own mouth, and she singing them for him alone. He looked down at his censer and holy-water bottle lying on the earth where he had dropped them. They look ridiculous, he thought, glinting in the sun with potato plants and weeds bobbing all around them.


“I’ve brought some holy water,” he said absently, “in case it might help. That and some incense.”


“She won’t be back till sundown, that’s certain,” said Mary’s mother. She picked up her apron and let it fall again, looking oddly girlish as she did so, despite her age and size. Then she turned her face away and made her confession. “I can’t help thinking, Father,” she said, “that she’s the same daughter that I gave birth to. Not a hair on her head has changed and she still calls me Mother. Is it, do you think, Father, that this is what ‘they’ would have me believing?”


“Consider this,” the priest replied. “ ‘They’ leave an exact replica of that which they’ve taken, in its place. This girl is an exact replica. She is here but she is not. The word ‘exact’ is important. Every hair that’s on her head is an exact replica of every hair that was on her head. Do you see it, Norah? There is nothing about her would have changed except that she is changed. The question is how to get her back. Sometimes it takes seven years. Sometimes they never come back. Sometimes they waste away.”


“Should I be turning her out of doors then, Father, if she’s not my daughter at all?”


“Ah no, Norah, for if Mary were to come back she would need to exchange herself, and she wouldn’t be able to find herself to exchange.”


“Oh,” said Mary’s mother, confused, “it’s like that then, is it?”


“Yes,” Father Quinn said in a tired voice, “that’s what it’s like … exactly.” He glanced at the tooth chip where it rested in its silver-and-glass reliquary. It looked powerless and decayed. For a moment he wondered whether it had been broken from a human, never mind a divine tooth. He thought of Mary’s gleaming teeth, of her mouth. “That and her calling herself by a different name.” He was silent for a moment, thinking. “Still,” he said eventually, “it might be a good thing for her to be off the island, were she to leave it in a natural way.”


The moment he spoke these words he experienced a feeling of loss so shattering he was forced to catch his breath. Composing himself he added, “In a natural way, as if she really were Mary, not this … Moira.” He remembered her walking the roads of the island, her hair a-fly. Then he imagined the roads without her on them. He was not fond of the island’s roads, he decided; the hills, the sea stirred his heart, but not the roads.


“And what way would that be, Father?” Mary’s mother stood with her hands clasped piously in front of her.


“Death or marriage,” the priest said, surprising himself with the bluntness of his answer. “Both natural, so that if Mary came back she’d know where to look for herself.”


“But who would be marrying one who is away?”


“One who doesn’t know,” replied Father Quinn. “One who doesn’t know,” he repeated slowly, though he believed in his heart that there were plenty who would marry her skin and hair even if they did. “Or perhaps,” he continued, a new idea striking him, “one who knows but doesn’t believe.”


“In God!?” asked Mary’s mother, shocked.


“Doesn’t believe,” answered the priest, “that a person can be away at all.”




 


BRIAN O’Malley’s cottage was situated some two miles east of Ballyvoy in the collection of dwellings that went by the name of Coolanlough. Hills swept up on either side of it, rising to the cliffs a mile away. To approach these promontories you had to walk beside the still lakes known as Dhu, Faddon, and Crannog – the latter with its ancient man-made island floating on its surface. From the cliffs you could look at Rathlin Island and the waters of the Moyle that churned in front of it, or you could turn to the left and examine Ballycastle Bay and the town that rose behind it. With your back to the sea you could watch the swift shadows of clouds darken the surfaces of the already dark lakes. Below, on the beach, there might be one or two dulse gatherers and, to the left and right of Rathlin, fishing boats bobbing like small, floating sea birds. Moving purposefully past these curraghs might be the Rathlin-Ballycastle ferry. This small vessel knew no schedule, returned sometimes hours, sometimes days after it set out. Once when it was owned by Sean MacDonnell, who lived on the land, it wintered on the island. Once when it was owned by Fergus MacFee, an islander, it wintered on the land; its furious respective owners cursing God and the sea.


Father Quinn had been lucky and unlucky. The day was fair, the crossing easy. But unlucky because, since the day was fine, he was unlikely to find his friend Brian O’Malley at home. The priest carried a copy of Horace under his arm, guiltily, knowing that this was not the real reason for his visit. Normally the two men met once or twice a month to talk about Latin, mathematics, and philosophy, and O’Malley’s cottage was the best place for that. But, Quinn reminded himself, he should be grateful that the walk from Ballycastle to Ballyvoy was not as lengthy as that to Coolanlough, and on a fine day Ballyvoy was where O’Malley was most likely to be found.


Eventually the priest rounded a bend in the road that led up from the harbour town. Now he could see the straggling cottages and cabins that made up the village. He heard wind and birds and his own determined footsteps on the gravel, then the expected sound of sustained chant coming from the hedgerows. Quinn joined in unconsciously, mouthing noun declensions, moving with facility into verbs and then shouting enthusiastically long Latin sentences concerning Roman campaigns until the other chanting voices ceased and a tall form emerged from an opening door in the shrubbery that lined the side of the road.


“Well,” said the schoolmaster, “how is it that you’ve come on a day such as this?”


Behind him the voices that had been dutifully reciting broke into chaos. Words and laughter burst out from summer leaves. Great scuffling erupted.


“Creeping up like this you might have been one of the inspectors of the old days.” Both men remembered when hedge schools such as this had been forbidden by law. “I’ve most of the children here though they’re itching to be gone, if it’s some talk you’re after.”


Father Quinn was passing the old leather book from hand to hand nervously. Four or five blackbirds paced at his feet. “It’s about something else I’ve come,” he said, “besides Latin.”


Two small boys rolled out of the entrance and wrestled in the dust on the road. The dark birds spun away.


“Back in with you,” roared O’Malley. “On with Caesar. Do the part on England. Recite in whispers.”


The boys disappeared. Hisses slipped through the wattle, thatch, and lattice of the old structure. “Britannia est magnum insulum,” the voices announced in unison.


“Magna insula!” shouted O’Malley, tossing his head back briefly in the direction of the greenery. “We’ve been looking carefully at your Lives of the Saints, if it’s that. And grateful we are for the loan of it.”


“Fine, fine,” said Father Quinn, “but, no, it’s hot that.”


“Should I send them off, then?” The whispering beyond the leaves stopped. The very air seemed to listen. The priest looked furtively up and down the road as if he were about to perform an act for which there should be no witnesses. “If you have no objection,” he said, “it might be best.”


O’Malley turned and entered the shrubbery. “Two more sentences,” he demanded, “and then be gone for the day. And say them slowly and clearly in the voice of Caesar.”


“Insula natura triquetra, cuius unum latus est contra Galliam,” the children droned. “Huius lateris alter angulus, qui est ad Cantium, quo fere omnes ex Gallia naves appelluntur, ad orientem solem, inferior ad meridiem spectat.”


“Until tomorrow, then!” O’Malley boomed. “And think about Caesar.”


Thirteen children exploded through the makeshift door and hurtled past the priest. Most were barefoot. Father Quinn watched them scatter across the road in the direction of freedom, their clothing like torn pennants waving from fragile poles.


Shortly afterwards, their tormentor appeared in the sun. “There’s one or two of them have the makings of a scholar,” he said. “But there’s not a poet in the lot of them. More’s the pity.”


“And your own poems?” asked the priest, politely.


“Ah those … they come now, if they come at all … very slowly.” The schoolmaster looked suddenly shy. “I’ve one on the recent shipwreck though, if you’d like to hear it.”


So, thought the priest, the silver and the whiskey were not divine providence after all. “Speak it to me,” he said.


O’Malley cleared his throat:




Their nautical hearts were brave
And the cliffs of Antrim steep.
Lordly was the wave
And darkling was the deep.
The ship had sailed a thousand leagues,
A thousand leagues or more,
But the sight of the cliffs of Antrim
Was the site of its final shore.





Through the several verses of the poem the priest admired his friend’s strong face, noticing the lines on the forehead and the cut of the angular bones, and then the creases made by worry, thought, and kindness around the dark blue eyes. He needed a haircut, thought the older man, but the hair itself was neatly combed, though greying and thin at the temples. Altogether the man had a pleasant countenance. What would she who was over on the island think, he wondered, of a face such as this.


The schoolmaster finished his recitation and looked towards the stones at his feet. One of his laces had broken this morning. He mostly kept his poems private, guarded against the world. But Father Quinn was his closest friend – though he came from the island and they met infrequently – and his verses were received by the priest in a friendly manner. Their views on certain other subjects, however, diverged dramatically.


“Fine,” said Father Quinn now. “A fine poem and filled with noble sentiments.”


Brian O’Malley took the compliment, as always with mild embarrassment. “Oh, there’s nothing in it,” he maintained quietly, “that hasn’t been said before.”


Both men were silent, knowing this to be true.


“Shall we walk towards the cottage then?” O’Malley touched the priest lightly on the shoulder.


They walked some distance in silence, the priest with his hands behind his back. Normally he would have complimented his friend on his few square acres of native landscape, its cliffs and pastures, the dark lakes and the sea in the distance. He would have commented on a neighbour’s lambs or a new calf. He would have continued with reference to the splendid view of Rathlin Island that could be had from this or that point, and he would have ended with a long speech on the island as being the best bit of rock that God had ever flung into the sea. But his thoughts were elsewhere, on a white neck, a green eye, a burning halo of hair.


“What is it then?” O’Malley eventually asked.


The priest looked hard at his birthplace, then into the eyes of his friend. “There’s a terrible fever sweeping the island,” he whispered.


“Not the cholera again?” The faces of all his pupils leapt into the teacher’s mind.


The men had stopped walking.


“No, it’s a fever of the mind,” said Father Quinn, though he, of all the islanders, knew it was a fever of the body as well. “There’s one on the island,” he continued, “who is away.”


“Now Father … this is mere superstition. How it persists is beyond –”


“No, listen: you don’t believe it but it’s tragically true. She’s had one from the sea for a lover and now she’s away. Wasn’t she found asleep and he lying drowned in her arms, and the beach stones all changed and she, too, changed utterly?”


They were walking again. “And how is it that she’s changed?” asked the teacher.


“She’s …” Father Quinn’s voice caught on the word. “She’s beautiful.”


“And was she not before?”


“She’s beautiful,” insisted the priest, ignoring the question, “and she’s only speaking now in verses and songs.” Father Quinn strode angrily ahead so that O’Malley had to hurry to keep up. “And it’s the men of the island, old and young, that are stricken with the fever. Tossing, they are, on their beds at night, and then stumbling into my confession box during the day to tell me their wild thoughts. And they’ve gone all soft, no one planting or fishing, or planting and fishing without their hearts in it and having all their dreams at night taking unholy courses. And she, herself, down by the sea on that ungodly beach, singing to no one we can see, and sometimes” – the priest reddened with shame – “sometimes swimming naked.”


“I don’t believe it!” asserted O’Malley.


“Ah, but it’s true, I’ve seen her my –” Father Quinn broke off suddenly.


O’Malley swallowed a smile. The shadow of a cloud pursued the two men down the road, shaded them briefly, then went on momentarily to darken the schoolmaster’s white cottage which had just come into view.


“I’ve never seen the likes of it,” Father Quinn went on. “Everything blooming at her doorstep – and none of it planted, mind – and they say when there’s rain falling, it falls everywhere but on her mother’s cabin and she in it.”


“And this poor, unfortunate drowned creature, who was he, then?”


“I’ve already told you who he was. He was one of them. Sure he’d stolen some poor mortal’s flesh to be visiting her, but one of them it’s certain. Didn’t he bring an unholy flood of whiskey with him? That and a gathering of silver teapots so plentiful you couldn’t walk but you’d be crushing one beneath your heel.”


O’Malley referred to the recent shipwreck and his own poem about it.


“Ah yes,” said the priest darkly, “and who was it I wonder who caused this poor ship to founder? She has a look on her would tempt God himself.” Quinn’s face went soft. “Never mind bring one of them up from the sea.”
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