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in memory of my mother,
Mary Kelly Antieau,
who was an Old Mermaid at heart,
and for
Delia, Ellen, and Terri,
who made it all possible
Origins
I can’t be sure, but I believe this book might be the one the Old Mermaids put together when they lived in the Old Mermaids Sanctuary after the Old Sea dried up and they made their home in the New Desert. Sometimes they needed reminders of how to live, how to be, how to laugh and dance. So they went out into the desert at dawn, at dusk, in the middle of the night, and they gathered together the wisdom you’ll find in this book.
They pulled this word out of the dry desert air and that word from the flooded wash during the monsoons. They coaxed this sentence from a chorus of coyotes howling love songs at the moon, and they found that sentence shimmering in the dew on a spider web near where the Old Woman and Old Man of the Mountains lived. They enticed this story from the bark of the Old Sycamore, and the Old Saguaros whispered that story to them the night their flowers bloomed and the bats came out to drench themselves in nectar.
Every word, every sentence, every story here is meant for you, for each of you, to heal, to amuse, and to mystify, to remind you that you are loved and you are swimming in your own divinely perfect self. You are magic and so are the Old Mermaids.
The Old Mermaids remind us to swim, dance, walk, play, love, and create in beauty. It is the Old Mermaid Way.
—Kim Antieau
novice, Church of the Old Mermaids
January 1
“She who laughs a lot laughs a lot.”
—Sister Laughs A Lot Mermaid
January 2
Sometimes I feel the Wild pulsing in my own soul and I know it is Nature speaking to me, through me. I feel as though my creative force and my passion for the world is Nature working her art through me: I am her art piece.
—Under the Tucson Moon
January 3
“Sister Ruby Rosarita Mermaid adjusted to life in the New Desert after the Old Sea dried up more quickly than the other Old Mermaids. Of course she missed the Old Sea and all that was within. But she knew the Old Sea was in the clouds, her blood, and in every cell of the Old Salmon who made their way up and down various creeks and rivers. So it wasn’t that she didn’t love the Old Sea as much as the other Old Mermaids; it was that she loved the New Desert, too.
—The First Book of Old Mermaids Tales
January 4
“Someone once told me that when we lose our dreams, the land dreams for us.”
—The Desert Siren
January 5
“Actually, it wasn’t quite a house yet. The Old Mermaids were still building it, with the help of some neighbors. They used mud and straw and stone—all materials from the old dried up sea. As they built the house, they let the mud and straw and stone tell them stories. They listened to what the cacti and coyotes and crows had to say, too. The neighbors had more stories. The stories made the work easier, and the house seemed to like the stories. It shaped itself beautifully around them and this land. It was a piece of art.”
—Church of the Old Mermaids
January 6
Sara’s breathing quickened. She felt strangely happy. She remembered other times when her mother had gone down to the beach without Sara and her sisters, times before a storm. Even then, Sara had felt as though she should be with her—her place was with her mother singing to the sea.
—The Fish Wife
January 7
“Perhaps a journey up the mountains will do,” Sister Bea Wilder Mermaid said.
—The Second Book of Old Mermaids Tales
January 8
“She kissed me,” Murphy said. “Then she bent over and picked up the most beautiful shell I’ve ever seen—tiny and shaped in a spiral—and she said, ‘You know what this means, don’t you?’ I shook my head. She pressed the seashell into my hand. ‘Whenever you find a seashell it means a mermaid has found her tail and is free again.’ And then she dove back to the sea and swam away. I never saw her again.”
—The Fish Wife
January 9
“Today I was remembering my old Scottish grandmother. Whenever she saw us or whenever we left her presence, she gave us a blessing. ‘May the strength of the oak trees be thine,’ she would say. Or ‘excellence of travel be on you.’ So today I would like to say to you: Joy of night and day be yours. Joy of sun and moon be yours. Joy of all the wildflowers be yours. And may the love and affection of the entire world be yours as all of my love and affection is already yours.”
—Jewelweed Station
January 10
Grand Mother Yemaya Mermaid was excited by the prospect of creating thirteen comforters for the Old Mermaids. It is said—although I can’t be sure it’s true—that she began by asking the Invisibles of the place if she could please find and pick up pieces of the desert to use to create 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 up 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.
—The First Book of Old Mermaids Tales
January 11
Moon Day. A butterfly the color of my name did tell me that a Big Spin was coming our way. I was standing by Mr. Grant’s wisteria, which hung over his fence and down into our yard, when Ruby Butterfly, this jeweled metamorphosis of a cattypillar, landed on a bright green wisteria leaf like some kind of winged oracle and looked straight at me; we exchanged glances, you know the way liked-minded and soul-bodied creatures can. We understood each other down deep to our transfigured and transforming cellular parts.
—Ruby’s Imagine
January 12
“The whisper is meant only for you. You must follow it to its source.”
—The First Book of Old Mermaids Tale
January 13
“Things don’t always turn out all right, but they always turn out.”
—Church of the Old Mermaids
January 14
We would gather into circles, or spirals, depending upon the mood of the community, and give thanks, dance, bless ourselves, and draw the moon down into our hearts. I would stare up into the face of the moon and drink her down until I was full of her light.
—The Jigsaw Woman
January 15
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 sleeping. 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.
—The First Book of Old Mermaids Tales
January 16
“I remember Sister Faye Mermaid telling Tulip once that it was just polite to thank the wind, the sun, the water, the earth, the birds, the cacti—to thank all the elements of life, thank them for their gifts, to express our love for them. So that is what I am doing: thanking the elemental Old Mermaids for all your gifts.”
—The First Book of Old Mermaids Tales
January 17
“When a person knows who she really is, once she understands her true wild oceanic self, she discovers her Old Mermaid self.”
—Church of the Old Mermaids
January 18
This morning we awakened to rain. We went out into a glorious cool morning, and I could smell the rain. Or I could smell the desert after a rain. What a miracle it was to be able to smell. And there is nothing like the desert after a rain. Everything is plump and juicy and ecstatic. I told Mario it’s like being in a world where everyone and everything got lucky the night before.
—Under the Tucson Moon
January 19
“It’s no dream, luv,” Murphy said. He opened his arms, and Sara ran into them. They held each other for a long while. When they let each other go, flowers were blooming from the green and water was tickling their toes.
—The Fish Wife
January 20
Grandma Crow said the Wind always told the truth, no matter what direction it came from. “That’s where you go for answers,” she told Butch. And if you couldn’t understand the Wind, ask Eagle to translate. Or Cottonwood. Or Rattlesnake. Only stand far back from Rattlesnake. He was related to Grandma No One and could strike out at you, even as he was telling the truth.
—Butch: A Bent Western
January 21
The Lady shook her head. “Cher, we just got to take care of ourselves somehow. Even when this is all done. I heard once someone say that if we lose our awe of things, then everything is for sale. Maybe we lost our awe for Nature, our awe for our lives, so everything is for sale: our air, our water, our planet, each other. You, Ruby, you’ve always had that awe. You can see how things can be different, better. You can see the truth. Hang on to that, dawlin’.”
—Ruby’s Imagine
January 22
The women got closer to the water or the water got closer to them. In the semi-darkness, a wave of light filtered through the storm, and the beach shuddered and shimmered. Suddenly Sara saw the women for what they truly were, saw their tails gleam and glimmer, and she looked down and saw her own true self.
—The Fish Wife
January 23
She loved plants. Was there anything on creation that was more amazing than plants? They ate sunlight. They converted sunlight into food. They were, essentially, sunlight, in all its various guises, brought down to earth.
—Jewelweed Station
January 24
“The Old Mermaids themselves are betwixt and between.”
—Church of the Old Mermaids
January 25
Mom took me to a shop at the Flea we hadn’t seen before: Siren Song. It was filled with wooden mermaids that looked like they had been on the masthead of some old ship or on the altar of some old church. The woman who ran the shop stood with her hands on her hips looking at me almost the entire time we were there. I liked the attention.
“Do I know you?” she asked me.
I shook my head. “No one knows me.”
“Ah, a philosopher,” the woman said. “You’re fourteen going on four hundred.” She nodded. “I know your kind. Here’s my advice to you, sugar. Go with the flow—but watch out for waterfalls.”
—The Blue Tail
January 26
“I remember when we first left the Old Sea,” Sister Sophia Mermaid said. “We were all so sad. We felt like there was nothing we could do. We were lost, and we felt homeless. We missed the Old Sea. One day I happened to see a bobcat in the wash. She just stepped down into the sand and stared at me. Then she started walking away. She stopped and looked back at me as if to say, ‘This way to the promised land.’ Isn’t that what we’re all looking for?”
“Either that or the promised sea,” Sister Ruby Rosarita Mermaid said.
—The First Book of Old Mermaids Tales
January 27
I said, “You’re going down to the beach this late? Won’t it be dark soon?”
Annie nodded. “Sure,” she said. “That’s the best time to see the mermaids.”
—The Blue Tail
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