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For Mum and Dad










The Untethering


I’ve got my fingers pushed right into my ears, and the screaming softens. But even with my fingers in, the woman is still making a noise as she’s held back, her chin all wet and shiny with spit. She doesn’t make any words now, just screams. I spread my tongue against the roof of my mouth and hum, trying to numb out her sound with mine, but the hums tickle air out of my nose and I can still hear everything. I’m humming that bedtime rhyme my grandmother loves to tuck me in with. ‘Little Fisherboy Blue’. About the one who caught the Seawoman in a net and boiled her in a pot for supper.


The Keepers have got the screaming woman by the arms and legs now, swinging her up into the air as if her body is a blanket. She’s naked, so I can see the yellow-white grip marks on her ankles. She must be cold. I hide my chin inside my fleecy coat. They hold the woman tight because she keeps jerking her body all over the place, like she’s a dried-up fish on land. The woman tries biting them. Snarling and snapping. One of the men who isn’t carrying her, the one leading them, steps nearer to her. A Minister. I can tell by his shirt. Dark as the sky. He says something, up close to her face like he’s breathing on her. He slaps her.


The noise of it gets right under my skin, even though my fingers are still in my ears and I can hear the whooshing of blood. I look down at my boots, mostly hidden by the muddy hem of my skirt, and see the blue peeking out. My grandmother paid extra for the blue laces, because she says blue is a holy colour, God’s favourite. She bought them from the supply puffer that comes every Wednesday and blasts its horn so we all know to wait for them in the port and rummage for the things we want to buy.


Someone in the crowd gasps. My grandmother must feel my body shrink, because she puts her hands on my shoulders. She’s already told me once.


‘Eyes to the front. Don’t look away, Esta. It’s important.’


The Minister slaps the woman again, and this time she stills. The crowd around us pushes in closer, peering to get a better look. My grandmother leans in too, and I can feel her behind me, her shell shape all curved up because of her bad back. We don’t normally walk this far out, not to the jetty at the top of the island. She says it’s because of her back and at her speed it would take us hours, but I know that’s not the reason. She hates the northernmost part of the island, where the freezing sea roars up so high it might swallow us. That’s why she wouldn’t stand at the front of the crowd to watch, and pulled me back far enough that the sea spray wouldn’t touch us. Instead we’re standing on a mound, raised enough to see everything happening below. She wanted me to have a good view. It’ll be okay, I keep telling myself, as long as we don’t look directly at the water.


The woman is silent now, face starting to go a bit pink where the Minister’s hand landed. We’re all squeezed, not breathing, just watching. And then, bursting from the woman’s chest, comes an animal noise. I press on my ears until they ring. A foot kicks out and flies from their grip. Two more Keepers on the edge of the crowd rush over to help. Kicking and kicking and kicking, her whole body shaking. There’s a girl next to me in the crowd who whimpers until she is shushed by her mother. My grandmother presses down on my shoulders and I know what she is trying to tell me: remember this, this is the important part.


Another Keeper comes forward when they whistle for him, fingers in their mouths. He hands over a bottle and a cloth to the man who slapped her. The Ministers talk, but it’s too low and whispery for any of us to hear, even when I pull my hands away from my ears. The wind drags the sound away from the jetty and carries it across the sea. That’s where the woman will be soon. Grandmother’s seen this happen a few times, she said, a few. She wouldn’t tell me how many. This is the first one I’ve seen. This important night. The Untethering.


The Minister with the bottle tips some of the liquid onto the cloth and stuffs it into the woman’s mouth, holding it down until she coughs. She gasps and retches, struggles, but everything slows, neck slumping, her eyelids closed. They lay her down on the jetty, tying her feet together with a big knotty rope, then her hands. No fighting, no screaming. She grizzles like a baby after a nap. There are girls around me nudging their mothers, pulling on their sleeves with questions. Some have sisters they whisper to. Father Jessop will explain everything. Those are the words of my grandmother I keep repeating. The thought of his smile at the front of church stops me thinking about any more questions.


Everyone here is a girl. Apart from the important ones, like the Keepers, the Ministers and Father Jessop, there aren’t any other men here. No dads or brothers. They are allowed to stay at home.


The woman is lifted into the yole and they lay her down in its hull. The sea slops, rocking the boat like a cradle. It’s just the right size to fit her. These are old boats; ones too battered to use. Put a fisherman in, my grandmother said, and he’d sink right to the bottom of the sea. Only the Seawomen swim. None of us can. The Keepers use another piece of rope to tie the woman down, wrapping it around the planks that go from one side of the boat to the other. Those are called thwarts. Barrett told me all the special names for parts of a boat. He knows everything about them. I’m not supposed to know about boats, because boats would make me think too much about the sea, and that would be bad, so what he told me, I keep secret. Even from my grandmother.


‘Can we go home?’ I ask.


‘It’s not done yet,’ she says, patting my head and looking away like she’s ignoring me.


The Minister in charge tugs on the ropes before nodding to Father Jessop, standing at the front in the crowd. Quiet and almost hidden the whole time. He steps forward and faces us, the audience, his robes puffing up like a sail in the wind. He holds a golden bell in his hands. The bell used to belong to Father Lambert John, Father Jessop’s great-great-great-great-grandfather. Four greats. Father Lambert was one of the settlers who rebuilt this island when God told him to create a new home for good people, away from the corruptions of the world.


He discovered the Seawomen too. We hear stories all the time. Lesson after lesson in school. Back then, when Father Lambert arrived, the Seawomen lived in the water around the island. But when his followers made a home here, the Seawomen saw their devotion and swam up to the shoreline. They called out to the women and the girls, trying to tempt them away from God and lead them into darkness. Father Lambert and his men drove them and their evil away and put rules in place to protect us, to stop them ever returning. We have to be good, my grandmother says, otherwise they’ll come again. The darkness too. It crawls into us when we’re bad, spreads and spreads until there’s nothing of God left. The Seawomen – they can sense it.


Father Lambert lived long ago, hundreds and hundreds of years, and my head hurts to think about it. The bell is kept in the Ministry now, only brought out at special times like this.


Father Jessop rings the bell and it makes a loud wavy sound when he thwacks it against the air, turning every head towards him. The sound reminds me of the birthdays when we cherish new life, and the Festival of the Land when we celebrate our lives here away from evil. When I’m older, I’ll be married and the bell will ring then. And when the Eldermothers decide I’m ready for the Lord’s duty and my motheryear begins. My grandmother gives my shoulders another squeeze, and I look straight at Father Jessop’s long face. He rings the bell twelve times. One solid ring for every month. We are all unmoving, playing statues, waiting for him to begin speaking.


‘God chose this island to save us,’ he says, ‘and we are truly grateful to be given this chance. But we must be aware of the darkness and its servants, the ones who try to lure us away from His righteous path! We must protect this sacred land in the name of Salvation. This woman . . .’ he points now to the boat, ‘she might look like one of you, but believe me when I tell you this, she has betrayed the word of God! She has the darkness in her. She is one of them!’


There’s a noise in the crowd, a shuffle, a cooing, a sniffle of fear. Father Jessop is pointing out across the water now, out towards the dark sea, out past the patrol ferries.


‘God learnt of her true nature and He showed us. There was fever. Night terrors. That was her! There was a child, shaking and screaming in the night-time. That was her! A neighbour, covered in black and blue marks. A newborn who never made its first cry. That was her! Cattle dying, goats diseased. A small boy fitting and frothing after she met his eye. We have studied her for marks of their making and challenged her on these accusations. She could give us no answers. But the Lord could. He is the only one who can make that judgement. Like every woman, she was given a year. The ultimate test, her one duty. And that too she failed. The Lord stopped her from bringing new life into this world. He showed the one sign we could not ignore. He stopped the spread of evil. Twelve childless, godless months, and God has shown us the truth. We are left with only one choice, to follow Father Lambert John’s ruling against followers of the Seawomen. With the Lord’s guidance, we send her back to the water with them, where she belongs. Where her body cannot curse this island any more!’


The grown-ups start clapping, and it spreads from one set of hands to the next. The ground shakes with the stamping of feet and I feel like I’m drowning in noise, cheering all around. A group of girls in front of me jump and clap at the same time, and my grandmother shakes my shoulders because I forgot to start clapping, so I join in until my hands sting.


Father Jessop says she’s one of them, but how can she be when she doesn’t even have a tail? I checked.


He smiles, and it makes his eyes disappear. He looks into the crowd, searching for someone, until he spots the woman he’s after and beckons her over. A woman with a moon-round belly. She rolls her hand over it and he does the same. The crowd gets louder. I recognise her from Moss Farm, the croft with the four ugly goats that I pass on the way to school.


‘Is it your first?’ he asks her.


She shakes her head, her chin tucked down like I do when I’m shy. ‘My third.’


When she has five children there’ll be a big party for all of us. A feast. Music and dancing. Those parties are almost as good as the festival. Children are to be celebrated, Father Jessop says. Our island depends on them. Without our kind, the darkness will rise and all that is good, all that is beautiful, will be destroyed.


Father Jessop smacks his hands together even faster. ‘God is with you!’ he says, flashing his tongue when he laughs, and sends her back into the crowd.


He brings forward another person. This time it’s a man, separated and hidden from the rest of us until now. Short and old and sad. He has a pillowy face, red under the eyes like my grandmother gets in the evening when she says she’s been thinking too hard. When a glass sits empty on the table and she mutters my mother’s long-gone name like she thinks I can’t hear it. But I do. Maddow. Maddow.


‘Lark . . . Lark, come now,’ Father Jessop says. ‘We’re all here to support you today.’


The man called Lark fists his hands together and nods. We’re all clapping softly now, patting.


‘Your wife has darkness in her soul. You’ve heard the accusations, but now we have proof. Her motheryear has passed without a child. She has brought shame onto you, and evil onto the island. The Lord tells us that a woman who avails the Seawomen shall be put to death. We have no choice.’


Lark nods again.


‘Have faith in God! Prove to Him your devotion, Lark. Will you rid us all of this ungodly woman? Will you send her back to the seabed and back to the women who have transformed her into something so wretched?’


Lark makes a little noise like a cat at a door. Father Jessop puts his arm around his shoulders and strokes his back. He walks Lark to the jetty where the yole is moored. Another one of Barrett’s boat words. Another secret growing black in my belly.


It’s the husband’s job to untie the last knot and set the boat free. The ceremony means he’s free to marry again. For his second wife, a woman of age from a big family is best; there’s more chance of a baby if she comes from a strong line. But some men are unlucky, my grandmother explained, some marry godless woman after godless woman and never have any children. They have to come to the jetty several times and send each of their wives out to sea.


Lark stares down at the yole, at the rope he must untie. The patrol ferries chug in waiting, their chuffs of cloud smoking the sky, their lights giving the water between us and them a golden slick. They sit on the border of where our sea meets the dark. To protect us, but today they have another job: to make sure the boat doesn’t bob in our sea for hours.


Lark kneels on the dock, unlacing the rope from the hook. He leans in close to the water’s edge and pushes on the boat with a pole to send it on its way. Inside the hull, there’s movement. The once sleepy woman is trying to pull her hands and feet free but she is weak and the tide is already taking her, dragging her away wave by wave. The cheers start up, too loud for me to hear whether the woman has started screaming again. Lark rises to his feet. He doesn’t watch the boat or his wife, the woman who used to be his wife, disappear. He doesn’t stay like the rest of us have to and watch her pass the border, watch the patrols give a light-flash signal that we’re all safe to go home.


Sometimes, my grandmother said, if the water is very rough, the boat won’t last the journey. It won’t even reach the patrols. Capsize. That’s what it’s called.


The boat tips to the side and my grandmother grips my hand until her knuckles feel like stones. The woman inside the yole must be shivering, dizzy. A wave pushes the boat forward and pulls it back, like a big breath, and when it lets go, the boat flips, turning upside down. We’re silent. Watching, waiting, until we see her body, face down and silent. Drowned.










Girl


He said: ‘Pay heed to the daughters, for they are the weak and the tender, prone to dealings of the dark.’ If she lives with devotion and self-control from the moment she takes her mother’s breast, she will be saved. Preserve her sweetness, hide her from the rapturous emotions that tempt her away from innocence. Only then, when her fruit grows in servitude, will she fulfil God’s purpose and deliver Him the gift of a child.


Beginnings 40:12–15










One


Picture the island now and what do I see? A grey day, the wind crackling, the gulls crying. The land, a turret rising high out of the wild sea, the top of the island – the northern edge – lost in mist. The chapel, the church, the harbour, the peat moors, the knitters and milkers, the gutter women with their knives, fish juices and seawater running up to their elbows. Women clutching their crosses, looking down at their feet, praying for the Lord’s protection. They’ve heard the rumours; they had an inkling all along. The bells of a Sunday service ringing out past the gust-wrecked croft houses, through the fields as the wild sheep chase each other as far as the heather in the north, to the stretches of the island that are worn and crumbled, once ours but claimed by the sea now.


I picture the past, her cottage. Where it all began. What would I have changed? What good is change? It’s too late for that now. It’s too late for anything.


This island is built on stories. Tales, lore, lies. They have their reasons. To while away the hours, to hide the truth, to soften, to reassure, to explain, to warn, to scare. Everyone on this island has a story, and this is mine.


 


I am three years old, struggling to keep up with her.


We were walking there, to her cottage on a south-easterly point of the island, a downward slope where the land was carpeted in green and pitted with holes made by field mice and puffins. Around the cottage was a scruff of nettles, a low mist rolling off the spine of the sea. We were caught in the middle of a downpour, a squall of it coming straight from the west, rain so cold it made me forget I was made of flesh and blood, so fast I lost my vision. We were laden with bags and boxes. Nothing in them belonged to me, everything inside was given in sympathy. Wooden blocks, knitted dolls, clothes that other children had outgrown, dresses that would take months to fit me. A large bonnet that had been made especially to cover my scars. We were running for shelter, the horizontal sheets of rain making everything a murky silver. Everything that had once been mine was ash. We stood under the overhang of the white cottage, shaking off the wet, my teeth rattling pebbles. Sarl was her name. My grandmother. I’d like to sever her from my story, but I can’t. Our blood is tied, my story is hers. Everything I am started with her, in that damp cottage.


I stared at the blue door, painted for God’s appreciation, a cross above it. All the houses across the stretch of the island carried crosses and wreaths, all a message to God for protection and a warning to the sea and the women within in: stay back.


Once inside, she took a breath and roughly pulled my coat off my shoulders.


‘There. Nothing wrong with a bit of rain.’


I would soon learn she was the type of woman that didn’t own an umbrella. If it rained, God meant for us to get wet. Nothing happened on Eden’s Isle that wasn’t God’s doing.


In the cold, my nose started to run, but I was too afraid to move and wipe it. My grandmother’s rain-wet fingers stilled my chin. ‘Now you’re here. And it’s time to be brave, isn’t it? You’re not a baby any more, Esta.’


I was old enough to realise something was missing, something was wrong. You’re not a baby any more. She’d said that before. I had a memory of it. Somewhere else, another time. After the fire. After the doctor. After the screaming. My cheek waxy. Weeping. Red. Raw. Prodded. Thick with bandages.


‘Are you listening? Don’t sniff.’


She didn’t use the word dead, or anything like it, she just told me my parents were gone. Not once did she look like she might cry, that she missed her only daughter.


‘It’s just the two of us now. You live here. With me. You understand? Right here in this cottage. You have a room and a bed and I have mine and you aren’t to disturb me. Yes?’


I nodded or blinked. I can’t remember if any words left my mouth or if I even understood her, but I understood enough to follow her further into the cottage as she told me every rule I could not break, every blessing we needed to give. It was my first time seeing the cottage, its walls covered in faded patterned paper, and framed paintings from another time, another place. Later I learnt they were pictures that told stories of the past, the glories of the old world and lessons from the Great Book.


At last she took me to a room upstairs. A breathless cupboard with a table blocked against the wall by the bed. On the table she had laid out everything I needed to be her granddaughter. A copy of the Great Book, a collection of Father Lambert John’s speeches and lessons, though I couldn’t read yet, and a portrait of his wife, Dinah John. I picked it up.


‘She’s there to watch over you. Remind you how to be.’


Dinah had twelve sons. She recognised the weakness in women, knowing they needed more than just a preacher and a holy book to keep them faithful against the Seawomen. It was her idea to gather the wise women, the ones who knew how to read a woman’s soul and confer with the heavens. Who knew when we were ready to carry a child. She called them the Eldermothers.


I looked around the rest of the room. Not a toy or a soft stuffed thing to cuddle at night. The window was small, holding a grey square of the rain outside. This window would tell me how the day was going to be, she said. Good or bad. Our weather was God’s temperament, lashing and tumultuous, a rare bleed of sun to make us believe warmth was out there if we worked hard enough. Through the glass I saw a screech of gulls fly further and further away until they were out of sight.


Gone, I thought, that word circling in my skull. But I didn’t understand it then. That gone meant forever, my parents dissolving like sand under a wave, like they were never there. My grandmother’s empty explanation filled my mouth with questions about what had happened, what my life was, questions too clattering to hold inside all at once. They filled me, overflowing and creeping into the corners of my body. The questions didn’t arrive all at once. Not on that first day, in the downpour, or the next when she slammed her hands on the table because I didn’t thank God before I sucked oatmeal from a spoon. It happened gradually. The wonderings of how and why. They came to me between her stories of how the island came to be. Of Father Lambert and his wife Dinah, as she read the copies of their diaries to me and the catechism they left behind, the Great Book, explaining how the island needed to be run and the warnings of what would happen if we didn’t follow God’s word. As she told me bedtime stories of the Seawomen.


She waited until the room was black and all that was between me and the roar of the sea were the walls of my room and a blanket.


‘They’re out there, in the water,’ she said, her voice damp in the whorl of my ear. ‘Waiting for us to fail. Waiting to reclaim the island. All they need is sin. Naughty girls. Horrible thoughts. They feed off it.’


They were a mutation of creation, she told me, spawned from abomination, the old world disrupting the natural way of things. A species that could live without land, without men. Everything they were was against God.


She told me stories of women from the island who’d been weak and faithless, who’d let their minds be bewitched. Women who would never reach Salvation. The worse these women were, the more they encouraged the Seawomen closer to the island. Her stories always ended the same way.


‘And they’ll come for you too. If you turn your back on God.’


I tried to find quiet times of the day, when we had just prayed together in candlelight, the edges of her mood melted, to ask questions about my parents. These were the times when she was sober, calmest, when I was praying how she wanted, kneeling together, legs almost touching, when she would let me say Dear God and Amen, when her voice was gentle and circling, like a thumb between rabbit ears. Then, I tried to ask her.


‘Muma. Papa. Where did they go?’


All she could say was, ‘We don’t talk of them any more.’


‘Are they with God?’


And if she had said yes, what then? What would I have become?


She blew out the candles and out went the warmth in her, her knee leaving its contact with mine. She sent me to my room with instructions to memorise the illustrations on the first page of the Great Book, to copy the shape of letters I was too young to understand. Instead of answers, she gave me stories. That was how she boxed me up and sealed my mouth until all those questions had nicked my insides with tiny, invisible scars. That was why, against the wall she built, I stopped asking questions about my parents, where they were and why my face had been burnt in a fire. Instead, all those unanswered wonderings swelled into a curiosity, a part of me I struggled to contain.


I see my grandmother in flashes now. She comes to me in the dark, when the cold, the hunger, and the insomnia take over. The white cord of her plaited hair down the centre of her back, her bones pushing through thin skin. The sound of her closing the Great Book between her hands and the quiet she commanded afterwards, like the earth needed to resettle. Her smell in a room, slightly sour and wet, animal, like goat milk left in a cup. This was the house where she made me. A soft thing, moulded, made stiff and fragile by the fears she embedded. At night, in the dark, her stories of the women in the water transformed every shadow, every noise. A gull’s midnight cry was a Seawoman’s calling; the tide hitting the rocks was them summoning the sea to do its worst, to scare us into surrender. Keep them from your door. There was nothing to listen to but the sea, the roar of the waves a beast outside, keeping me awake. I could picture the Seawomen in every detail, their circling, shimmering bodies, plotting, cavorting, dancing with the darkness. Some nights, if the sea sounded close, I wept, convinced that one morning I would wake and find I’d been abandoned by God and my feet turned into a tail.


 


No matter the weather, she woke me at dawn, and when she was still able to, we walked the island’s tilt. I could not complain or refuse. I knew what Father Lambert had written about the dangers of idle minds and idle bodies. Walking the island gave us a chance to appreciate our separate existence, the prospect of Salvation we’d been given. It would take the whole day to walk the full way around, but my grandmother could never manage further than the land where the market was held, every first Tuesday of the month, without a rest. Our island was not steep with mountains or crowded with trees; it was not flat, but uneven. Parts of it stood high above the sea, a staggering drop from the cliff’s edge, but at what I thought of as the bottom of the island, the south, the land sloped gradually into a bank of rocks until you could reach the tide. At a higher point, we could see all the way down to the harbour in the south, but if we were in the south, looking up, the scattered croft houses looked bunched together by Lambert’s Hill, slumped as though they were slipping towards the cliff edge, rolling on the lumpen hills of grass and rock.


On these walks I was the opposite of my grandmother – small and fast, my hair dark and unruly in the wind. We were waved at by crofters, by the wives hurrying to bring in their washing before the gales. They looked from me to her and said in hushed voices what a blessed miracle it was that I’d made it out alive. How is she? It’s a shame with her face. I had given up on the childish bonnet and battled the gales to pull my hair around my face instead. My grandmother would talk about God, how her strength came from the guiding words of Father Jessop.


When we passed the crofters, they eyed me but asked my grandmother about the weather instead. She had a gift for forecasts.


They’d look skyward with her. ‘What’s coming for us tomorrow?’


And she would lick the entire palm of her hand and raise it into the breeze, crumpling her fingers into a ball.


‘Cold. Hail coming.’


‘And the cattle, can we risk leaving them outdoors, you think?’


‘Inside until midday you’ll be good. Then see.’


The men wanted to hear about the winds that would dry their stackyard and the fishermen’s wives wanted to know if their men would get home before the sky came rushing down in wet you couldn’t see through. My grandmother could smell a storm three days before it arrived, and on an island like ours, everyone planned their lives by it.


‘Men who work the sea know how dangerous it can be. Out there on the water so close to them.’


The fishermen were attuned to the signs of bad luck, like we all learnt to be, sensitive to the feeling of something wrong on the horizon. For them it was blood skies and setting off on Friday mornings. For others it was fever, rotting crops, headaches. These were God’s warnings. The Seawomen were close, plotting. Someone’s sin was beckoning them nearer.


‘It’s all part of their plan. To overturn boats and see men slip and struggle,’ my grandmother said. ‘They’d be glad if there were no men at all. They want the whole world to be like them.’


Sarl liked showing off her gift, collecting coins for her forecasts. Women with gifts had worth. There were women who knew how to crush the right herbs to heal a pounding head or a mixed-up stomach. Women who could suck a splinter from a foot. Women who knew there was a baby brewing just by touching. Women who said they could tell if you were going to marry a dark-haired man or a fair man just by the way stones landed when you threw them. All of these were gifts from God, nothing like the meddling tricks that came from the sea. I didn’t know what my gift would be, or if I’d ever have one.


But even my grandmother, with all her foresight, could not predict what would happen the summer when I was four years old, and the storms began.


 


In the years after the fire, what the crofters called ‘the miracle’ of my being spared the fate of my parents, more fishermen came to our door to ask my grandmother for the forecast, to pray for them. Skies could change by the hour, men arriving in their wet caps and sodden waders, their faces blistered from the salt wind, all wanting to hear good news. They wanted my grandmother to send a prayer their way. Herring was all the Otherlands wanted. The way our island made its living. Fresh food straight from the belly of the sea. It was rare to the Otherlanders. Precious. Exotic. Not like it was for us, abundant on our doorsteps. They were desperate for it. Father Jessop told us about the so-called food they relied on in the Otherlands because they’d ruined their own seas. Food pumped with chemicals and hormones, processed and mechanical, meat cultivated in jars, nutrients produced in laboratories. Nothing grew in the Otherlands; the land was too toxic, he told us. I’d never been more grateful for our soil, our plates of root vegetables. It was hard to imagine a land so destroyed, even though there was no question of its truth – we knew he’d seen it first-hand, visiting to report back on the horrors he’d witnessed. His descriptions were so vivid it was like I’d seen it myself. The earth they lived on was not like ours. It was rotten, flooded, infested. All the warnings they’d ignored from God.


We never walked to the harbour. We never went that close to the water. There were times when we were walking that my focus would slip, my attention drawn away from the things I knew – the grass and the sheep, the fences and kittiwakes – and instead directed towards the sea. On a clear day I knew it was possible to see a haze of distant islands, but none of us looked for them. It was better to pretend our island sat alone. They were a wound on our pure, separate existence. Anything outside the island God had given us was an abomination. But there was something about the sea, the constant motion, the changes in colour, the way it surrounded us, that made it impossible to ignore.


Once, before that terrible summer, when I hadn’t even realised I’d been staring, unmoving, at the water, my grandmother grabbed hold of my arm.


‘You listen. You listen to this. You never look at the sea! It’s head down, blur your eyes if you have to. Hand over them, like this.’ She put her own hand up, shielding her eyes. ‘Never!’


‘It’s a bad place.’


‘More than bad. Evil. You don’t look, you never look. You get sick. Evil gets in. You’ll see things. Hear whispers. Mad things. Do things. All bad. Terrible things. You will betray God. Then God will shun you. You want God to turn His back on you, damn you? Damn us all.’


‘No.’ I thought I might cry, but in those early years I taught myself how to stop it by biting the inside of my cheek. Crying in front of her never made things better.


‘You don’t look at the sea, you don’t think of the sea and you never go near it. Want to know what happens? When you were a baby. No. Before that. Long before. Sometime. A woman, she looked out at the sea and those Seawomen, and they called to her. You know what they said? They said, “In the night, when everyone’s sleeping, you go to your neighbour’s house and you curse it. You curse that house.” And she did. She babbled and she shook. Her eyes all criss-cross. The message getting through. The next morning, the cows lay dead in the field, but worse, the baby, stone cold in its little cot. Blue lips and horrible dead eyes. All because she looked at the sea and shunned God from her soul. The Seawomen had what they wanted, another one on their side.’


My grandmother took hold of my shoulders and gripped hard, making sure I had my back to the water.


‘God sees you looking out there and He thinks you are dissatisfied with the world He gave you, the life He created. You’re like the people of the old world. That’s what ruined them. You look out there and they will see it. They will make you one of them. They see your weakness, the lack of God in your heart, and know they have you.’


She dotted her finger from my temple to inside my ear, then back to the soft part of my head where it felt as fragile as an eggshell. ‘You’ll let them in here. Once the sea gets in, the Seawomen always follow. Always do.’


I knew a little about the old world and how it had come to ruin. How Father Lambert John inspired a following and heard a calling to start a new world. God in his ear. A fresh beginning on a remote isle. Far north. A thin skin between our world and the Lord’s.


I knew the stone-walled cottages had existed long before. They were from the old world, and Father Jessop John lived in a building that still had a sign saying ‘Observatory’. His family slept in a place where once they used to catalogue species of birds on box-like machines. I had never seen a machine. Machines did not exist on the island. They were the first thing Father Lambert John told his followers they had to sacrifice if they ever wanted Salvation. It was not called Eden’s Isle then, but something else. When it was not holy. It was a remote, quiet place, for sheep, a few families, visitors. It had a harbour, a port, a ferry for the guests and a place to stay, a landing strip for aircraft, a shop full of woollen clothes – or so Father Lambert’s journals said. They had a generator – an old version of the one we use now. Wind turbines. The remnants of the old world lived on like ghosts we knew little about. The useful stayed, the corrupting destroyed.


In June, the weather turned. Wetter than I’d ever seen it. The storms were brutal, sounding as if the sea was fighting itself. You could hear it from indoors, the sea hurling boulders, beating down into the coves. There were times when it felt as if the whole island had moved, the pulse of thunder rattling under our feet, spinning cups off the table. Roof tiles lost, sheep drowned. You couldn’t even stand outside. I was wide awake, rigid, too scared to sleep. The sea was wild. Was it calling to someone? Or answering? What if I had heard something? What then? I hid under the bed, blocking my ears, in case it was me they wanted, prayed to God until my grandmother heard me from the next room and her heavy feet paced in from the landing. It would pass, she said, it always did. But there were hours of the night, in the midst of a war with the sea that we’d already lost, when not even prayer could save us.


It was affecting the fishermen. There were days and days when they were unable to leave the harbour for herring, and my grandmother’s forecasts were only bringing more bad news. After church one sodden Sunday, dreading another week of grounded boats, she sought out Father Jessop.


‘Is there reason to be worried, Father? About what’s to come?’


He looked at her, then me, the both of us still wet through from walking to the church in the rain. He was dry, wearing pristine robes, his skin as smooth as candle wax. He was young then, early thirties, vivid blue eyes and hair the colour of sunlight through a window. He wasn’t like the rest of the men on this island: wind-savaged and exhausted.


‘The storms are troubling. But with the right action . . . Could you find it in you to visit the harbour? To say a prayer? Those men already have so much belief in your readings of the weather, I’m sure coming from you it would ease their fears.’


I saw her swallow. ‘Father, the harbour. It’s . . .’


‘Take the little one with you,’ Father Jessop said, making me jolt as the surprise weight of his hand petted the top of my head. ‘It’ll pose a good test for you both. Nerve. Faith. Keeping your eyes down and the Lord in your thoughts. Let’s see her young devotion isn’t half-hearted, shall we?’


The next day we did as he instructed. Next to me, my grandmother’s mouth was woolly with prayer, gulping down breaths like drink to still her nerves. Only Father Jessop could persuade her this close to the water. She never even visited the harbourmaster, Barrett; he was her cousin by marriage and oldest friend, but he lived overlooking the boats. She did not eat before we left; she was deathly quiet apart from her words to God. The walk was downhill to the harbour along rough paths that needed concentration in wind so fierce. It was hard to imagine the shape of the island when I’d only seen pieces of it, but I thought of it like a scab I once had on my knee, oozy and uneven, with raggedy edges. The harbour was near the old lighthouse, where black rocks tumbled out into the sea, scattered by a giant’s hand. I drank everything in, all of it unseen before by me. There were a few fishermen’s huts circling the harbour and a bell in the centre, which was to be rung in an emergency, but mostly it was boats and nets and lobster pots. There was also a station hut for the Keepers. They guarded in shifts, checking each boat, each fisherman, before he left and when he returned. Two of them watched over the harbour during the busiest times of the day; at night, under lock and metal fences and with boat use prohibited, there was only one Keeper on guard.


The nearer we got, the more I thrummed with a different feeling. One of adventure. I’d never been allowed this close to the water before.


It was Anderson we saw first, Barrett’s younger brother, wading out into the water, one hand welded onto his cap to keep it from being pulled into the sea by the gales and the other on a rope, attempting to heave his yole out from the mud. He shouted at some of the other men to help and three men piled on, fighting to free it from the mud’s sucker in the rain. I could taste the wind on my tongue, the salt rawing my insides. The vastness of the sea overwhelmed me, and Father Jessop’s words about keeping my eyes down and the Lord in my heart seemed impossible.


A Keeper approached us with a stride that made my pulse dizzy. I caught a glimpse of the water. Briefly. The frothing grey sheets of it. I shot my attention to my feet.


‘Turn around,’ my grandmother said to me before he was close enough to hear. ‘I don’t want you looking out there.’


I did as she said, guilt throbbing in my chest. I had looked. I was too curious not to.


‘This is no place for women,’ the Keeper said.


‘We were sent by Father Jessop. To pray. The men need hope.’ There was an authority in the way she spoke that seemed to override the nerves she had as we walked there.


‘Right,’ he said. ‘Well, keep her away from the edge. She’s too young to be here.’


‘She has the Lord with her.’ She pulled the chain of my cross pendant to show him, choking me.


‘Sarl!’ Our heads turned towards the sharp call of her name. It was Barrett, emerging from one of the huts where the men made desperate attempts to repair their storm-wrecked vessels before broaching the water for another futile try.


Hearing anger in his voice, the Keeper stepped away and back to the boats, and I shrank against my grandmother’s side. I always hated when Barrett came to visit us. She told warm-eyed stories about growing up with him, how he’d once saved her life, but he frightened me. His smell, potent with wrack, his face covered in white thickets of hair. His solitary eye, his missing hand. I had imagined a hundred stories about how he lost both, and all of them slopped in my stomach like spoiled soup. Like he’d grown from the sea himself.


‘You shouldn’t be down here. And – Lord! – not with the girl! What will people think if they see her down here?’ When he was closer, Barrett’s voice was less harsh, but it was still deep and growling, enough to make me shudder.


‘The men, they need faith,’ my grandmother said.


‘The men need the storms to pass. Which they will. In time.’


‘Father Jessop sent us.’


He said nothing for a moment. ‘Sarl, please just go home. Take Esta away from this place. There’ll be talk.’


‘The men haven’t made it out the harbour for days. The whole island is talking about it.’


‘And they’ll be out there in the morning for another try.’


‘Only to turn back home again.’


‘The storm will pass. Conditions will be fair enough by dawn.’


‘You’ve not been on the water in years; what would you know about conditions?’


I peeked at him through squinted eyes. He bristled. I remembered a few months before, around the time of the festival, hearing the two of them argue over something that happened years back. I was hidden upstairs, away from it, but afterwards I heard their voices change, the sound of them coming together. I imagined her putting her arms around him, but I’d never seen her do that before, not even to me. I’d seen other people hold each other, skin smoothing skin. It looked nice and I practised alone, arms wrapped around my body, closing my eyes and pretending.


‘I know the water better than any of these men. I can’t – I won’t – have you hanging around here.’


It was then, noticing the raised voices, that his brother Anderson came over, interrupted, clucking his tongue against his teeth. ‘This is a woman’s doing, no question. We never get storms like this in the summertime,’ he said.


Barrett seethed. ‘Stay out of it.’


At my side, I felt my grandmother stiffen. She turned to Anderson, ignoring Barrett. ‘Have you seen any other signs?’


‘Ain’t the storms proof enough?’ Anderson hesitated. ‘Why? You seen anyone? Heard anything?’


‘If I had, I’d have gone straight to Father Jessop myself.’


I could see the men who were standing around the harbour and tightening the ropes and chains to secure their boats looking over at us. It was only the gutter women who came down this close to the water, and they were specially chosen. Women who had proved their resilience against the influence of the water by giving birth to three or more children. They could withstand being this close, they were hardy against the whispers, the temptations. What would they think about us here – me?


‘Enough of this. Take her home,’ Barrett said, firmer.


‘We’ll take your prayers,’ Anderson said. ‘Anything to know God’s on our side.’


My grandmother smiled, reaching out to clutch his hands. I winced at how wet he was, how strongly he smelt of another place.


‘Start the prayer for us, Esta,’ she said, shutting her eyes like she often did to gather her spirits.


Barrett walked away, his anger boiled into silence. His sharp moods only made me more fearful of him, relieved that he’d left, relieved to start the prayer.


‘Dear Lord . . .’


 


On the walk home, my involvement in the giving of the prayer buoyed my mood. We had been close to the water and we had survived. I had glanced at the sea and nothing bad had seized hold of me. But I thought about Barrett and what he had said about us being down there, me especially, and what people might say if they didn’t know our reasons for being there. I wanted to know more about him. I knew some questions were out of bounds – questions about his missing hand, his absent eye. But if he knew the water so well, why wasn’t he out on the boats fishing? What had they argued over before and why had he sounded so sad around the time of the festival, the time we all enjoyed most? I asked.


‘Think. It’s obvious,’ she said.


‘His hand.’


‘There was an accident.’


The thought made me sick and I wished I hadn’t asked.


‘A man with one hand and one eye alone in a boat? He would drown. No question.’


‘And that’s why he’s sad.’


I tried to say it less like a question but a conclusion I’d reached myself. I didn’t want to push it by asking too much. It didn’t matter that I was a curious child. It was as though my grandmother had a daily limit; at any moment she could raise her fingers to her temple and press on the blue-lined skin, ignoring anything else I might say. Her headaches. She said they were as loud as the sea storms.


‘The harbour is all he has left now. No children, and his wife gone . . . If the fishermen fail, he fails.’


‘What happened . . .’


My voice trailed away. Something stopped us in our tracks. I never got to ask her more about the accident, about Barrett’s wife.


Our ears were filled by the toll of the church bell, a clanging so loud and sharp the whole island could hear it. Everywhere we looked, croft to croft, men and women were running towards the sound.










Two


My grandmother grabbed my hand and we ran uphill against the rain. I felt the strain on my knees, not knowing why we were running, but knowing we needed to follow the others. The church was white-harled and glowed on brighter days like a singular tooth in the grass. When we reached the church grounds there were so many islanders pushing and shouldering that the wire fence on the pathway, the one erected to prevent the sheep nuzzling at the door, was beginning to collapse. Through the trample, I could hear snatches of panic. In the wet, everything slipped and slid. I held onto my grandmother’s waist. Some of the women already had red faces from crying, and as we waited for the doors to be opened, the rain lashed even harder, seeping in between our layers of clothes.


The door of the church was unlocked by a Keeper, and the crowd flooded in. The church wasn’t built for us; it was built in the time before, when fewer people lived on the island, so it was too small to take all of us at once. That meant a rush, pushing and shoving, a desperation just to get through the doors.


Every available space was crammed with pews, but most people were standing, too shaken to sit. I wanted to ask my grandmother what was happening, but I could see her head snatching from left to right, trying to piece together the news from the rumour.


Something had washed up on the beach in the storm.


Father Jessop arrived, flanked by two of his sons, both Ministers, wearing their dark shirts, marching in through the double doors shortly after my grandmother and I had found a space at the front of the nave. She’d used me as a spade, and steered us through the airless crowd.


A sense of relief drifted through the room when Father Jessop appeared at the altar. I could feel my heartbeat slow, the tension easing. In his arms he carried a wooden box I’d never seen before.


He hushed us like children, all with a softness in his features. ‘I need everyone to stay relaxed and very quiet,’ he said. ‘We’re here with God’s protection. There is no need to panic.’


A woman beside me sobbed, open-mouthed and wet, into her husband’s chest.


‘I need to prepare you for what you are all about to see,’ Father Jessop said to the room. He held the box out in front of him. It was ornate, carved. His words conveyed a warning, but the box suggested majesty, buried treasure. I was hot, not knowing what to do with my damp hands.


‘What I have here is a reminder of the constant threat we must endure. Proof that we are not doing enough. Proof that God is being forgotten, that sin is being fostered among us.’


There was a shift in the room, a muttering torpor. The word threat sank in my stomach.


‘It was found among the red weed of the strand line by one of our Messengers. I want you all to remember that it is not here by mistake or accident. It was left behind as a warning.’ Father Jessop’s fingers ran across the front of the box. ‘We need to ask ourselves serious questions.’ He paused, and the room creaked with the mass of bodies. ‘Ask yourself – have you been listening to God? Trusting Him, following Him? Or have you been betraying His word? This here, in this box, has the answer. It is a sign.’


There was the click of a lock, and Father Jessop hesitated before he opened the lid. The air in the room tightened, and even he looked like he had to steel himself. It took me years to see this moment for what it was, his every movement measured, orchestrated. It took me years to understand why it was such a performance. He had a solemn look on his face, handling the box with reluctance, like a healthy man approaching the sick. We watched on, thoughts ticking over as he pulled back the lid and reached inside. He grasped at something, not with a fist, but pinching it between his fingers, and lifted it into the air. It unfolded, wider than his hands, longer than his forearm. It looked like fish skin, but devoid of shine, grey and translucent in the centre, curling and crisp at the yellow edges where the salt water had dried it. Scales, perfect and symmetrical, arcs of colour where they caught the light. It was too large to be a shedding from any fish I knew.


The crowd seemed to step back at the same time, the sight spurring gasps, mouth by mouth, like a shift of daylight rolling over the crofts. Cries and questions and murmuring everywhere. Is it? What? What? What? How? Why? He held the room. It was hot, pounding. Bodies pushing, drawn breaths, crying.


‘What is it?’


But all she could do was shake her head, colour drained.


‘This here is the skin from a Seawoman’s tail,’ Father Jessop said. ‘It’s a warning to us that they’re near. Watching. They’re waiting. And they will return.’


A worry bloomed in me, so sudden, so vivid, I felt the ground sway under my feet. No longer just a story, no longer just an unseen fear. Real. Shimmering. Threat.


One woman threw herself at the Father, falling to her knees, the impact making him stumble, and a Keeper stepped in to carry her off to the side. I was paralysed watching the terror ripple from one body to the next.


Father Jessop adjusted his robes. His jaw had the hardness of a fist. He spoke with a volume for all of us to hear, but there was no anger in it.


‘Get a hold of yourself, woman! Don’t make us ask ourselves what you are and what you’ve done!’


The room was stunned into shaky breaths. We looked at the woman, dragged away from him by her elbows. Was it her who’d brought them back into our waters? The feeling in the room was the same. A burning need to be rid of her. While everyone watched her, I looked at Father Jessop, his eyes as black as night. Everything smooth knocked out of him. The change in his posture made my chest tight.


My grandmother pressed down on me until I could feel handprints of pain.


‘What do we do?’ I asked her, pleading, lips fat with a sob I knew I had to hold in.


‘Believe in Him. Trust,’ she said. I could feel her rocking on her feet as if in prayer. ‘We’ve done wrong. We haven’t done enough.’


I looked back up at Father Jessop, the same routine we always had when there was fear and panic – we turned to him. I didn’t know it then, but he had us all where he wanted, trembling, on our knees, willing to do whatever it took.


‘It should be clear now to all of us that the storms we’ve experienced these past weeks were no ordinary change in the weather,’ he continued, each word ringing in the arches above the low burble of fear. ‘We must be vigilant. There are women right here in this very room with answers.’


Like everyone else, I looked around, searching for clues.


‘If the storms were not proof enough, then perhaps sight of this will convince you. There’s evil here, giving them out there power. It is hidden, lurking. In your neighbour, your mother, your daughter. Somehow, here in this very room there is a servant of the Seawomen, and if we don’t find her, if we don’t fix her, they will come to our shores and they will damn us; they will take the good in our souls and destroy them.’
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