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Introduction

I AM A STORYTELLER, first and foremost. 

My natural habitat is close to the campfire and I breathe words the way that some men smoke.

I have lived by the ocean for nearly four decades. I have listened to the waves talking to the shoreline. I have heard the old ghost stories told around a thousand campfires. I have listened to the sea gulls complaining about the fishing.

This is the second of a series of stories based around the sea.

You don’t have to read every one, any more than you have to count every wave that rolls up to slap itself upon the beach.

Come here and give a listen.

I’ve got a tale for the telling.

Yours in storytelling,

Steve Vernon

FINBAR’S STORY

Water is a liar.

If you tell a story with water it cannot be trusted and will wash away in the first hard rain or in the tears of a long good cry. Stories told in water are protean and mutable in nature. The best stories are unpredictable in their truths. When you think that you have them figured out, when you feel that the current is leading you towards something like a happy ending, the best stories will fool you every time.

And stories told in blood and stone stick longer by far.

The two men made their way down to the shoreline, following the lean of the hillside down to the wind beaten rocks. In the darkness they could have been any two men making their way down to the water for any number of reasons - perhaps to fish, perhaps to swim, perhaps to fight a duel to the death.

“So how do you feel then?” Finbar Tanner asked.

Isaac grinned foolishly. 

How was he supposed to feel? It was his wedding night and his promise-bride Maggie was waiting for him in their wedding bed. All that was left was the talk. He wasn’t sure how he felt but he sure hoped that his father was feeling short-winded on this night of nights.

“I feel fine father.”

Finbar snorted.

“Fine, is it?” 

“Aye. I feel fine.”

“Fine is a story that you tell everyone because that is what they want to hear. I asked you a question, boy. How do you feel? What is the song of the beast that swims down deep in the hold of your gut?”

Isaac forced a nervous giggle back down under the surface. The truth was he felt a little silly standing out here in the cold and the darkness with his old man when he would have far rather have been back in bed, sporting with his brand new bride.

“I feel drunk,” Isaac said. “The wedding punch has gone straight to my head.”

“This’ll clear the fog nicely,” Finbar said, passing Isaac his steel drinking flask. “Bottom it, man, and may the current be kind to you.”

Isaac took the flask gingerly, wary of a trick. 

“You’ve never let me drink from this before,” He said.

“Aye,” Finbar said. “It was my father’s flask and he gave it to me to keep for my own on my wedding night.”

Isaac tipped it back and tried to find empty. It was a noble effort but the flask ran uncommonly deep. His father had sworn that the flask was gifted with a kind of magic that would never allow it to run dry.

“It is touched with the thirst of the sea,” Finbar swore. “My grandfather; your great-grandfather, found it in the belly of a whale that had swum in the deepest shadows of the ocean.”

“How did he catch the whale?” Isaac had asked his father.

“Who said he caught it?” Was all that his father would say.

Isaac settled for three hard swallows before he passed the edge of his hand over the mouth of the flask, lidded it and handed it back to his father.

“Keep it,” Finbar said. “It’s your night now isn’t it?”

Isaac opened his eyes wide in surprise. His father never gave him anything more than the back of his hand and the rough edge of his tongue until this night.

“You’re giving it to me then?” He asked.

“I’ve a bottle of store-bought at home,” Isaac said. “And I’m too old to be sneaking my drink from a pocket flask when your mother isn’t looking.”

“And isn’t she always looking, then?”

“Oh aye, Argus the all-seeing that one is. She has a web that stretches out across the island. If I stray one strand beyond too far and she’s on to me, nearly every time.”

“Nearly is it?”

“A man has to have some secrets, now doesn’t he?” Finbar said with a knowing wink. “But you haven’t answered my question yet. How do you really feel?”

Isaac turned the flask over and over in his hand as if it held the answer to his father’s question.

Finally he spoke.

“The truth is I feel nervous.”

Finbar listened and nodded.

“Go on.”

“I feel nervous about the wedding night,” Isaac said. “What if she doesn’t like it? What if she laughs at me?”

Finbar laughed gently.

“If she laughs it is a good sign,” Finbar said. “A woman who laughs will love you harder than a woman who sits as cold as a stone. Laughter is the key to love and you should treasure its gift if it is freely given.”

“I haven’t been with a woman,” Isaac said. “Not that way. How will I know what to do?”

“Every man feels that doubt,” Finbar said. “A woman’s cove can run deep and fathomless, her heart even deeper by far. Once the two of you are down on your knees, each facing east, once you have plunged deep inside her...,”

Finbar paused and licked his lips nervously as if he had drawn his son’s fear into his own heart.

“Go on with you,” Finbar said.

He reached out and pushed playfully at his son’s shoulder. The boy stepped backwards, his foot turning on a treacherous rock. 

He nearly spilled and tumbled into the water. 

His father caught him fast by the scruff of his neck and yanked him back from the brink with the ease of a man who had spent his life working hard upon the water.

“Have a care,” Finbar warned. “The rocks are slippery and treacherous this time of the night. Your mother would have my heart if I let you go and break your neck on your wedding night.”

“I never did care for the rocks,” Isaac said. “They wreck our boats and break our bones.”

Finbar nodded his head. “There’s truth running through your words. The water never lies to a man who knows his own heart.”

“The only truth is what you taught me, father,” Isaac said. “There’s truth in all that you say.”

Finbar smiled at that.

“What’s truth?” He asked. “Truth is nothing more than a story, expertly told. Truth is how we see the world through our own eyes. Truth is a lie, unless you tell it well.”

The truth of the matter was Isaac rarely listened to his father’s words. The truth of it was he thought the old man a tiresome old fart who ought to be happy enough with the rocking chair. But this was a time for fool talk and liquor wisdom. 

“Do you see those stars, boy?” Finbar asked, pointing at the night sky.

“Aye, I do,” Isaac said, staring up at the crooked knife of the moon that glinted down.

“They say that once the moon and the sun were sisters. The say they both loved the sky but the sky loved the sun best. They say that the moon drew her sharpest crooked knife and cut holes in the sky’s belly and soul and let his life bleed away and that is why the night is full of stars and staring eyes and stories; and the day is cold and empty and blue beyond hope.”

Isaac nodded. 

That was an old story and he’d heard it many times before. His father told him many tales. He told him of the fish that danced beneath the water and how the flounder froze his face. There were stories that taught lessons and stories that were used as warnings and stories for farting around over the campfire and stories for whiling away the long winter months. 

There were always stories, as many as the stars in the sky, and a story behind each and every story that was ever told and Finbar knew them all.

Finbar had told Isaac of the seal people and the kelp horse that rides up on certain nights and pulls men down into the darkness below. In fact, there were times when Isaac believed that all that his father ever would tell him was nothing more than a story. Sometimes he wondered if maybe his father wasn’t anything more than a story himself – just words and wind, hiding behind the mask of wisdom.

“Speaking of this night,” Isaac said. “I would surely love to spend some time in my wedding bed,” Isaac said.

Finbar made a thick guttural grunt that startled Isaac with its unexpected intensity.

“What do you know of love, boy?”

“I love my bride,” Isaac said.

“Patience boy,” Finbar warned. “There’ll be plenty of time for bedding and the rut after the story is told.”

“So it’s time then,” Isaac said. “It’s time for a bed time story to see me off?”

“Soon enough,” Finbar said. “Will you stand and mingle water with your father?”

The two of them stood together and pissed into the ocean, letting their streams cross together. It was part of the old ceremony, the mingling of salt and waves and the marking of memory.

“Water, take our water and mingle it in your own deep way,” Finbar spoke to the waves.

“Take our water,” Isaac echoed, trying hard not to be bothered by the fact that his father’s piss was catching in the wind and splattering upon Isaac’s brand new boots.

And then Finbar raised his hands out across the dark tossing night waves and he began to sing a tide song. He sang in the low ringing tones of an accomplished tide caller. His voice
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