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From the Sea
"Leave it be!" Geff shouted.
Warren could barely hear his son's voice over the roar of the storm. Rain splattered down his cloak, his wide-brimmed hat keeping the water from his face. Arms trembling, Warren heaved a final time and pulled the net free of the water, dragging the mermaid aboard.
"Throw it back, old man!" The panic and uncertainty in Geff's voice had more to do with the mermaid than the violent, churning waters. Geff loved the sea and could tolerate, even enjoy, her capricious nature, but Warren knew the thought of a mermaid onboard made his son's skin shiver. They could change your luck, or so the old-timers liked to say.
Warren freed the unconscious woman from the net. Her thick brown hair was plastered against her skull and she wore a drenched black gown pulled up to reveal two very human legs. "Stop your worrying; she ain't no mermaid. Her ship's been sunk is all. Do a sweep, search for others."
"We ought to head back."
"One look," Warren insisted.
Geff did not protest a second time and they spent almost an hour searching fruitlessly before the frenzied wind sent them scurrying back to port.
#
"A long time since a woman slept in my bed," Warren whispered to himself, his home quiet save for the crackling of the hearth fire and the faint breathing of the woman. Her pulse and color had returned to her but she suffered from an exhaustion so complete she had woken only once, and then just briefly. Best just to let her sleep.
Though it was late, Warren sat beside the cooking hearth, running his fingers over the pitted surface of the kitchen table. Four generations of fishermen and their families had scarred the wood -- knife marks from gutting fish, deep impressions from mugs and dishes slammed down angrily, and thin scratches from a child's first, clumsy attempt at letters. Those latter belonged to Warren and he smiled at the memory of the hiding he had taken for them.
The door swung open and Geff stepped into the small house, a curtain of cold air swirling around him. He reeked of ale and his cracked and weathered face was puffy. He slammed the door shut, grunted a greeting to his father, and stomped across the wooden floorboards to peer in on the woman.
"She dead?" he asked, hidden from view now by the wall that separated the small rooms.
"No, just sleeping. She woke for a bit earlier, and took some soup."
Warren heard the rustle of sheets being moved and he rose to his feet.
"She don't look like the painting none," Geff commented, referring to the canvas that hung above their hearth. A golden haired mermaid rose to the water's surface -- she stared upwards at the painter, with her eyes wide and full of wonder and fear; she hesitated, as if the water was a veil between two worlds, one she was reluctant to cross.
"No, she doesn't," Warren said as he walked into his room. His cheeks flushed with shame when he saw that his son had pulled the sheet from the woman and was staring down at her unclothed body. The black dress she had worn, still damp two days later, was sitting beside the hearth.
"She's beautiful, like-" Geff paused as he realized his father had joined him, the weathered tan of Geff's face hiding any embarrassment, though Warren wondered if Geff had enough respect for him that he would have bothered blushing. "I was just checking to see if she still breathed."
He covered her clumsily and marched back into the kitchen, to pick at the remnants of supper his father had left him. Warren followed and watched his son chew on the stringy fish.
Between bites Geff said, "She can't stay here, old man. What would the Iron Wives say?"
Warren cringed--the thought of those militant maids crossing his threshold sending a visible tremor of agitation through him. "She won't stay. When she wakes again she'll tell us where she is from. Then she'll be gone."
"Good."
"Don't you wonder how it came about that she was tangled in our nets?" Warren asked.
"Wondering is for old men. A ship sank. What does it matter?"
Warren had no answer. Perhaps wondering was for old men; perhaps it had been too long since Elina had passed away, and too long since any stranger had come to Caress Cove, and an old man just longed for a hint of novelty. Longed for his son to want more out of life than hauling nets. He would not say that, of course, but by the Four Fathers, a son ought to want more.
Despite Geff's size, or perhaps because of it, there was little fight in the boy when it came to following dreams or finding a wife. Geff seemed destined to be a bachelor and no matter Warren's encouragement the lad was reluctant to do anything about it. By the time Warren had been Geff's age he had had three sons, Geff the youngest and the only one to survive to adulthood.
"You sleeping on the bench again?" Geff asked and Warren nodded. While his son tromped up the stairs into the small attic, Warren pulled the fur blanket about his shoulders and leaned against the damp wall. Soon only the sounds of Geff's loud snoring, the woman's gentle breathing, and the waves smashing apart on the rocky shoreline filled the room.
Warren smiled. Like any good sailor he needed only the sound of the sea to lull him to sleep, but there had been times in the past when he had awoken for a few moments and had just listened to his sleeping family, letting their soft breathing slip him back into slumber.
Good moments, those.
#
"By the Four Fathers!" Geff swore bitterly, his shoulders drooping. Warren had no mind to chastise him, for they shared the same mood.
"It's been years since I've seen such a meager haul," Warren said. All around them fishermen were returning home with empty nets. The two men had agreed not to mention their false mermaid, lest the bad luck be blamed on them.
As they hiked past the town proper and marched up the hill leading to their home, Warren's disappointment turned to concern when he noticed a thick billow of black smoke crawling skywards out of the brick chimneystack. An acrid stench singed his nose hairs.
"What is that?" Geff asked.
"I don't know." They hurried up the front steps and into the kitchen. The smell was stronger inside but mixed with the more pleasant aroma of baked bread. Their guest had burned something -- a pile of ashes and dark strips of cloth filled the hearth.
She sat at their table with a pleasant half-smile, her blue eyes drawing Warren in and reminding him of Elina, though there the similarities stopped, for this girl had brown hair and a rounder face. A lop-sided loaf of bread sat on the table in front of her but what really drew his attention was that she wore trousers and tunic, stolen from Warren's paltry wardrobe.
"You're awake," Warren said.
"Of course she's awake, old man," Geff said, pushing past. The kitchen table sat in the corner of the room, near the wall that separated the kitchen from Warren's bedroom. As such there were two benches to sit on, one against that wall and the other on the opposite side of the table. Geff stood and unintentionally blocked her exit, not noticing her eyes widening in panic.
"Not bad," Geff mumbled as he tore a chunk of warm bread and crammed it into his mouth. Crumbs spilled out as he asked, "You one of them mermaids or what?"
Her bottom lip began to tremble and Warren took a step forward.
"You dumb? Can't talk?" Geff said, leaning closer and speaking louder as if being a mermaid might mean she could not hear well. Warren wanted to backhand his son, but those days were far in the past and so, instead, he sat down across from the girl.
"I can talk," she said quietly, looking to Warren as if gathering support. "I thank you for saving me. And I apologize... I ate your food. I tried to bake but my mother said I was never much good at it." Warren watched her lips move; mesmerized and fascinated by the memories they stirred. Kissing lips.
"I am Warren Thene, and this is my son, Geff."
"Mia," she answered, shivering nervously in the seat. Her eyes skittered across the room, finally settling on the mermaid painting. "That's very pretty. It is... unexpected." Her face flushed but Warren took no insult from her words. It was unusual for a poor net dragger to have such a treasure.
"Mother's," Geff said, "Father is too sentimental to sell it, or the others we keep stored up in the attic."
"I think it is beautiful," Mia said.
Geff snorted at her comment and she cringed.
Warren clenched his fists and his old bones cracked. His son could be insufferable. Trying to move the conversation forward he asked her where she came from but she said nothing, only revealing a telling glance towards the hearth. Geff did not notice but Warren did. Had she burned her dress then to hide her identity?
"I don't remember," she said finally and the old man exchanged a long look with her. She knew he knew she lied.
"Well, you have to go, else the Iron Wives will be upon us," Geff said, again not noticing the very obvious tremor of worry that rippled across Mia's features. He stomped upstairs and once out of view the tenseness in Mia's shoulders dissipated. They shared a moment of silence wherein each studied the other.
"You burned your dress."
"I am a second daughter," she said, her eyes glistening.
She had not answered his question directly but answer it she had. He pursed his lips. Mia belonged then to the Iron Wives. It was common practice for poorer families to sell their second (and third, if fate had been especially unkind) daughters to the cloister where they would be trained to be teachers who would then travel out across the Kingdom to spread a message of morality and right behaviour. It was generally known that an Iron Wife who was not actively draining the joy out of a community was not a true member of their order. The Wives received their training on the Domicile, the rocky island towards which Mia had presumably been sailing.
She asked, "What do I do now?"
"Now? Tonight you rest. Tomorrow I will have to start searching for more appropriate lodgings." She nodded, understanding. If the town knew she lived here, an unmarried woman with a widower and his son, it would go badly for all of them. She returned to his bed.
What was to be done about her, he wondered as he snuggled onto the warm bench where she had sat and pulled the blanket around him. He fell asleep with the question unanswered and when he woke the next morning he found that someone had draped another blanket over him.
#
As was their nature, Warren and Geff carried on only one conversation throughout their entire day of fishing, their words doled out carefully so as to not exhaust the discussion before they reached port. Today that conversation centered on Mia and though Warren had kept her origins a secret from his son, he had made it clear she had no place to go.
"That's not our problem," Geff responded.
Warren watched his son, admiring the lad's speed and power; he practically ran the boat now on his own. But there was little kindness in him.
"Spare a thought for her. She's alone in a world that is not her own. She has no one. No home."
Geff grunted. "We saved her life, we can ill afford to feed and house her too. Where will you sleep, old man? A few more nights on that bench and you'll be more twisted up than a cracked lobster. And I'm not giving up my bed."
"But are you willing to share it?" Warren snapped, standing up and wincing as his back popped loudly.
The big man shrugged and Warren knew by his reaction Geff had at least been considering the idea on his own. "Everyone says I ought to find a wife but I don't know. I don't think I'll ever find a proper woman, not like mother. Not one who obeys."
The net tangled on Warren's glove as he fumbled his end of it. "What did you say?"
"Mother was respectful... c'mon and haul on your end, old man... she did what you told her."
Tears welled in Warren's eyes. Was it he that had set the bar of his son's unfair expectations? Was this how the son remembered his mother?
"Your mother was no servant-"
Geff laughed and replied, "She certainly was not. She was better than any coast slave we could have bought. Of course, old man, I remember the nights you'd come home and lay one on her for not having done right, even if you didn't do that often. This Mia, I don't think she'd ever learn. There's a look to her."
"Son," Warren began weakly, "it isn't right to hit a woman."
"A wife ain't a woman, not really. You're getting soft, old man, forgetting what you used to say. What you did. But I'll think about this. Mia might be the best I'll ever get."
Ten years ago Warren would have lashed out at his son and pummelled the boy, but no longer. Age had tempered him... and truth be told, his son frightened him a little. They finished the day in tense silence.
#
Warren waded through the knee-high growth of fiddleheads; still coherent enough to pick at a few of the greener buds and palm them for frying later. He walked up the hill to his home--the taste of ale dry and bitter in his mouth. The tavern had been full of worried fishermen and the constant complaining had bothered him enough to leave, but as he approached his home he wished he had stayed with Geff and the others. He saw two Iron Wives standing in front of his door and the fiddlehead buds dropped from his calloused hands.
They wore full-length black dresses of thick, coarse fabric and wide-netted veils so that their faces were not so much hidden as caged. Each woman carried an iron rod, as long as a man's forearm, which they liberally rapped against the side of his home, chipping the old bricks.
"Warren Thene!" The larger of the two women spoke first and he recognized her as Verona Anders, the widow of Mik Anders, a right proper fisherman who had died several years ago. The other woman Warren did not recognize and by her stern and bitter face he assumed that she was a true Iron Wife, one no man had ever touched. He tried to push past them but because one stood on either side of his door they easily barred his way by crossing their rods.
The other woman spoke and he cringed -- her voice matched her appearance. She said, "Your neighbours have dutifully reported that they saw a woman in your doorway. As you have neither daughter or wife, we can only assume that you have either pirated a poor woman away or have taken a whore." By the emphasis she had put on pirated, he assumed she thought the former rather than the latter but did not dare to make the stronger charge.
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