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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


GRENDEL’S MOTHER


In Grendel’s Mother: the Saga of the Wyrd-Wife, an emotionally rich retelling of Beowulf, Susan Signe Morrison reveals the tragically human monsters obscured by the heroic bravado of the original poem. Only a scholar and poet steeped in Anglo-Saxon literature and culture could conceive of such a lyrical extension of the poem from the perspective of the women in the mead hall. Reading it opened the poem to me as never before. What a gift! Grendel’s Mother is sure to become an integral part of every class on Beowulf.


Candace Robb, author of the Owen Archer Mystery Series and, as Emma Campion, A Triple Knot


This fascinating narrative is to readers today what John Gardner’s Grendel was to readers of the 1970s. Grendel’s Mother gives extra pleasure to lovers of medieval culture, since Morrison has enriched her novel with numerous treasure pieces taken from the earliest literatures of northern Europe. Poignant and yet exhilarating, Morrison’s story surrounding the women of Beowulf has a universal appeal that will keep readers captivated from beginning to end.


Haruko Momma, Professor of English, New York University, author of The Composition of Old English Poetry


Finally, a creator in the long afterlife of Beowulf who puts Grendel’s Mother at the centre of our consideration—just exactly where she belongs! And what a figure of knowledge, cultural intersection, power, and pain. Morrison’s evocative text not only recreates and restructures the tales underlying Beowulf, but also weaves in a whole host of Germanic and Celtic material, including Norse tales and poems, medical recipes, charms, and riddles. She tells a realistic story of cultural and political intersections, with the focus on the woman at its core: a baptized Christian child, servant in a hall, a pagan queen, a wise woman, a bereft mother, an angel of death, a poet, a true leader and thinker.


M. J. Toswell, Professor in the Department of English at the University of Western Ontario


Grendel’s mother of Beowulf is one of the most fascinating monsters in world literature, and she finds new life in Susan Morrison’s fascinating narrative of love, strife, and sorrow in the age of the Scyldings. Drawing upon her own deep knowledge of ancient and medieval history, Morrison reconstructs a Norse world in vivid detail, creating scenes and characters for whom the great whale road, Valkyries, and earthy magic are terrifyingly real. Morrison’s revisionary novel complicates traditional notions of heroism and villainy, evoking an eldritch, feminine power every bit the equal of the brazen warrior’s might. Teratophiles, rejoice! With Grendel’s Mother, Morrison has given us a “monstrous” woman worthy of our fear, our respect, and our love.


Robert T. Tally Jr., Texas State University, author of Poe and the Subversion of American Literature: Satire, Fantasy, Critique, CHOICE Outstanding Academic Title 2014


Since the era of Wagner, we have seen great public interest in Old English narratives like Beowulf and in Old Norse narratives like The Saga of the Volsungs. Unfortunately, popularized versions of these tales based on translations often perpetuate unfounded assumptions about what the past must have been like. More informative — and more enduringly popular — have been retellings by authors like Poul Anderson and J. R. R. Tolkien, literary artists who know the old tales in their original languages. Morrison has a scholar’s command of Beowulf. Like Anderson and Tolkien, she has hit on a method that brings ancient times to life more effectively than direct translation, which entangles the reader at once in doubts and difficulties. The most authentic recreations of early Northwest Europe weave material from many sources into an original plot. We may not understand everything that happens in Beowulf, but Morrison incorporates material from related songs and sagas to create a compelling story with the special appeal of a window on the past.


Geoffrey Russom, Professor Emeritus of English and Medieval Studies, Brown University
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Prologue


Once, in the long, long ago, the fisher folk and the fighting folk were one. They defended themselves from marauding wave riders. The grey time, before the fighting folk separated, held conflict and oppression, ill will, but also triumph and death.


The sea was the lifeblood for the fisher folk. They worked with the whale’s path that birthed and killed them.


Some came to hate the seal-road. It drew them away from the softness of women. The fighting folk turned to tame the brine and control it. They built longships to teem the waves and conquer the salt flood and peoples living on those shores.


Who still carry those tales of that watery past? Only the poor fisher folk, who bide to the shore for survival, like lichens clinging to a rock. They sing the tales at sea, they croon the lays to their bairn, they chant the myths at the seaweed harvest. Clever hall scops, eager for gold, threaten to drown the sea songs.


Deeper, deeper, the salt lays are pushed beneath the waves, swelling on the surface, ripples that widen, smooth out and disappear, leaving no trace on the glassy face of the sea. The old stories that grannies and nursemaids tell in the night, whispered to soothe whimpering babes’ cries, melt into the grey dusk like the people who tell them.


Listen, we have heard the fame of the mere-woman from days long since, how she fiercely combatted her enemies after she was first found helpless.


Long after the frost ogres fought with the gods, before Rome was sacked, when our ancestors, the northmen, pillaged in their longships and plied the whale’s path, a woven basket floated on the salt-rimed sea. The basket, woven wave-rider, rocked with the flood, moon messenger. Foamy white peaks washed the suckling to the shore, sandy beach haven. Salt encrusted, the maiden slept, skin sun-tattered scarlet. Breathing in land wind, the girl-lady stirred, sensing the end of the flood, womb sheltered. That was an innocent child.





I. The Brine Baby




Me in those days my father and mother


gave up as dead.


Then a loyal kinswoman


wrapped me in clothes and kept and cherished me,


as kindly as she did for her children,


until, in her care,


I became mighty-hearted among those


who were no kin of mine.


Anglo-Saxon Riddle: The Cuckoo









The rime of night thaws in the pale day of winter gloom. My children cling to my skirts. I’m greedy for their sticky fingers, hot tears, and clinging hugs. I look out to the misty horizon, bide my husband’s return.


Women often wait for men.


Here the wind hums the past, sings she-songs, which I gather as a child collects shells, treasuring them. I dream of my grandmother. She was no bloodkin. Yet her life flows in my veins, warms the foamy sea of memory. The hut where she first lived was cradled from the raw wind by dunes and bracken. One time, that bold woman chanted her story. She shared with my mother, her adopted daughter, deeds bold and grim. I listened to that sad song. One day I’ll tell my daughter of that fierce lady. Those days will not fade, that glory will not be extinguished.


I stand on the shore where the frothy tide carried her many seasons ago. She had no past when she came from the sea. Her wyrd, her fate, had not yet been woven.








Chapter 1



The Seal Suckling


A. D. 377, the coast of Zealand, Scylding land


Seaweed hung drying from branches woven together into archways, like some crumbling monument of the giants on the sand. A woman placed the soggy leaves onto the delicate fingers of wood, from a basket piled with sea spears. The weed, once dried, would be used for fuel, emitting the pungent smell of the ocean within four snug walls, the home carrying the lingering scent of fish and brine. Some salty leaves lay on a compost heap to strengthen the weak soil and grow root vegetables. A few pieces would be eaten in a soup, hot watery salad, to warm bones in the chill midwinter.


As she set the weed over the branches, the woman caught the sound of a seagull’s cry. Her home lay just off the sand on a little hillock of sea grass and shale. The gannet’s glee was part of her song. As the mewing of the gull did not whisper away upon the wafting wind, the woman sought out the crying curlew. There she saw the soft seaweed, barnacled bed, of a marine monster. Leaving her work, approaching with caution, she listened for linnets along the lime lane. At first she thought it was a seal drifted ashore, something large, brown, and wet. She was momentarily frightened, then realized it didn’t move.


She wiped her hands on her apron and walked toward what seemed to be a woven basket, a tiny covered boat, with only a small window on the topside exposed. Hurrying now, the woman pulled the boat further in from where it had been rocked by the waves. Through the opening above, she saw a mouth, teeth, little tongue, and heard a desolate whimper. In the sea cradle, washed up on the shore, lay an infant, cold and wet, exhausted from crying and loneliness. Leather straps held down the boat basket’s cover and she undid them, flipping over the top of the boat. The baby saw her and cried all the more, kicking now and desperately gulping for air. The woman touched its skin, briny and blue, frost bitten and forlorn, frozen and sore. She picked up the child, seal suckling, coldest of kits. The baby stank of sea and salt. The woman dragged the boat onto the shingle away from the tide and carried the mewling infant into the house.


The house was rectangular, twelve paces by eighteen. Heavy posts every few feet and parallel to the walls supported the thatched roof. The wicker-work sides had been coated in daub. At one end of the house were stalls for the animals — one cow, six sheep, two pigs, and three goats. A hearth lay in the center of the living quarters with an opening to the heavens for the smoke. The house smelled of animal warmth.


The baby fussed and the woman hushed it, talking quietly. The woman, Hildilid, had lost her first-born only months before to the wasting disease and had had no sign of a new arrival. Holding a child came easily to her, though not without a sudden stitch of pain, remembering the sweet dead infant who shriveled up despite her love. She lay the baby down, who was wiggling and kicking. Despite its arrival from the sea, the baby was only damp from the sea air and urine. The woman undressed it, the sharp smell of shit filling her nostrils. The poor thing had been left, it seemed, for hours, maybe days. Fetching some hot water from the kettle over the fire, Hildilid poured it into a big pan, along with some tepid water. She wiped the baby all over. It was a little girl, three half-years old, perhaps more.


The woman dressed the clean baby. Her own infant’s clothes would not do, so she used the clothes promised for her own child had she grown older. Now the child was clean, dry, and dressed. The woman set on her next task, filling the girl’s belly. Soup had been slowly heating on the hearth. Hildilid poured out a cup, tore off the heel of a fresh loaf of bread that she let soak in the brew to soften. The child gobbled the yeasty dough down — it disappeared immediately. She drank a glass of spring water in one gulp.


“Don’t guzzle the soup, girleen,” said the woman. “You’ll burn your tongue.”


Hildilid got a spoon, dipped it in the cup, and blew on the broth. The baby had soon finished the soup, and ate another piece of bread. It was warm in the room, heated by a fire, gold as Freya’s tears. The roaring flames brought the child to life. She cried her first wail over the whale’s sea on an alien shore, a second birth into a new life in a foreign haven. Hildilid picked up the child, too weary and confused to resist a stranger’s succor, to nurse her. She sang a low, sweet song.


Dark eyelashes lay along the pink cheeks. The babe breathed deeply. Gently, Hildilid lay her down in the crib kept in the room. Her own child had been dead and cold only a few months; now a new one took her place. Hildilid stroked her hair, wiped away tears, and walked outside.


She drew the woven boat up by the house and took everything out of it. There were several leather skins that had once held a liquid, now dry. The poor thing had not drunk in a while. The blankets covering her were damp and salty. Only the one closest to her skin had been of a lighter, more delicate weave. In the foot of the boat, away from the little window on top, Hildilid found some objects. These she brought inside, along with the good blanket. These objects she put in her own marriage chest, under some well-spun cloths. The finely woven blanket she kept with her. Outside again she made a fire and threw the sea-soaked blankets on top. She watched them smoke. The boat she pulled behind the house aside the kitchen midden, piled high with oyster and mussel shells. She covered the boat with reeds.


Back in the house she went to check on the girl. She slept deeply still. Hildilid shifted the coverings around her. The child was warm enough now.


As twilight came, Sæwald and his partner returned home. Hildilid saw them pull up on the shore with a good catch. After Sæwald hung the sea supper to smoke above seaweed gleeds and bid his fishing friend farewell, he saw his wife emerge outdoors. He was relieved to see her, as she usually greeted him as soon as he returned home. He worried that she had done some mischief to herself out of grief for the lifeless child, even though it had been several months since that death.


Hildilid held her hands out to him. “Sæwald!”


“What is it, my woman? Have you come to ask me about our haul?” he asked, embracing her, glad to see her so lively.


“Come,” she said excitedly, motioning him into the cottage.


“What have you within? A surprise?”


“Yes. For I have caught something at sea today as well.” She laughed and motioned to the little bed.


Sæwald was stunned. For a moment he could say nothing. At last, “Whose is it?”


“She’s ours.”


He thought she’d gone mad. “Ours?” thinking she meant the dead baby. “How ours?”


“Oh, Sæwald, don’t you see? Our child was taken away and we’ve been given this one.”


“How did you find her?”


“She washed up here.”


“Washed up? Like a seal?”


“No, no.” Hildilid took him to the rear of their home. She held the reeds back to expose the boat.


Sæwald fingered it. “It’s not of Scylding design.”


“No, I knew that at once. You see, a foreign child. No one here will come looking for her.”


“Someone else may.”


Hildilid shook her head emphatically. “I’ve thought of that. Why would they then have abandoned her?”


Sæwald looked at the boat again. He touched it, examining the weave. “It could be Frankish, or of Heathobard design.”


“What does it matter? No one knows she’s here.”


“The king will have to know.”


“The king!” Hildilid was exasperated. “How could he deny us her?”


“I don’t know,” said Sæwald slowly. Now they were back in the cottage. The child sighed in her sleep. Her eyelids flickered and she awoke. Seeing the two faces gazing at her in the awe and hope of love, she began to cry. Hildilid held and rocked her. Sæwald went to one end of the room and came back with a little rattle shaped from wood into a seal. He had whittled it for his own bairn, destined for death.


The child cried, yet looked with interest. Then she grabbed it. She gazed at Sæwald, seeming to acknowledge him with her eyes, deep pools of pleading.


“I’ll speak to the king myself, if need be,” he assured his wife after a moment.





Chapter 2



A Kingly Command


A few weeks later Hildilid’s brother, one of the royal coast guard, visited. “Sister?” he cried as he stepped onto their beach. “Sister!”


She emerged from the house. Behind her appeared a small child, still almost a baby, though walking competently.


Scyldtheow was amazed. Had his niece come back to life?


“Hello, brother. What news do you bring us?” asked Hildilid.


At last he managed to say, “What news have you for me, sister?”


The girl held her mother’s hand and pressed herself into her skirts.


“We have our daughter again.”


“She died.”


“The sea coughed up another. The gods have returned her.”


“Do not speak in riddles.”


“She washed up on our shore.” Hildilid showed the boat. The girl was now sitting in the sand, digging with a shell.


“Does she speak?”


“She babbles in her native tongue.”


“Which is—?”


“I don’t know. Neither does Sæwald,” she said, pointing to her man who had just arrived.


“Good even, brother.”


“And to you. I see the sea gave birth.”


“And we are the midwives.”


“I’ve seen the boat, brother,” said Scyldtheow cautiously.


“And?”


“It is a foreign vessel.”


“I know that. The child was rejected. She came here alone and in need. We want her for our own.”


Scyldtheow was no sister-hater, kin-killer. He was a king-counselor, hero-helper. Pausing, he chose his words carefully. “I shall have to tell the king.”


Hildilid cried out so that the child looked up briefly from her game. “No! Why must he know? What can it matter to him?”


Scyldtheow spoke in his official capacity. “All aliens must be made known to the king.” Then, in a softer tone, “I’m sure it will turn out favorably.” Though he was not certain of that.


When next Scyldtheow went to the king’s home, a large and simple hall, he took an opportunity to speak to him. Back at the beer byre, the sea-scout told what he had found.


“I have news of an alien invasion, your majesty,” he said.


“Indeed?” said Hrothgar, son of Healfdene. “Yet your demeanor is calm and relaxed. Are they friends?”


“I think so, my Lord.”


“Who is it, Scyldtheow?” asked the queen mother, Ealhhild, Healfdene’s widow. Healfdene had been king. Now his son, Hrothgar, reigned. He was near forty half-years old. So time was measured, by half-year or season, two each lunar year.


“A child.”


“A child?” asked Hrothgar.


“To be more precise, a baby. Well, older than a tiny baby. Perhaps three half-years in age.”


The queen mother smiled. “Where is this frightening creature?”


“At my sister’s, Hildilid, my lady.”


“Ah.” Hildilid had grown up at court, such as it was. Hrothgar’s kingdom was of several thousand persons, not including the communities he’d conquered overseas or distant since he took the throne a few years earlier. While some Scyldings were court members and others fished and farmed, there was a fluidity about the society. A farmer, if a likely warrior, could easily become beloved at court. Even those at court had to keep their families alive through farming or fishing. Still, Hildilid would normally have married a retainer or his son, as her own father had been a court counselor.


Instead, she’d fallen in love with Sæwald. Hildilid was one of several daughters, and not the favorite, so her father let her marry her beloved. Though familiar with court ways, she was happy to be exiled from them. They were lucky lovers. Poets play and scops sing of woeful wedlock, keening couples. Theirs was a contented coupling.


“How did Hildilid acquire the child?” Hrothgar asked.


“She floated on to shore some three weeks ago.” All the retainers listened. “She was in a woven cradle-boat, with leather skins of milk and some food. My sister, as you know, lost her baby recently. She wants to keep this child for her own.”


Hrothgar said, “I see no problem with that.”


Ealhhild interjected, “Who lost the child? A Scylding?”


Scyldtheow hesitated. “No, lady. She seems to be of foreign birth.”


“That could be a problem.”


“How, Mother? Surely, even if of foreign birth, the baby has been abandoned, they don’t want her now.”


“It could be a trap,” said the queen.


“Nonsense!”


“Is it, my son? What if the Heathobards, subdued only a few years ago, want to pick a quarrel with you, setting this girl among us to use at a later date? They could say we stole her. What if she is the king’s child?”


“Mother, these are fantasies you spin.”


“I have seen enough bloodshed in my time to know that one innocent action, committed from generous desires, could seed later destruction.”


Hrothgar thought and then pronounced, “Let us go then to your sister’s home. We will see the child for ourselves.”


The following day, the queen mother, Hrothgar, his retainer Unferth, Unferth’s brother Coifi the shaman, and Scyldtheow set out for the beach on horseback. They were the legal leaders, powerful persons. Once another king, Solomon, had decided a baby’s brethren, foundling’s family.


“What would you suggest, Mother, if she is a spy?” asked Hrothgar playfully. “Send her back to the fishes?”


“Don’t be ridiculous, my son. I am not a cruel fiend. We would have to take counsel then, of course.”


Hildilid and Sæwald were at home awaiting the royal visit. No introductions were necessary.


“Hildilid,” said the queen, “I hear you’ve had good fortune.”


“Yes, lady. My daughter has arrived. A new one to heal the pain of the lost babe.”


“May we see her?”


Hildilid returned from the cot carrying the girl, who looked worriedly at all the serious faces. She said, “Mama!” and held on to Hildilid tightly.


“Does she speak at all?”


“When she came, lady, she babbled in her native tongue. We don’t know what it was. Now she’s starting to speak our words. Slowly, but clearly.”


“A wise child,” said the queen.


Hrothgar decided to take charge. “Let us see the boat she came in.” Sæwald pulled the vessel from the bracken. All examined it. “What is your conclusion?” Hrothgar asked of Scyldtheow.


“Sæwald and I agree that it is of a foreign hand. Frankish, perhaps, possibly Heathobard.”


Ealhhild look triumphantly towards her son. Hrothgar hurried on, “And was she fit when she arrived?”


“She was tired and cold, hungry and dirty,” said Hildilid.


“How long had she been alone?”


“I can’t judge. From her swaddling clothes, I’d say at least a day, perhaps two or three.”


“That means nothing,” Scyldtheow interjected. “She could have been dropped from a ship at sea, any sea, from anywhere. No one could possibly know she’d land here.”


“True,” agreed the queen reluctantly. “Were there any hints as to her parentage in the boat?”


“Only these leather bags which had had milk in them. And the blankets covering her.”


The queen’s eyes lighted up. “Blankets! Let us see!”


Hildilid went in to fetch the one surviving blanket the girl slept with every night. When Ealhhild took it, the child whimpered. “Hush, hush,” whispered Hildilid.


“It is finely woven. It could come from anywhere,” the queen said at last. “Even from here.” She looked at Hildilid. “Was she covered in one blanket only?”


“I burned the others,” Hildilid said. “They were so covered in spray and salt.”


The queen looked at Hildilid deeply. “Was there nothing else?”


Hildilid gazed back at her steadily. “Only her shit-covered cloths. And those I burned too.”


“Mother,” said Hrothgar, “I think we can see what happened. A loving parent had to abandon her, for some reason. Disease, perhaps? Yet the child has clearly brought none here. Or famine? Yet she had food enough. The fear of attack? Who knows? The parents wanted her to be loved and helped. I see no problem in her becoming Hildilid and Sæwald’s child. Many children are adopted by foster parents. It causes no anxiety.”


“Not alien children of unknown origins — in times like these!” said his mother anxiously.


“Would you have us send her back to the sea?” asked Hildilid in tears.


The queen looked at Hildilid a long time. “No. I would not have that. I simply want to say that an alien will ultimately bring about trouble, intentionally or no. Remember Gudrun, carrying stones, desiring death, floated on the swan’s back to King Jonakr. Later it brought about her daughter’s death, trampled by horses, and the stoning of her sons. That was no happy voyage.”


“Gudrun lives in the scop’s song, Mother, not in reality. Besides, she’s a child, Mother. And a sweet one at that,” said Hrothgar, as the child had shyly smiled at him. “She can do us no harm.” Then, turning to the parents, “What will you call her?”


“We were thinking Brimhild,” said Sæwald, “for battle of the sea.”


“Let us go then,” said Ealhhild. “But watch the horizon, Scyldtheow. Sails of foreigners may come to rescue her. Then, though sold into slavery, I will be right.”


“My mother is a little overcautious, Hildilid and Sæwald. Do not mind her. Bring the child to the court when she is older. Perhaps we can make a good marriage for her.”


Hildilid beamed and Sæwald bowed in thanks. That was a good king!


How the babe had survived, no Scylding could understand. Some thought she had been left near shore by a Dane, wanton woman, willing her people to take the bairn for an abandoned foreigner. Yet the cradle was created by an alien hand. How did she live? What did she eat while on Mother Sea, home of our engendering, until the icy brine calls us home to that grave? Her milky foam, the wave’s teat? The mere was her mother — coddling her cuttlefish, a little girl with no kin or kind. Was she forgotten? Floating by accident? Stolen by sea monsters? Left by her parents, who shed salt tears into the brine at the tide’s tugging? Abandoned for her own safety, like Moses in the bullrushes, a girl child to deliver her people? Fluctuating flood drifted the briny babe, the mere-maid, to the shifting sands of Scyldying shores.


After the royal party had departed, Hildilid and Sæwald embraced in relief. Sæwald stayed on the beach with the child, looking for crabs. Hildilid returned into the house. Listening to their voices outside, she went to her wedding chest. All their court clothes and fine jewelry were packed away as a dowry, never touched. Beneath one fine gown were Brimhild’s treasures, the objects from the foot of the plaited boat. Hildilid picked them up. A silver spoon, long-handled, with strange marks repeated on it, a vertical line with a horizontal one cutting through it at right angles. Each line was of the same length. Writing was engraved around the bowl of the spoon. A book in leather with several illuminations — one of a mother and baby. Perhaps it was a portrait of Brimhild’s mother. And pieces of gold jewelry. All these wrapped up in a fine woven shawl. Hildilid placed them carefully back into the chest. One day she would give them to Brimhild, when she was ready to hear of her origins. For each one must know where she comes from, to see where she is headed.





Chapter 3



Gobban’s God


Hildilid’s great-aunt, Ælfsciene, would come to visit. I have heard tell she could utter charms which worked wonders. She saved children from defeating disease, women from lingering labor, men from wicked wounds. She was said to have the ability to see the future. When she first met Brimhild, only a few months after the child washed up, Aunt Ælfsciene put her hand on Brimhild’s forehead and muttered some words. She seemed to go into a trance. Hildilid watched and was frightened.


“Aunt Ælfsciene,” she cried, as the trance subsided, “what do you see?”


“She came from water, and will return to water.” At that, Aunt Ælfsciene seemed to awaken and beamed a smile. “Aren’t you a sweet girl?” she crooned, and Brimhild smiled back at her.


Half-year followed half-year, season upon season. Brimhild soon mastered the language spoken by her parents. Growing up on the beach was a paradise for the child. She learned to dig for clams, to net fish in the shallow waters, even to swim in the brief summer time, a skill most men did not possess. Although her babyhood sang like a magic rhyme, suggestive, elusive, unknown, her childhood was not the stuff of scops, who sang to royal visitors in gold-laden halls, nor murmured on the foamy seas by sailors mending ropes, nor even hummed by flaxen-haired mothers or wily crones, lulling their bairns to sleep. Her life was no heroic adventure of daring and greatness, only the humble journey from cottage to garden, from shallow waters to the kitchen’s cracking fire and iron pot, from kelp plot to the dune above their home, to gaze towards the horizon, to wonder about the beyond. So it is with those lost at sea only to be saved through some twist of interlaced fate. Those saved either shun the brine for the terror drowns them still, or cling to the icy wave, intent on conquering the frozen grip of the white flecked sea. So it was with Brimhild, wandering ever and again to the shoreline, unable to leave it, captured by its power.


Her mother asked her what she remembered of her babyhood.


“The earliest I remember, Mother, is your face. And the sea.…”


“You do remember that? The sea?”


“Yes, Mother. The salt and waves and wind. I was rocked in the sea.”


That vessel voyage was a second birth. Her first genesis had been in salt water too.


“I have heard tell,” began Hildilid, “of a baby found on the waters, whispering rushes accompanied his cries. The king’s daughter saved him from the stream’s sorrows by embracing his birth basket. That boy grew to save his people, the hated Hebrews, suffering slaves. He was God’s man, Thor’s thane, Odin’s worshipper. He returned to the sea, parted waters.


“A maiden, too, came from the sea. Glistening and gleaming, she glowed from her sea-birth, fully formed, lovely lady. She came to lead lovers, players with passion.


“All these came from the sea, like you, Brimhild. One day you may lead your people, rule waves. Ælfsciene believes you’ll return to water. Perhaps you’ll take a trip over sea spray, conquer killers, promote peace.”


“Mother!” chided Brimhild. “You act like I’m a princess.”


“You are to me.”


“I am a fisherman’s daughter, kin of my mother, Hildilid’s hearth child.”


“Yes, you are my child, Hildilid’s heart. Yet you spring from alien loins, a faraway womb.”


One day Sæwald returned from a fishing voyage of a few weeks’ duration. With him was a strange fish — a monk. Hildilid asked who he was.


“I’m not sure. His name is Gobban. He’s an Irish priest. He speaks the Danish tongue in a basic way. From what I understood, he is wandering to find God.”


“God? Does he mean Thor? Or Odin?”


“I know not. Yet he was lost at sea in his tiny boat, one he’d made himself. If we had not happened upon him, he would have died of exposure within a day. He had no food or fresh water and was exhausted. At first he refused to climb into our boat. The seas were high. We threw a rope and hauled him in. Since then he claims he wanted God to save him. I know not his god. I said perhaps we were sent by that god to rescue him. I think he wanted to suffer more.”


“A strange creature.”


“Indeed. He is gentle and does no harm. I think he should stay with us until he is able to travel.”


Hildilid agreed. She set up a place for him to sleep in the animal shed. The straw was thick and clean. It would keep him warm.


Gobban was grateful for all the kindness they showed him. At first, Brimhild was frightened by him. His fair hair was fashioned strangely, shaved in front with flowing locks behind. He wore robes of rough dark cloth. Gobban made all sorts of outlandish gestures before each meal, speaking in a tongue neither Hildilid nor Sæwald recognized.


Gobban had been raised with many brothers and sisters and knew how to make funny faces to little ones. His simple speech was easily followed by the girl who taught him new words, as children will.


One night, after they had eaten, he told them of his God in fractured speech. “He is not bad God. He good God. He one God.”


Sæwald asked, puzzled, “You mean only he exists as God? There aren’t many gods? We have the god of thunder, the god of fire, the goddess of fertility.”


“We have one God only. He is three Gods.”


“So you do have more than one!”


“No, no. He is one God. He has three.…?”


“Three hands?”


“Yes. No. Too difficult.”


“Please explain,” said Brimhild, who had only recently begun to comprehend the religious system of the Scyldings. “Here we praise Odin for his bravery and knowledge.”


“My God know all. My God father. My God son.”


“Whose son?”


“God is father and son.”


“Impossible!” exclaimed Sæwald. “That would be incest!”


“That’s certainly not unheard of among our gods, Sæwald,” Hildilid pointed out, smiling. She turned to the monk. “Gobban,” she asked gently, “how can the father God and son God be different and the same?”


“They are same. One.”


“I don’t understand,” said Sæwald.


“I see, Daddy,” said Brimhild. “Maybe his God turns into the father or the son whenever it suits him. If he needs to talk to a king, he’d be the father, if he needs to talk to a child, he’s the son.”


Gobban smiled. Though Brimhild had not gotten it right, she understood that something happened beyond the normal process of life. “Girl understand best.”


Brimhild smiled proudly.


Then Hildilid asked, “Who is the third God? Number three? Who?”


Gobban thought for a moment. “Difficult to say.” He hit his chest. “Inside. Within.”


The three worshippers of Odin were lost. “But,” said Brimhild, “who is the mother of God? You said there is a father and a son.”


“Yes, yes. Little baby Jesus had mother Mary.”


“Who is Jesus?” asked Brimhild.


“Son God. He born by woman. Good woman. Clean woman.”


“Clean woman?” asked Sæwald.


“No man,” explained Gobban.


“You mean she was unmarried?” asked Hildilid. Illegitimate births were hardly unknown in her culture.


“No, no. Special woman. Clean. No man.”


“You mean a virgin?” asked Sæwald skeptically.


“Yes, yes. Virgin? No man.”


Brimhild didn’t follow this facet of Gobban’s religion. Sæwald laughed incredulously. “A virgin? Oh, no!”


Gobban did not smile at Sæwald’s merriment. “Is true.”


Hildilid was torn. The priest was clearly dreaming, yet he was her guest. “She had a baby?”


“Yes. Son God.”


“What happened to this son God. Jesus, you say?”


“Yes. He grow up. Man. Good man. Help people. They sick, he doctor. They lost, he find. He good man.”


“What happened to him?” asked Brimhild eagerly.


“He killed. He die. Bad men kill him.”


“Why didn’t his father stop it? Wasn’t the father God there? Couldn’t he stop the death?” asked Sæwald.


“Father God there. No help. Can no help.”


“Then he’s no god. A god has power.”


“Even Odin will be consumed by Fenrir the wolf when the end comes. And he was hung in a tree when he learned the runes,” pointed out Hildilid.
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