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Great Skerry

 


The day Andry
Danickson sailed out after his dead brother Torin, after the seal
woman they both loved, was the day Lir Skavinson sailed home on the
tide.

Thirteen long
years Lir had been gone, but the village of Cobbleshore was much
the same. The faces were older, and many were missing, and there
were new children—some of them wouldn’t be children much longer—who
stared at Lir’s boat as she approached.

The village
itself was hardly any different. A few new boards might patch the
docks, but tar and whitewash made them blend with the old. One
house had been torn down and another built in its place, several
had been added to, and there were fewer empty spaces around the
Pond. But Cobbleshore was still a ragged nest of stilts and
walkways, of faded clapboard houses in once-bright colours and
chimney stacks of beach cobbles and old brick. Merchant’s house
still ruled the only flat piece of land, and the cobble beach still
edged the inner reaches of the Pond. The Narrow—the passage between
sea and Pond—was still as slender as ever, and the shrine to the
sun still perched on the cliff above all, out of reach of
day-to-day thoughts of fish and of boats and of whose husband had
looked too long at whose teenaged daughter.

Lir climbed
wearily over the Selkie’s side onto the dock and tied the
painter to an iron ring. His legs wobbled beneath him.

“Need to get
your land legs back,” a salt-raw voice said. Through the throat of
the narrow came the laughter of seals.

Lir looked away
from the sea to an old man who sat on a crate nearby, mending a
net. The man’s hands never ceased their quick work, though his eyes
were turned to Lir.

“Danick,” said
Lir.

“Aye,” said the
old man. Lir remembered Danick, though the years had made them both
different men. Lir imagined he saw his own sorrows reflected in the
older man’s face.

“Been on the
waves a long time?” Danick asked, laying aside his net and pulling
a lobster pot towards him with his foot.

“Since I left
here, it seems,” said Lir. After that, there was no more to say. He
checked the Selkie’s sail and lines, made sure she was tied
fast, then shouldered a small bundle and walked towards land. His
legs felt steadier already.

He paused where
the dock joined a walkway by a ladder and said without turning, “My
house?”

“Still there,”
said Danick, and there was something in his voice that almost made
Lir turn back. He waited a moment, but Danick was silent, so Lir
climbed the ladder and began to thread the maze of Cobbleshore.

Most of the men
were out fishing and those few who remained looked up from their
work as Lir passed to offer a nod. They knew who he was, they
remembered as he did, but he had always been a keep-to-himself, so
no one said anything.

Several of the
women leaned out their windows as he passed, though.

“Welcome home,
Lir,” they called, and, “Come ‘round for a cup when you’re
settled.” There were offers of help with housecleaning, pleas to
stop by for eggs and fresh bread, and to it all Lir merely smiled
as best he could and spoke each person’s name as much to remind
himself of his past as to greet them.

Only when he
reached the last house at the edge of the village did he pause. A
girl peered at him from around a curtain. She must have been only a
babe when he’d left and he tried to remember whose house this was,
what this child’s name must be.

“The house,” he
said, pointing downshore with his chin. “My house—does anyone use
it?”

The girl
emerged from behind her curtain to lean over the sill. In the light
Lir could see she was nearly a woman. He had been gone for so
long.

“You’re Lir,”
she said. It was not a question. Everyone knew him, even those who
hadn’t yet been born when he left.

“I am,” he
said. “You must be—” he paused, searching his memory, “—Tryv’s
daughter, and Brid’s.” He fumbled for the name.

“Freyta,” she
said. “Torin Danickson lived in your house with his seal wife.”

Lir showed no
surprise. He’d built that house for a magic woman, then he’d lost
her. No reason another man should not use it for another magic
woman.

“But he uses it
no more?” Lir asked.

“She escaped,”
Freyta said. “He tried to sail after her, but there was a storm.
Now he’s dead and no one lives in your house.”

Perhaps it was
meant to be a house of loss, Lir thought, as he went on his way.
Past Tryv’s house, with the girl and her curtain, the wooden
walkway ended in a mossy, slippery path that wound through rocks
and shrubs—a few trees, even—to a flat spot sheltered from the sea
but still in hearing range of the waves. Set back against the cliff
was a house, belonging to the village but apart from it. It was his
house. Her house.

Brenna’s
house.

Lir stood
looking for a long time. He hadn’t even realized he’d stopped
walking until he began to think that the trip was longer than he
remembered. Then he did realize, and he had to make himself move
forward.

The shutters
were closed tight and the door firmly latched. It was a
solidly-built house, but after so long unoccupied it needed repair.
How long had it stood unoccupied? Torin Danickson had been a boy
still when Lir left Cobbleshore, but he’d have been a man soon
after. He could have married ten years ago or two. And how long had
he and his captive bride dwelt in Brenna’s house?

Lir made
himself go to the door and lift the latch. He almost couldn’t make
himself push the door open.

Inside it was
stale, but dry. The roof, wonder of wonders, had stayed good so
long, at least. Lir put his bundle on the table under the window
and looked around. The house had been left tidy. The furniture was
neatly arranged, though rodents had chewed the chair cushions. The
little table was one he’d built with the help of a cousin who was
good with wood. Brenna used to keep her little shrine on it, but
now it was empty but for Lir’s bundle. The bigger table by the fire
was the same, too, if more battered. And there was Brenna’s shrine,
on the wide mantel, next to a huge sea urchin shell and a jar of
sand.

Lir reached out
a hand towards the shrine, as if to run his fingers over the
carvings of the bird goddess, but he didn’t touch it. He knew every
knife stroke of the thing anyway, having spent a winter carving it
to make Brenna smile.

He took a
breath and walked across to the house’s only other room, the
bedroom. Mice had been at the bedding and the floor was scattered
with old straw from the mattress. Next to the bed, holding a
cracked pottery candle dish, was Brenna’s little trunk. She had
kept it in the kitchen, under the table. It had always been locked
but now the hasp hung open.

This Lir did
touch. He pulled the chest away from the wall and smoothed the dust
from it. He set the candle dish aside and took hold of the hasp. He
felt as if he were prying into Brenna’s secrets. Four years he’d
lived with her and three before that he’d known her and yet she
seemed a mysterious stranger to the last. Was it that he never
tried hard enough to learn her, or did she keep herself to herself
even with him? Time was, she’d seemed more open with the children
of Cobbleshore than with him, her chosen love.

He took a deep
breath, finally, and lifted the lid of the trunk. Inside there was
only a motheaten wool blanket that might once have been blue but
just looked dust-grey now. Lir put his hand on top pf the blanket.
This was not his, was not Brenna’s. It must have belonged to Torin
or his sealwife. He curled his fingers into the soft wool. It had
moth holes in it, but it had been well-made and would serve well
enough as bedding until he could find better. He took the blanket
out and saw that it was not all the trunk had concealed. Brenna’s
books were all gone, but there were other things. One by one, Lir
took the objects out.

A bedraggled
black feather reminded him of Brenna’s stories of magical birds.
Her goddess could take the form of a raven and her village was
called Ravenswing. He stroked the feather against his cheek and
held in a sob. Too many years had passed for this grief.

The rest of the
items brought no memories. Shells of many kinds, a scrap of
blue-green linen carefully wrapped around the bones from the
flipper of a seal—eerily like human finger bones—chunks of cliff
rock and beach cobbles, another jar of sand. Driftwood. The bottom
of the trunk had been filled with things of the sea.

Idly
contemplating the twisted shapes of the driftwood, Lir almost
didn’t notice that one piece was carved. It was a twisted root at
one end, but on the other something that might be either seal or
woman—or a melding of both—was inexpertly carved, as if the being
was emerging from the wood itself.

Lir turned the
carving over and over in his hands. It was not well executed, but
it was well imagined, and something about it made Lir smile. He
stood up and took the piece of wood into the other room, where he
put it on the mantel. Then he took down Brenna’s shrine, carefully
folded shut the two hinged pieces, and returned with it to the
bedroom. He put the closed shrine in the bottom of the trunk in the
carving’s place, then replaced the sea items on top of it. He
closed the trunk and retuned to the kitchen to build a fire to
stare into.

 


Slowly Lir got
used to Cobbleshore again, and Cobbleshore behaved as if Lir had
never left. He learned the names to go with the new faces and heard
of who had died and who married away to another village.

One evening
over tea with Mag Linnasdotter and Grolf Gamson he heard the story
of Torin and his sealwife. Grolf had been the local storyman when
Lir had lived in Cobbleshore before, and no younger man had yet
taken his place. Grolf stared into the fire as he recounted his
tale, as if he could see the players in his story acting out the
scenes he told.

“Danick
Wulfson’s oldest son Torin, “ he said, “was hardly more than a boy
when he found the sealskin. He was out on Sandbanks with his
brother Andry after a storm, looking for sea-wrack, when they found
that skin hidden in the roots of a drift log. They didn’t know what
it was they had till a pretty young woman, naked as a babe, came
asking for her skin back.”

Grolf paused
and turned from the fire to look at Lir. “Just boys they were,
really. But Torin, he decided he’d have the girl to wife. It were
wrong, young Andry insisted, and got a bloody nose for his wisdom.
So Torin married the seal-girl and they lived there in your own
house.”

Lir nodded and
sipped his tea. That much he had gathered from snippets of talk
overheard here and there.

“Seal wife or
not,” said Mag, giving her husband a look of fond exasperation,
“She had to be taught every little thing. ‘Twas I did it. Cooking,
I showed her, and mending. Not only did I teach her the pattern to
knit into her husband’s sweaters, I had to teach her to knit
first.”

“You take all
the romance from a story,” said Grolf.

“And you put
too much that’s unnatural in it,” Mag retorted.

“No matter,”
said Grolf, and stared back into the fire. “The two were married
and Torin did so well at the fishing that people said his wife’s
folk must be enchanting the schools for him. But the seal girl was
unhappy.”

“She never said
such to me,” said Mag. Grolf ignored her.

“Andry, the
younger boy, always looked for that sealskin. To set her free as
was proper, he said. But he was in love with the girl, too.

“Well, years
passed before aught came of his search and when he did find the
skin, he gave it her as promised. So his love was not like Torin’s.
The girl fled and has nevermore been seen. The next day, Torin
sailed out after her, leaving his brother with a swollen face and a
split lip.

“He’d not been
gone a day when a storm blew up. All Cobbleshore’s boats made it in
save Torin’s. Next day, Andry
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