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THE OLD MERMAIDS left the disappearing Old Sea and stepped onto the New Desert
where they exchanged their finware for skinware. With barely a
backward glance, the mysterious and mystical Old Mermaids began
building their sanctuary from earth, water, straw, and their own
breath.

 


 


THESE STANDALONE
TALES, many excerpts from the novels
Church of the Old Mermaids and An Old Mermaid
Sanctuary, remind us of the beauty all
around us, even on those days when we wonder how we’ll survive, let
alone thrive. Sister Ruby Rosarita Mermaid brews a magical
storytelling soup to bring peace. A mysterious stranger brings the
Old Mermaids an elixir which is supposed to heal all. And then
there’s the Tea Shell where the Old Mermaids serve the most
marvelous teas, and Sister Sophia Mermaid dispenses bits of wisdom
like, “Never try to stop a wave,” “A watched pot eventually boils,”
and “This is not the end of the world, it just feels like it.”
Despite having lost their home and community, the Old Mermaids
support one another, love their new world, and build community with
all their new human and nonhuman neighbors. You can be assured when
you stop by the Tea Shell for a cup of Essence of Coyote Laughter
Tea that no coyotes were harmed in the making of your
brew.
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 Introduction

 


I HAVE MERMAIDS all over
my house. They swim in and out of every room. Most of them were
gifts. I think the only mermaids I actually bought are the two
wooden mermaids I got at the Flea in Santa Fe, one of which graces
the covers of Church of the Old
Mermaids and An
Old Mermaid Journal.

I wasn’t a mermaid kind of kid. I lived in
the Midwest in a small town with lots of lakes. I don’t remember
even thinking about mermaids. Whenever I saw depictions of
mermaids, they seemed like sexual objects more than anything else,
with perky breasts and long flowing hair. They didn’t correspond
with my idea of a powerful female image. (When I was a girl, I had
an entire imaginary world where the girls and women had magical
powers and the boys and men did not. The men were respected and
held in high esteem because they were the homemakers, but they had
no actual power. So even as a girl, I understood iconic
images.)

My ideas of mermaids changed as I began
studying goddess lore some years ago. The first goddesses were
(most likely) primal sea goddesses, often depicted with fish tails.
The ancient oracular mermaid goddess Atargatis slipped into our
world via a heavenly egg. Atargatis may have been related to
Aphrodite (mythologically speaking). I liked imagining Aphrodite
rising up from the sea as a powerful life and death goddess with a
fish tail. I preferred this to the image of her on a seashell
trying to cover up her naked body.

When I first saw an artist’s depiction of
the great Yoruba goddess Yemaya rising out of the ocean with two
tails, I finally understood the power of the mermaid. She was no
“little” mermaid, looking for a man. She was an ancient sea
goddess, potent and powerful. She had not been diminished through
time; she had not been stripped of her power or stories.

Even as I learned more about mermaids, I
didn’t write about them. When I was in my thirties, a friend showed
me the painting “Village of the Mermaids” by the surrealist artist
Paul Delvaux. I was captivated by it. Eight Victorian women are
depicted on a village street, sitting in chairs outside a row of
houses on either side of the road. The women are completely covered
except for their heads and hands. They each have long hair, and
they stare straight ahead, without emotion. A man is walking away
from them, toward the ocean. Beyond them and their village, in the
distance, we can see the beach and the ocean where eight mermaids
swim and sunbathe.

I felt haunted by this painting for years. I
wrote a story called “Village of the Mermaids.” I can’t remember
anything about it except that it wasn’t very good. I had a poster
of the painting on my wall for years, but I finally threw it out.
All I could see when I looked at it were the depressed women in the
village. I wasn’t able to see—truly—the mermaids beyond them,
heading out to the Old Sea and freedom.

Years later, in 2006, my
husband Mario and I were at a writing retreat in Tucson, AZ,
beginning a novel. (Many of you who have read Church of the Old Mermaids and my
blog have heard this story before.) I had just read
The Old Man and the Sea again, and I wanted to write a female version of that story:
a simple tale, showing a woman’s power and relationship with the
world. I sat in this tiny 8 x 10 room in the Sonoran desert, trying
to think of an idea for The Woman and the
Old Sea.

I could hear the sounds of the desert beyond
the open door, could see the blue sky, feel the dry air against my
skin. I imagined a woman walking in a wash (much like the wash
running through the property where I was retreating), picking up
garbage. I knew right away she would sell the interesting trash she
found.



In years past, we had
sometimes seen a man selling what looked like found items on
21st street in Portland.
In my memory, he put these objects on a table and called this table
“The Church of Elvis.” I could have gotten this wrong because there
is actually a museum/gallery called the Church of Elvis in
Portland; according to his wiki entry, he never sold trinkets on
21st street in Portland.
The reality of it doesn’t matter. I thought of the Church of Elvis
as I sat in the desert, and I wondered what my character, Myla
Alvarez, would call her “church” table. Almost immediately the Old
Mermaids started coming to me. It was as if they walked out of the
wash and began telling me their stories. In my memory, that is
exactly what happened.

Church of the Old
Mermaids was born.

Thirteen Old Mermaids walked out of the Old
Sea and into the New Desert and had to create new lives and
community.

And I got to tell their stories.

I was at the writing retreat for a month and
I finished the novel before we left. That spring I had two
surgeries, and I felt like the Old Mermaids came with me and
protected me during this time. I have written stories since I was
five years old. I have loved and admired most of my characters.
This was the first time that characters in one of my stories became
guides or helpers in my life. I feel like I now have thirteen fairy
goddessmothers.

Yet when I look back at my life, I wonder if
they have always been a part of it. When I was nineteen, I was
depressed and tried to kill myself. Afterward, I went to live in a
tiny attic apartment by myself. I don’t remember saying a word for
nearly a year. I’m sure I did because I had a job and I was going
to school. But I don’t remember having a conversation with anyone.
During this time, I occasionally wondered if I was ever going to
feel better—or feel anything at all. Then one night I dreamed that
a watery being came to me.

In the dream I thought of her as a water
dryad—a water nymph. She was beautiful. She had huge soulful eyes.
Water and seaweed ran up and down her whole body and through her
hair. We made love all night long. When I woke up the next morning,
I knew I would be all right. And I was. I slowly but markedly began
to come out of my depression.

Later I realized she must have been a naiad,
a kind of river mermaid.

So perhaps the Old Mermaids have been with
me for a long while.

In any case, I’m happy they’re with me now.
I feel as though knowing them and telling their stories has
enriched and saved my life. I’m happy to be able to share these
stories of the Old Mermaids with the world. They are all healing
tales, I believe. For me, they are a balm when I’m feeling inflamed
by the world.

This first volume
of Old Mermaids Tales has excerpts from my novels Church
of the Old Mermaids and
An Old Mermaid Sanctuary, stand-alone stories about the Old Mermaids, and some other
goodies from the Old Mermaid Sanctuary.

I hope you enjoy.

Blessed sea!

 


—Kim Antieau

 


 



 


 


Grandmother Yemaya Mermaid
and the Thirteen Quilts




SOME TIME AFTER the Old Sea dried up and the Old Mermaids
washed up on the shores of the New Desert, Grand Mother Yemaya
Mermaid decided she wanted to find a way to comfort the Old
Mermaids who were far from home and lonesome for Old Friends and
the Old Sea.

It wasn’t that the Old Mermaids weren’t
happy in the Old Mermaid Sanctuary creating their home and making
new acquaintances with the furred, the flying, and the friendly.
Still, Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid had seen the tears and heard the
longing in the voices of the Old Mermaids when they spoke of their
life before the New Desert. Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid was the
oldest of the Old Mermaids after all, and she wanted to gift the
Old Mermaids with something that would bring them comfort all the
days and all the nights.

Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid began wandering
the wash and thereabouts looking for those things which would bring
the Old Mermaids comfort. Now this you probably already know, but I
will say it again: Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid was the wisest of
the wisest of the Old Mermaids. She had known the Old Sea was
drying up long before anyone else. She knew the paths of the stars
in the Old Sky. She knew the difference between the smell of rain
and the smell of snow, even before she had ever seen snow. She knew
the languages of the birds and the bees and the winds and the
trees. And she could sit with Old Woman and Old Man of the
Mountains and discuss the affairs of the mountains, desert, rivers,
and forests with clarity, humor, and insight—as though Old Woman,
Old Man, and Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid had been friends since the
beginning of time. And perhaps they had been.

So Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid understood
that “things” would not make the Old Mermaids happy. Still, she
knew that each place had a way of being, a natural flow, a kind of
enchantment about it. And the Old Mermaids needed help finding the
flow of this seemingly still and prickly New Desert, they needed
help discovering the enchantments of the New Desert, and just maybe
a found object from their new world would help with this.

Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid did find all
sorts of objects in the New Desert: rocks, feathers, bones, and
wood. She let it all be. While each object was beautiful and
profound in its own way and Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid could have
spent forever out in the desert admiring and contemplating each
piece, none of them was quite what she needed for the Old
Mermaids.

One day, Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid came
upon the home of Louie, the Man Who Collects, and Betty, the Woman
Who Weaves. Louie and Betty had been to the Old Mermaid Sanctuary
many times. Louie had a standing invitation to sample Sister Ruby
Rosarita Mermaid’s soups since he was somewhat of a soup
connoisseur himself. Louie could smell one of Sister Ruby Rosarita
Mermaid’s soups before she even started one, so Grand Mother Yemaya
Mermaid often saw him in the sanctuary.

This day, Louie, the Man Who Collects,
greeted Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid and asked her in for lunch.
Betty, the Woman Who Weaves, was not at home so Louie and Grand
Mother Yemaya Mermaid sat together and ate squash soup, mostly in
silence, listening to the other sip the deep golden liquid.

When they were finished, Grand Mother Yemaya
Mermaid said, “Sometimes it feels as though we are far far from
home. But today is not one of those days.”

“What brings you to this
part of the desert?” the Man Who Collects asked.

“I was looking for
something that would comfort the Old Mermaids when they are feeling
homesad.”

Louie, the Man Who Collects, nodded. “That
reminds me of the story of Betty’s comforter. She knows the story
better than I do, since it happened to her. But she is out today
with the other weavers, coaxing string and thread from desert
plants. She’s spent her whole life in this desert. She grew up not
far from here, you know. This desert can be harsh. Her parents were
very poor, and one year they had not had rain for a longer while
than usual and things were going badly for them. Betty’s clothes
were threadbare. She didn’t even have a blanket to keep her warm on
those cold desert nights. This went on for some time.

“Then one night Betty
remembers waking up and hearing her mother and father out under the
moon, over by an agave plant, singing and rattling and praying. She
fell back to sleep the way children do. She couldn’t be sure, but
she thinks it was the next morning when she awakened feeling warm
and comforted. She lay in her bed savoring this wonderful feeling
for several minutes before she realized she was covered in a quilt.
She pulled it off and looked at it. It looked as though someone had
sewn pieces of the desert together with an almost translucent blue
thread: leaves, prickly pear pads, bones, feathers. Yet when she
touched it, it was cloth—beautiful, soft, warm cloth.

“She ran out to the
kitchen where her parents were making breakfast. She thanked them
for the quilt. ‘You are welcome, daughter,’ her mother said, ‘but
it was Grandmother Spider who answered our prayers. It is her
thread that holds the pieces of desert together in your comforter.
It would be good if you went out and thanked her.’ Betty ran to the
agave plant, where she saw a small pale blue green spider weaving a
web between the thick succulent agave leaves. And curling off these
leaves were strands of thread the same color as the plant and the
spider. Betty thanked Grandmother Spider. It was that day she
decided to become a weaver.”

Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid and Louie sat in
silence for a time. Then Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid said, “You
have solved my problem, Louie. I will make thirteen desert
comforters for the Old Mermaids. Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” he
said. “I have thread if you would like it. I’ve collected it from
here and there, and Betty has given me some from Grandmother
Spider. Betty taught me how to make quilts long ago.”

“So you’ve made them
yourself! How grand. Do you have any advice for me?”

“Focus,” he said. “That’s
important. Think of each quilt as a puzzle. And of course, sing to
the thread and the desert as you’re sewing.”

“Of course,” she
said.

Louie, the Man Who Collects, got up and
retrieved a pale blue cloth bag and handed it to Grand Mother
Yemaya. Inside was a ball of nearly translucent blue thread.

“Come by the Old Mermaid
Sanctuary soon,” Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid said. “Sister Ruby
Rosarita Mermaid is cooking up some kind of feast.”

“I knew it,” he said. “I
told Betty something was cooking at the sanctuary.”

Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid was excited by
the prospect of creating thirteen comforters for the Old Mermaids.
It is said—though I can’t be sure if it’s true—that she began as
soon as she left Louie’s house by asking the Invisibles of the
place if she could please find and pick up pieces of the desert for
the quilts. And so she gathered up leaves from the mountains and
forests. She found branches there, too, and the bones of many
creatures. She gathered feathers and the whispers of dreams on her
way down. On the floor of the desert, she found prickly pear pads
and the skeletons of cacti. She gathered up the clucking of the
quail and the hooting of the owl. She found flat rocks, more
feathers, and the songs of coyotes. One day she found seashells in
the wash. She kept looking until she had thirteen. Finally she sat
under the night sky and caught the dust of falling stars. She
scooped up moonlight at the same time.

Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid spread what she
had found all around her. They say these found pieces went on for
miles. But Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid knew where everything was.
When it was time, she began singing to the thread and calling on
Grandmother Spider for her assistance. Sister Laughs A Lot and
Sister Lyra Musica Mermaids were watching from a near distance, and
they told the others that the thread began glowing then, as though
it was made from moonlight. Sister Laughs A Lot and Sister Lyra
Musica Mermaids loved a good story as much as any Old Mermaid, so
it’s possible the thread never glowed. It’s even possible that
Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid never sang—but I doubt it. I am
guessing she sang the entire time she sat on the desert floor
stitching those pieces of desert into quilts. This leaf went with
that feather and that feather went with the sound of the singing
stream and the singing stream went with the bones of the cholla and
the bones of the cholla went with the dreams of the Old Mermaids
and the dreams of the Old Mermaids went with the star dust and the
star dust went with the seashells and the seashells went with the
purr of the bobcat. And on and on.

After a while, Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid
stopped singing and began weaving love and healing and nourishment
and comfort into the quilts. “May you never know hunger,” she said.
“May you know great joy. May you be filled up with love. May you
dance and laugh. May you know the touch of moonlight on your brow.
May you know the love of a good man. May you know the love of a
good woman. May you know the love of children. May you know the
love of the stars, and the moon, and the sun. May you know the
peace of a blue sky. May you have the curiosity of a crow. May you
have the happiness of an Old Sea or New Desert full of Old
Mermaids.”

A day or a week or a month or a lifetime
later, Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid completed the quilts. As she
gazed at them covering the desert floor, she wondered—for just a
second—how these rough prickly pieces of the desert were ever going
to bring comfort to anyone. She thanked Grandmother Spider and all
the creatures of the New Desert. She picked up the quilts one by
one, and carefully folded them. By the time she was finished, it
was night and all the Old Mermaids were asleep. She took the quilts
into the house and to each Old Mermaid. Every quilt was made from
different pieces of the desert, of course, and Grand Mother Yemaya
Mermaid had sewn a little extra into each one.

Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid laid a quilt
over Sister Sheila Na Giggles Mermaid and whispered, “I sewed the
strength of an eagle into your quilt.”

“And into yours I sewed
the beauty of moonlight and sunlight wrapped around one another,”
she whispered to Sister DeeDee Lightful Mermaid.

As she dropped the comforter over Sister Bea
Wilder Mermaid, she said, “Into yours I sewed the magic of the
bobcat, the mountain lion, and the lynx.”

She whispered to Sister Faye Mermaid, “Into
yours I sewed knowledge of peace and desert magic.”

“Into yours I sewed a
falling star,” Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid whispered to the
sleeping Mother Star Stupendous Mermaid, “and the sound of the Old
Sea.”

To Sister Magdelene Mermaid, she said, “Into
yours, I sewed the love of the mountains, desert, and sky.”

For Sister Sophia Mermaid, she said, “Into
yours I sewed the wisdom of the New Desert.”

“Into yours, I sewed the
nourishment of the Old Sea,” she told Sister Ruby Rosarita
Mermaid.

“Into yours, I sewed the
poetry of the stars and the moon,” she whispered to a sleeping
Sister Bridget Mermaid.

To Sister Ursula Divine Mermaid, she said,
“Into yours I sewed all the knowledge of the wild things.”

“Into yours,” she told
Sister Laughs A Lot Mermaid, “I sewed the hugs of a forest full of
giants.”

And to Sister Lyra Musica Mermaid, she said,
“Into yours, I sewed the music of the stars.”

It is said that as Grand Mother Yemaya
Mermaid draped each quilt over a sleeping Old Mermaid, the quilt
changed, softening and shifting until it was more than pieces of
the New Desert sewn together; each became the yielding healing
cloth Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid had intended it to be. And from
that day forward, the Old Mermaids needed only to wrap themselves
in their quilts to feel comfort, to feel more like themselves, to
recall the Old Sea without sorrow, to feel wrapped up in sunlight
and moonlight and the breath of giants and the mystery of the
Invisibles—to know the songs of coyotes and the mystery of desert
faeries. It was a great gift Grand Mother Yemaya gave to the Old
Mermaids.

About the time Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid
finished giving the comforters to the Old Mermaids, it was dawn.
The Old Mermaids began awakening. Each of them gathered the soft
beautiful comforters around them and went outside to watch the sun
come up and to ooh and ahh over their new quilts. Grand Mother
Yemaya Mermaid smoothed her hand down over each quilt, hardly
believing what had happened herself. She was just about to unfold
the thirteenth quilt and put it over her shoulders when Louie, the
Man Who Collects, came hurrying up to them.

“I am sorry to come so
early,” he said, “but we were out collecting and found something in
the wash that we think you should see.”

The Old Mermaids followed Louie into the
wash. They walked a long while until they saw Betty, the Woman Who
Weaves, waiting for them. The sun came up over the ridge just then,
spreading golden light across the desert, giving everything a gold
and red halo. The Old Mermaids gathered around Betty and looked at
what lay at her feet.

They were the bones of an Old Mermaid.

Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid and Mother Star
Stupendous Mermaid thanked Louie and Betty. They nodded and left
the Old Mermaids alone.

“I wonder who,” Sister
Laughs A Lot Mermaid said.

“When?” Sister Magdelene
Mermaid asked.

“When the Old Sea dried
up,” Sister Sophia Mermaid said. “When else.”

“What should we do?”
Sister Lyra Musica Mermaid asked.

“Take her back,” Sister
Faye Mermaid said. “Back to the Old Sea.”

“If we could do that,”
Sister Bea Wilder Mermaid said, “we’d take ourselves back.” The Old
Mermaids were silent. “Wouldn’t we?”

“They say the Big River
flows into what’s left of the Old Sea,” Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid
said. “Let’s take her there.”

The other Old Mermaids agreed. Grand Mother
Yemaya Mermaid unfolded the quilt she had carried under her arm and
she laid it on the desert floor. The others carefully picked up the
bones of the Old Mermaid and put them on the comforter. Grand
Mother Yemaya Mermaid folded the cloth up around the bones. Then
she lifted the bundle into her arms. The Old Mermaids began
walking. Sister Bridget Mermaid and Sister Faye Mermaid began
singing sea chanties, and soon the others joined it. Then they
started the encouragements: “You’ll be home soon, Sister Mermaid.”
“Oh, you’ll be in the Old Sea in no time.” “Say hello to everyone
for us.” “It’ll be a grand time.” And then they sang some more.

When they reached the shores of the Big
River, it was near night. Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid stepped
forward, a bit away from the other Old Mermaids, and looked down at
the rushing water. The Old Mermaids sang softly near her, their
desert comforters wrapped tightly around them. Grand Mother Yemaya
Mermaid said, “May you be, may you be, may you be,” and she slowly
began unwrapping the quilt.

I can’t be sure of what happened next. I can
only tell you what was told to me. But as she unwrapped the
thirteenth quilt to drop the bones of the Old Mermaid into the
river, the bones slipped away on their own. Only they weren’t
bones. Some say a salmon twisted out of the quilt and leaped into
the water. Some say a faery slid away. Still others say it was the
Old Mermaid herself, restored to life. The Old Mermaids didn’t know
what happened. It was dark. Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid was so
startled, she dropped the quilt. It fell right into the river and
disappeared along with the salmon or the faery or the New Old
Mermaid.
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