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A shower of light rain was falling like a pane of fragmenting glass, tingling his hands, 

pinpricks of heat. He enjoyed the sensation, any distraction. He faced into the wind like 

a scarecrow in search of its legs. 

He thought he'd heard the distant rumble of a bomb go off but that was another 

time, another place, another age. He had enough trouble of his own. His head was 

exploding in shrieks of painful retribution.  

He cursed a car splashing by. It splattered him cheerfully from a puddle that 

could easily have been avoided. He enjoyed swearing at them and wondered what he'd 

do if he had one himself; the same no doubt but on mornings like this he liked to think 

not. Cars were luxuries he never contemplated. He shut out their sounds, their images, 

concentrating on the sidewalk instead. He strolled by the Mini-Market, hands deep in 

pockets, feeling, fiddling, for the odd bits of loose change. He'd refused to look when he 

woke up, knowing the pattern too well, and what he touched now, tattered lining and an 

old match, proved his point.  

He slung a smoldering glance at the slick paintwork, glittering pumps of the 

garage and carried on. Mrs. Banba's was coming up: smaller, more local than those 

multi-chained enterprises. She'd give him an advance of some cigs, and a newspaper. 

Something legible under an armpit always lent authority. A distant crack tumbled 

through his ears. He recognized the sea. It was always rumbling but only occasionally 

heard. Its permanent closeness kept it at bay, the jaded sounds lost in the memories of 

familiarity. The same faint roaring day and night, day in day out, created a rhythm which 

somewhere off consciousness, like the whiteness of a television never put to sleep by 

the drunkard slouched there on the sofa snoring behind the ashtray, was comforting.  

It roared again. He remembered the storm the night before. He felt a quick joy in 

the air, thrills of change pumped from the blood of the ocean. He saw the tree near his 
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house, cracked in two, spliced through on a forked clatter of light; and the howling of 

the ocean, greeny-eyed torment screaming to break out and clasp all it saw. He'd stood 

there watching it for hours, or what seemed like days. He'd clung to the cliffs, for 

fascinated by the sounds, the dull, thudding roars belting out their fury, wild and 

controlled. Buried within the gusts of a stiff breeze, he could smell the sour blend of 

salty seaweed and imagined the damp, green, spongy mass clinging to his fingers. 

Listening to the distant grumble, he too fumed briefly and kicked an old tin in a spurt of 

overblown tension.  

The rain was gaining weight. He felt it on his face, glancing off rough cheeks, 

craggy as cliffs. He needed to shave. He tried to think of an aria now the alcohol was 

wearing off. Initial euphoria was beginning to retreat behind a dull wall of painful 

warning, remonstrance, agonizing reminders there was so much to do, or so little. An 

overture began to pound behind his eyes, the orchestra swirling to life in a haze of 

strings and piped wind. Niggling behind the booming onslaught, petty ditties sprang up 

like weeds through a carefully manicured lawn. He swallowed them whole. They used 

to be his income before he retreated to his childish haunts. He was relieved when Mrs. 

Banba's loomed out of the mist. He was happy with the distraction of jogging the last 

few paces out of the squall. He pulled his collar up and rushed into the shop with a 

purpose.  

“Good morning Nemed, a fine day you've brought with you.”  

 “Wish I had Mrs. Banba.”  

“And did you see the storm last night? Tore roots from the ground it did. 

Frightening. I wouldn't let poor Rama go, pulled him down under the blankets. Wouldn't 

open my eyes. Frightening.”  
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“So I'm told. So I'm told,” he butted in quickly. He always forgot how she liked 

to go on and on. A price had to be paid he supposed, and it was cheap enough, a little 

moan for half an hour’s credit. But, with this hangover, he could do without her 

domestic hardships. What she did with her dog was her own business.  

 “Didn't see it myself,” he said and continued the lie. “Fast asleep but heard all 

about it this morning. Tree next door down. We were lucky enough.”  

He'd beat her at her own game. He babbled at her until she tired and gave in. By 

the look in her eyes she sensed his intentions, and probably the lies. She knew him, but 

not that well he hoped, even as he wasn't sure if he cared.  

“Twenty Jipson?” she offered.  

He smiled his consent, half apologetically, then paused. “And the Paper?” The 

question hung like a leaf in autumn, pleading for a few seconds grace before tumbling 

into the mud.  

“Go on son. I'll catch you on the way back.” She almost smiled but he wasn't 

sure.  

He was thanking her inside but stood in silence, hopping from one foot to 

another in embarrassment. He turned quickly. “Right, on the way back Mrs. Banba. Get 

you then.” He bent his neck sharply to flick her a smile.  

 “And before you hit the Maecadre, Nemed boy,” she added as he slipped out the 

door.  

Everybody knew you too well except yourself. Fortunately, music had begun to 

ring through his head, the orchestra soaring in tune with the crushing mass below the 

cliffs. It distracted his attention. Spinning in loops, it repeated over and over, its lilt 

twisting up on his tongue until in a flash he know it, then realized he didn’t: his throat 

was caught on something else, a memory, an opera, or another kids jingle. Misplaced, 



Walking on Water                                                             E. F. S. Byrne                                                           

5 

 

the search was reduced to a loss. The shop door closed behind Nemed with a grievous 

slap. The unemployment exchange was twenty minutes away. He had to reach it in 

fifteen. Head bent, collar beginning to drip with the rain, he jerked his legs into a 

stumbling run and fought his way for what had become his weekly wage. 

They got the order in just before the entrance shook. Aker sat back on his stool 

with a look of gratification. He’d told them he would come.      

“Just thinking of you,” he greeted, as the tall figure jaunted through the door.  

“You're looking well,” Toci added, eyes twinkling now in homely maliciousness.  

The door slammed, shutting in the gloom. He shook himself severely, forced 

aware by the greetings from the bar. Approaching, he recognized their faces, felt the 

jauntiness, the money in his pocket. The feel of crumpled notes reminded him they were 

only on loan. Not to worry. Sit down and take it easy, he told himself, brushing away the 

stray images, the nightmares, the paranoia. Nodding his salutes, he climbed up on the 

stool next to Aker. “Morning,” he smiled, happy at the reception.  

The other two continued talking. Nemed didn't catch what about, didn't try; he 

wanted to sort out his debt with Aker before bantering away the morning. The barman 

came over. Nemed couldn’t remember his name. It wasn’t the guy from the night before. 

It didn’t matter. They were all the same, happy enough if you tipped, spilled your pint if 

you didn’t.  

He ordered. Dreading the first gulp, he suffered it only in the knowledge that it 

would get smoother, and that it had to be done. Aker raised his own glass in ironic 

salute and they took their medicine like two good little boys.  

“Listen,” Nemed began, leaning closer. He slid along the bar. Their backs 

hunched over, heads bending, almost joining like hearts. “How much do I owe you from 

last night?”  
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 “Sure you want to know?”  

He grimaced: how bad could it be? He remembered now he hadn't dared to 

calculate, soothed instead by the dosh in his pocket, the fleeting comfort he had allowed 

himself. He hadn't seen it as a luxury to fondle the roll but he was glad he hadn't become 

too attached now as the carpet began to slide from under him. “Oh God,” he groaned 

when Aker whispered the amount.       

Actually, not that bad: it had often been worse but it still left him broke until the 

next one. He slipped across the cash. “Thanks Aker,” and they smiled, wearily, 

embarrassed, both wishing it wasn't necessary, both comforted by their mutual desires. 

Nemed scanned the room for Tlaloc. He was his only hope of solvency, risky, but still a 

shot in the dark was better than having no ammunition at all. 

 “Anytime.”  

Fuck it, he thought, and rose his glass again to cover his embittered smile. Aker 

patted his back in sympathy. They both felt much better.  

“What do you think you two are up to ignoring us here? Conspiracy or 

something?” Toci had moved over, hand dropping onto his shoulder, forcing him and 

Aker around to face her. She usually stood when they sat at the bar; that way she kept 

their attention with the freedom to rove as she'd done just now. She was also short and it 

was pleasant from time to time to feel a little above the maddening crowd or at least on 

face level. 

Nemed looked down at her with a smile. No one could resist her cheeriness, the 

nervous energy spread across the small angular face, lightening the eyes, forcing them 

through her tangled hair, a bundle of explosions twisting in her small, well-packed body.  

He often wanted to cuddle her, especially at times like this; in joy, abandon, or 

protectiveness, he was never sure why. She had that effect. She settled in for a chat, her 
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hand glancing off his knee. She emptied her glass as she followed his eyes across the 

room. He shuffled off his stool muttering about the bathroom. She watched him huddle 

in a corner with Tlaloc. Her smile withered, drained like her drink. She ordered another 

quickly and sucked at the bitter liquid like a child on an orange skin, peevishly, 

suffering in silently anger in the hope an adult would notice. When he returned his face 

had a bullish lunge, his lips fluttering kindness. Toci ignored the signs. She didn’t trust 

Tloloc and wasn’t convinced by Nemed either. The difference was a lingering lust that 

never seemed to die away completely, which remained like an ember smoldering in a 

cold grate, still smelling of coal and a steamy late night.  

Outspoken thoughts idled around the clinking of glasses on a hard metal counter. 

Notes dampened, voices rose, eyes lost their focus and bodies began to hunch. Nemed 

returned, ordered and glanced at his watch. He felt his mood change as routine took 

control of his motions. His pockets were emptying quickly in the drizzle of familiar 

chat, the alcohol was beginning to fizz rather than dampen the niggling pinpricks that 

tugged at his conscious. He'd forgotten it was so late. The bar had filled up. He caught 

Aker's eye wandering amidst the faces, nodding here and there in recognition of 

newcomers. Toci had gone back to chat with Ceithne, small talk to ease her 

embarrassment. He saw that, felt sorry, smiled in comfort as she swam into his glance, 

then swiveled back to Aker but he in turn was looking lost. Nemed remembered. That 

girl. Tall, rather beautiful in an unusual way with long wavy hair flooding a face far too 

thin. “Drugie,” Nemed had told him, but Aker wasn't to be deterred. He was amused for 

a minute watching his friend, his approach in the affair so subtle it bordered on the 

perverse.  

Nemed was still grinning when Aker realised he was being watched. He winced 

sheepishly at being caught. Nemed slapped his shoulder in comfort. “Listen I'm off,' he 
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added. He'd suddenly decided: he’d had enough. Caught between an empty glass and his 

expectations of a letter in the post, he decided it was time to leave before the bar trapped 

him and preserved him like a mummy.  

 “Going soon myself. See you later?”  

 “Yeah probably,” and Nemed jumped up before he persuaded himself 

otherwise. Quick salutes to the others and he pushed himself out the door. A cold wind 

grabbed his face forcing muscles to contract. He'd needed that he sighed. 

“Did you hear him with Tlaloc? Don't know what they were up to but it sure 

looked intense.”  

   “Can't have been any good knowing Tlaloc. Something shady to say the least.” 

Toci didn't mix words. Aker sighed in recognition. “Of course,” he muttered nodding in 

their agreement in the closeness of long feelings. “Do you remember the time?” They all 

did, when Tlaloc had disappeared for two years, lost without a trace. There were fine 

stories at the time, great epics, soothing out some sequence amid scarcely known, 

unfollowed, unseen events. There had been vast theories of complicity, duplicity on all 

sides. But they never knew, hardly guessed beyond the relaxed visions of their stools 

unsteadily rocking in the here and now; no one had ever known what had really 

happened. Eventually, the whole adventure became buried in the weave of its own myth.  
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Nemed left the pub behind. The conversation quickly faded as if it knew something 

more important was at hand. Without thinking, he began walking with purpose. The lure 

of home dissolved like cling film in a microwave oven. Instinctively, he ducked the stiff 

breeze and faced off in the opposite direction from his Grandmother’s, down narrow 

alleys where the wind flew in gusts through the gaps in long lost windows. Bleak, open 

window frames, smashed glass panes proffering crumbling stares as he passed.  

      The house could wait. He was late for the post. He'd have to hope the Bank had 

held off another day and Akhesa hadn’t. He knew his credit was low with both of them. 

Delaying, a certain perversity shook his soul, the agony of waiting, the hope more 

pleasurable than the pain of a bleak doormat. Too often he’d raced back, or down the 

stairs from his bed, to encounter nothing but the stomach cramping bitterness of another 

twenty-four hours wait. He cursed the Generals and their necessity to cut off the internet 

and leave the island floating somewhere close to the Stone Age. 

      This morning he was suddenly in no hurry; he'd prolong the grief, the hope of 

pleasure, joys of defeat. One eye spotted a white van crawling superstitiously down the 

parallel side street. He ducked around a corner just in case. Too many had faded into the 

white vans to appear later in black hearses. It was the price to be paid when politicians 

decide it is easier to don the uniforms of Generals rather than keep rigging elections. He 

kept his head down and doubts to himself: inquisitiveness was the quickest route to 

interrogation. He could smell the tide turn, feel the soft churn of white froth on his 

fingertips. 

      He felt better. The wind was clearing his head. He gulped it hungrily, letting the 

damp air sting his throat and flood his lungs. Deep breaths of fire roared down through 

the sinews of his veins, spreading outwards in life-shaking spasms. He brightened in the 
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face of another day. He could still hope, imagine, and fantasize about the post, with the 

sickening sensation of discovery prolonged a little more. The beat of sleet, the glimmer 

of pale yellow sun shredding through the clouds, filled him with new life. He could even 

head for the cliffs: they were just down the road. He was half-way there already, 

unnoticed. He could stroll along for a while and get those thoughts cleansed, back under 

control. He convinced himself he was on the right track.  

      He loved these rocks, their raw, powerful emotions, brute presence working 

down to his soul. Images of them alone, drew fresh energy from his bones. Head bent 

forward under the rising gale, his hair ruffled back in a mane, blaring out his courage for 

all to see. He laughed to himself, at the imagery, then grasped its ridiculousness and lay 

back in its hope: out here he could create, dream up whatever he desired. When he 

stared into the sea his reflection was blossomed to life, took on the golden hue of a 

prophet with an audience. Out on the cliffs he felt free as a child. He was out there 

staring into the pounding waves the day he decided to leave. Standing alone, bare to the 

elements, hanging over the sea, he'd made the decision. Waves were crushing 

themselves fatefully below, drowning the ripples in his thoughts. Huddled up against the 

wind, he'd suddenly realized the island was barren and he was gone within the week. 

The distant city didn’t, however, keep those green waves, the plummeting birds from 

screeching in hi sears and luring him back for a replay. The bar, his friends, creaking 

doors, battered streets had all faded, their powers long eroded; they had flown away all 

too quickly leaving only the wind, always whistling round his ears, painful in its 

reminders, conflicting in its tones. Bustling streets rattled with the steady lashing of a 

turning tide.  

      Now it was the city that hovered remotely. Images of Akhesa fluttered, her dark 

brown skin shimmered in the twilight and the smell of almond shampoo made his nose 
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itch. As the wind tugged his hair and drilled through his ears, memories of his brief life 

on the mainland struggled for attention. Jingles he wrote for the Kiddie channel jarred 

through the pelting rain.  The night of the concert came back. For a minute. In full color. 

Blood running wild spattering hailstones full of gore. After the carnage roared they were 

told, told that they should never have played in a place like that. They cursed the 

manager; he just smiled and waved a wad of notes. No one had told them it was a dodgy 

club. No wonder they had paid so much for a one-night gig, for an almost very famous 

band. Nemed was only glad Akhesa hadn't been there so that he could spare it all from 

her later in private; and cuddle her close for comfort in the shade of their own secure 

walls. The next day another ditty for the kids channel and all was right again. Kiddie 

tunes for the man who dreamed in opera. That summed him up. Just about appropriate. 

      He shook himself in the fresh air, eyes opening wide as his lungs. He flapped his 

coat open: he needed all the cold he could accept. He let the iciness bite through those 

memories, sift the good from the bad. Up on the hills, surrounded only by the odd tree, 

even Akhesa was far away, fading, her lips dangling on the pillow, slipping beneath the 

sheets. The occasional brave bird flew over cackling in the breeze; the muffled chugging 

of a ship roved over from the harbor. Cargo ships had become scarcer and scarcer. The 

island had returned to nature, abandoned. The ships had long gone. Even the birds 

appeared to have become scarcer, bled out like the internet, shot by the Generals for fun 

or in warning. 

          The sea was pounding, crashing out the sound of the wind in his ears. It roared 

down there, unseen beyond the cliffs jutting out in incessant bravery.  

      Nemed climbed on slowly through the soft earth and low bushes. They pricked 

his hands, gently, soothing reminders of real life. This wilderness was so far removed 

from everything that crowded out his mind; it provided sweet contrast to the bitter 
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concrete that clogged up his thoughts. He'd climb up a bit further over these two hills 

and then, out on his ledge, he'd sit there hidden between boulders, staring away to the 

sea. He needed that: just to squat and listen, try to understand, make sense of the mull in 

his mind, as he had the night before, as a child.  

      Hunched up between the rocks he saw her.  

      He'd lit a cigarette and was beginning to feel sharper and even confident. There 

were always plans and scams bred from indecision, more efficiently than the proverbial 

rabbit. Sit down, sort them out logically, pursue the options, but decide. Make up your 

mind, he told himself, and when you've concluded what to do the rest follows naturally 

and plans fade before the choices that follow each other inevitably. He'd nearly reached 

one: an elimination, a what to do. It was dead simple when he perched and pretended to 

mull through his options. He felt the power of isolation on a cliff edge. He knew the sea 

would send him away again. Akhesa would be waiting. Tlaloc would come good and, 

money in hand, he would wind his hips into hers and write ditties he could pretend were 

arias. The ocean was bulging and belching, spitting his options out in a steaming hot 

rush of red blood. Shivering in the wind, he read the signs in the wrinkled sand, heard 

the messages in the chattering gurgle of waves lapping away his regrets. He wondered 

why he’d ever left.      

Hunched between rocks of the ledge, he squatted, arms hugging pointed knees 

and watched the screen spread out before him, unfolding its own stories, baring his soul, 

dreams came into focus. Spray managed to creep all the way up the craggy ledges. It 

stung his eyes. He dragged a fist across them to wipe away the tears. 

      Music was soaring, swirling in circles. He clasped his hands to his ears, shaking 

his head slowly, lost between the desire to note its cords and forget it entirely as a 

worthless rip-off. He could hear an orchestra tuning, then blasting into action. 
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      Out of the corner of his eye, a shimmering dark, green shadow flickering with 

gold specks as sunlight trembled through the mist. He blinked, swiped the palm of his 

hand across his eyes and stood still to focus. 

      He blamed it on a hangover, a wish list fueled by alcohol. He caught a quick 

image of shadow, floating along the shore to his right, hovering warily across the narrow 

strip of pebbles, unprotected from the force of the waves.       

The tide was coming in, eating up these stones. He'd often swam down there but 

at this time of year never, not with this wind, the frequently rolling thunder: it was 

dangerous enough in summer and a relatively tame swell. He didn't really believe 

someone could be down there. He sensed another illusion to add to the confusion of his 

morning weariness. Like his hangover, he couldn’t put it completely to sleep.  

      Curiosity swung him forwards, to peer over the ledge, down into the mist. Eyes 

peeled through the dampness in search of a fleeting glimpse. Billowing like the wind, 

soaring like the waves, the tall thin figure paced slowly along the shale that passed for a 

beach. Looking closer, he knew why she appeared to sail by: she didn't, her clothes did, 

a long flowing gown of many apparent layers. Breeze poured around it, though, 

billowing it out in great gusts. Her head was similarly covered, a long veil of waves, hair 

and material sweeping back over her shoulders in a gale of mysterious beauty.  

      He slouched back into a dangerous mixture of astonishment and amusement, his 

breathe wheezed through clenched teeth. Greying blue green gushing into ruddy yellow 

orange, uncountable, unidentifiable shades coaxed a form from the waves bounding at 

her feet. She turned around to stride back down the strip, casual, rhythmic steps towards 

him, hips swaying down there beneath his perch. He felt his heart pounding in a 

perverse excitement. An orchestra boomed in tune with the ocean but the aria was 

fading, only the wind around his head was still whistling sweet merriments, teasing his 
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hair into untidy straggles before his eyes. He brushed them to one side, his left hand 

clumping them behind an ear. He stared down again, deep through the haze.  

      Closer and closer she crept. She turned towards him, her eyes glimmering 

through the haze, dark brown pools sucking his gaze. He knew he should break the 

stare; his position of voyeuristic advantage was stroking guilt in his knees. But his eyes 

were trapped. They rattled in their sockets before she hooked them until they could no 

longer move. Like a fish trapped by the bait, he swung on the end of her rod, just 

waiting to be reeled in. He swore she'd been naked just now, just then, long-limbed 

smooth body, curved softly in pleasure. He struggled, but couldn’t shake away the 

vision. Akhesa flashed through his mind. Frustration. Wet fantasies on the beach. He 

chided his urges and swung his head in a quick, neck-snapping jerk. He threw himself to 

one knee, scraped it badly off hard rock and in pain and embarrassment forced himself 

into hiding. His fingers slipped off moss and damp silt. The smell of seaweed stung like 

ointment on a cut. 

      Irascibly, he drew himself forward to check the fallacy of his dreams, ashamed in 

the blows of too fertile a mind.  

      She was still there, as he'd left her, a little closer, but definitely fully dressed, in 

her sense of the word, if they were clothes. They were blending almost completely with 

the sea. It stretched out behind, folding them in its grasp, until her garments billowed 

like sails, flowing around the long fragile beauty they vaguely protected beneath. She 

must be frozen was all Nemed dared think. In a flash, through his stares, he caught the 

movement. Natural and graceful, a long arm slid from her cloak to briskly brush back its 

folds, quickly, silently through the distance, away from her face, as it looked up framed 

gracefully by the cloth and the sea raving behind. He glimpsed the high cheekbones, and 

the dark sunken eyes, sparkling pools of enchantment, as they focused on his.  
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      He jumped up in the shock, the shame. Her face, now clearly formed, was 

staring deeply through his. It was perfectly clear, rising up to greet before turning 

quickly, hidden anew in those folds of green light.  

      He jerked back, panting, sweat glistening his cheeks. Hot flushes of 

embarrassment surged through cold veins. She'd stared straight at him. His mind 

wandered in circles. He braced himself slowly, and rose up a little from his slump, 

rolled over onto his knees and crawled back to the edge. He peered over again, bent 

down into the stone. No. Knew it. She wasn't there. No wild women in mysterious 

tapestries. Mind working overtime. That's all.  

      He looked over just to be sure but caught only spray, and lost his breath in a 

gulp of gusting breeze; his ears filled with the roaring. Waves crashed down below, 

eating up those pebbles, the ones where she had been standing.       

      There was no way down there at this time of day. No way up. A sudden tang of 

fear. He scoured the strip of land from end to end. Darkness was seeping in now so he 

couldn't be quite sure of what he was seeing: she's not down there. Never was. He shook 

his head in confusion as he rose softly to go home. So much for getting his head straight. 

Far too straight. Twisted up in fantasies. He cursed his headache and wished he’d stayed 

in the pub where whiskey and beer kept illusions at bay. 

      He began walking quickly. He wasn't sure if the fresh air was doing him good or 

bad. Her face kept resurging, floating there before his own.  He wiped it away abruptly: 

he had enough to sort out without wild dreams by the sea. He strode on, forcing his pace 

to a jog. His coat flapped in the breeze like an old door, unhinged. It was beginning to 

rain. He smelt food as he opened the front door. The hall table was empty. He sighed 

and moved on.  
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      "No post?" he shouted through to the kitchen, as casual as he could in the 

stifling hot air. She peeked around the door all wizen and beaten and gentle. He felt 

himself flushing, blamed the heat but sensed his plans disturbed, cruelly twisted. He 

turned away quickly to hang up his coat.  

      "No not a thing. Were you expecting anything?"  

      "No. Not really,' and he gave her a smile, some genuine warmth from the daze of 

emotions. She patted him on the back as he slid past her for his dinner.  

      "You've been out on the cliffs again.' she admonished. “Take care of yourself 

out there. Catch your death of cold.” She was a master of the momentary pause. “If 

nothing else."   

      He avoided her stare wondering how she knew. You don't get to that age without 

intuition he presumed rubbing life back to cold ears which turned tingly red under the 

pressure.       

      "You take care now." grandmother Harrapan continued, heaving him a steaming 

plate.  

He gobbled thankfully, in silence: one way to finish off a hangover.  
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His stomach was gurgling; he could feel it rumbling up and down, swirling back and 

forth, rhythmically swaying until the sensation became sweeter, relaxing, soothing. His 

body tingled in the pleasure of ears being licked, bones lapped, rocked in giant hands, 

comforted like a child; he could feel the sensations harden under him now, pressure 

along his spine. Some type of crude raft he thought before leaving it to one side. Eyes 

closed in the softness, the rhythmic abruptness of each falling wave as he bobbed above 

them, half eaten inside them. He stumbled somewhere different, somewhere half 

remembered, half-torn, the memory dull and yellowing, crinkled up in the corners like a 

faded old photo. Yes he knew this place. He recognized each stone on the path and that 

tall tree over there: at least it had seemed tall at the time. Now he was grown and 

reached the heights with ease. Once again, the tangled gnarls of its branches swept down 

to entwine him, but what had taken ages as a child was now conquered with ease. A 

quick climb and he was up, cradled within the spindly arms. Perched there on top, he 

could reach the ground with a single leap. The shouted warnings of his childhood 

floated past in a heap. But there was no need: he had grown. He was the same size as the 

mangled wood, elongated, mature, but he could still scrap his knee; familiar blood 

trickles met his eye. Tears come in the memory, huge sobs of despair; tears of 

embarrassment, of pain and of fear. "Here. Here. Here, Up Here." He wanted to shout, 

but was whistling some new tune instead. He knew those two faces also, recognized 

them in the distance. Through time they came calling, sounds so at home in his head. 

"Here. Here Up here," he sobbed quietly, peering cautiously at his mother through the 

branches and their leaves. Arms swooped up to grab him, hairy, warm and firm. Fingers 

under his armpits, thumbs hurting with their pressure. He was searching for his mother 
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through the green haze, the fading light, his hands clasping at hairs, straws. Her familiar 

face lost its features but recognition remained as her shivering features slid through his 

vision, blending and bending, etched out in pain, hovering then gaining substance until 

the clear lines flashed in recognition and an aching appeal. But still he couldn't place the 

features. His stare disappeared into the woman's deep eyes, seeking, crying out in 

despair. Sirens began wailing, calling, growling their own shivering sounds of good 

cheer. He hadn't realized it had been so silent for so long. He turned, avoiding those 

stares, the nameless faces, the bright pools of light that trapped him, frightening him 

with their glare. He twisted in refusal and felt himself fall. Like melting butter the leaves 

dripped to let him slip through velvet arms. His limbs flailed frantically clutching out 

for the raft, any faint touch of firmness in this gluttonous mess. A hand stretched out for 

him, long, thin arm, full of grace, of strength as it clasped him. The fingers clung like 

tendrils around his poor bones, and then lifted him gracefully up out of the grime, up to 

the face, angular and warm. He reached out for that look, all familiar and torn. He 

jumped up awake. She faded, and left him sweating and worn.  

     He shook himself into awareness, then shivered in the morning cold and the 

sweat dribbling down his spine. Shit, he needed a piss badly. It was time to go 

downstairs and face the news. 

He sat in the kitchen nursing himself through the paper, eyes skipping the words 

like bad pupils, failing to connect, glancing through, off their meaning. It was just for 

show he knew, to hide red stains; something to concentrate on, focus, settle down his 

body.  

 He could hear his grandmother foraging up food behind him. She hadn't said 

anything yet about his obvious state. She seldom did; afraid perhaps, afraid to hassle 

him in case he took off in a huff. He felt bad at the thought, that hidden power, that 
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illusive, subtle blackmail he preferred not to have but perhaps couldn’t avoid wielding. 

He wasn't sure if he could even stomach food but he knew he had to. It was part of the 

bargain. She pampered him, felt good, buying up his time.  

She landed a steaming plate down flat in front of him, pushing it beneath the 

newspaper, contented determination lighting up her face.  

He caught her eyes, briefly, searched them, then ducked back in fear. She needed 

him and the knowledge tore through his heart. The feeble old woman's ties strangling 

his hung-over strained appetite. He pushed the food around messily, forcing a mouthful 

anytime she looked. He couldn't drag words out; he shied away from conversation: 

further deceit covered up gently in lies, half-truths, sly pointers, false leads glazing over 

his intentions.  

"Quieter last night," she said. 

"What?" he asked without thinking, then repeating the question quickly, louder 

as he remembered she was going deaf.  

"The sea. No storm last night thank God"   

"No, seemed fine, they might have finished now."  

Busying herself at the sink, she continued in silence, back shielding him from a 

direct gaze.  

He wondered if she really was deaf, really so old. Her inherent strength 

constantly surprised him. In vicious moods he had often wondered if it was all an act, 

both of them playing roles they didn't want to assume. He let her cook, run the house, 

wash clothes, things he'd been doing for himself for years; and now tainted by these 

luxuries, tempted back in their ease, he'd got used to them, even enjoyed them, 

reasoning it all away happily: poor woman, she needs something, has to feel useful. I 

have to let her, give her something, he reasoned feebly trying not to delve too deeply 
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into the mysteries of his Grandmother's own intentions or fears. People called her mad 

he knew. All too often he wished that was all she was. Living close to her he saw more 

than craziness, sensed sharper ears and a more vivid sight than anyone credited her with. 

In the rages of a hangover he was no longer sure whose will was the strongest, who was 

keeping who from what.  

Plates clattered in his grandmothers' hands, cracking echoes in head. He stuffed 

more food down. He had to. He couldn't take any more. He soaked up long gulps of his 

cooling coffee to hide the taste, to drown the mouthfuls and keep them down.  

"You never know this time of year."  

"What?" He was reduced again to loosing track of the scattered conversation.  

"The storms. The sea. Can never trust them at this time of the year."  

She'd turned around to clasp him in the narrow beads of her eyes. Staring at her, 

caught firmly in her gaze, it definitely wasn't madness he sensed but a deep force of 

concern. She was stronger indeed than they all thought, in will if not body, although she 

frequently surprised him in the latter respect also.        

"You were restless last night," she continued still holding him bound to her eyes.  

"Just a dream." He remembered. He clenched his cup in renewed fear, as he felt 

himself falling again, briefly. Instinctively, as if not thoroughly awake, his hand clasped 

the chair.  

His grandmother looked startled, fussed, and old. "Be careful young Nemed. It's 

a bad time of the year."  

Maybe she was a bit mad after all. It was difficult to decipher the gaps between 

lunacy and age. They had always said she was crazy. He couldn't remember who, just 

vague memories of being taunted by the common feelings around town. It was 
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something she'd done in her childhood. He'd never discovered what, and it was forgotten 

now in the bleakness of years long passed away, bound up in their own memory alone.  

"Any plans?"  

He jumped again in response. "No not really, I don't know..."  

"I mean for today."  

Her sharpness cut through him, slicing up his emotions, dislocating feelings of 

helplessness. Too sharp. Too quick.  

"No!" he snapped, biting his tongue. "No. Not really," he added to soften initial 

rashness. She nodded absently as if she didn't really care.  

His mother had screamed as she darted to pull him back, long freckled arm 

turning blue with tension; her neck bulging, face fringed with torment as she shouted his 

name.  

It had frightened him, shocked him to submission. He couldn't move in the 

torment, the confusion. They were grabbing him, tugging roughly. His knees scraped of 

the rocks. "Don't ever go down there again!" Holding him to her breast, swaying in the 

wind, sobbing in his hair, she warned him, voice trembling. He too cried, roared out 

soundless in the gale, injustices rolling down both cheeks. "Come here," she smoothed, 

when they had both calmed down. She led him gently to the edge, hand tightly around 

his arm. She bent down between the rocks, closer to the edge, mouth frozen in 

concentration. "Look!" She let him slide out a little, stretching out, his arm still firmly in 

a ring of clenched steel, her knuckles whitening as he leaned, then grabbing him back.  

"Did you see?"  

He nodded, unsure, tears welling up again.  

"Did you see how far down it is?  

He nodded still uncertain.  
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"And look at those rocks."  

His eyes stayed sunken in hers.  

"Look how greasy, slippery they are. Do you know how easy you could fall? And 

you saw down there, didn't you?" She shook him gently with emphasis, "didn't you?"  

  He sobbed, sucked breath between teeth and searched for the appropriate face. 

He was still not sure what was happening. Would it be better to keep crying? But 

something iron in his mother’s voice forced silence and shakes.  

"What would happen if you fell, if you fell down there, down the cliff onto those 

horrible green rocks?" Crying again she hugged him. He tugged her closer. "My love. 

I'm sorry." She muttered, mouth lost in the rough cloth that was his shoulder, coat 

several sizes too big.  

He began crying again. Shaking, frightened, he could see his frail body smashed 

bloody pulp. The image crowded his mind as it had just done his mothers. The pair 

huddled, cuddled their comforts in the sobs of near panic.  

It had been so long ago, yet, looking down, he could still feel his mother's 

anguish, mixed even now, with the same childish desires, wild impulses, ill-considered 

recklessness.  

Time had ebbed away the vision, distorting memories. Maybe he had always 

come here. It was possibly the same spot. But it could have been anywhere. The cliff 

folded the same all along, abrupt rocks carving the one illusory protection. They had 

enticed that child as they continued to do the adult. Dangerous in their serenity, they 

beckoned calmly: behind them there was nothing, a sheer fall stretching down, etched, 

drawn with the rough lines of crevices, harsh shades of jutting rock hacked onto the 

face.  
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Down down down into the swirling green below. Mouth open, an unfed tiger, all 

claws and sharp glinting teeth, the waters crashed, dark foaming thunder, endless mass 

shuddering, twisting angrily in its cage. The wind was cold and impatient, dragging his 

limbs, tugging his clothes, beating him with the smell of foam and plankton churned 

from the depths of cavernous waves as they thundered in vicious circles, bashing the 

rocky coast with the same unrelenting persistence they beat his brain.  

He sat in the silence which only accustomed sounds can create. Seeping beyond 

his ears, deep down in his head, rocking and soothing, drawing sleep from deep depts., 

the stillness comforted, the waves caressed. He lounged in their arms in no hurry to 

move. No rush at all. A little longer. A few seconds more before finally facing the real 

world at his back.  

The lights of the town bobbed uneasily behind them.  The feeble glows were 

beginning to fade, closing in together as they did so, distance merging the individual 

specks, as one until there remained only a haze, a faint orange glow, floating, suspended 

not unlike the clouds as they too became hidden by the night. Dancing, jingling, they 

cast obscure shadows no longer seen: they were out too far now. The moon dodged 

about in dark shadows, resting there in its own secrets, far away, covered, warm behind 

a blanket of cloud. Their dark blue mantle kept it at bay, left it in peace, let it dream on 

in its own fantasies, far removed from the world below. Out of sight, out of mind. A 

lone star peeked above them, a pinpoint of focus in the dead of the night. There had 

been another earlier but it was lost now to sight. It had been much brighter before and, 

fearing a bright cloudless night, Tlaloc had almost called it all off. And then it was too 

late. They embraced the darkness, shivering in its bleakness, grateful for its shelter. 

They wouldn't do it without cover, Tlaloc had promised; they'd take no chances. They 

needn't worry any longer. It was dark.  
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Nemed sat up in the prow, crouching silently, steadily, awkwardly, in case he 

shook the tiny boat. The noise of the motor crackled through the night guided gently 

under Tlaloc's hand in the stern. Eyes peeling, he stared into the gloom. A damp, 

clammy cold slipped beneath his woolen layers; bones quaked uneasily under sticky 

warm wet skin. Lying there, senses open, he was lost to the sea, briefly swallowed up in 

its sound. Relaxed almost, tuneful. Then he snapped back wide-awake. Tlaloc had cut 

the motor. He swallowed hard, noisily in the gaining silence, the frightening sound of 

nature filling the vacuum they had just left.  

They bobbed, held on a cushion, the slush of the sea, waves flapping, smartly 

slapping the roughly hewn wood of their craft which in turn, lolled gently at their tips. 

No wind thank God though Nemed, all quiet, peaceful, sea at ease. Just as well. 

Wouldn't fancy being this distance from the shore on a rougher night. He hadn't thought 

they'd be out so far, the shore so distant, an orange haze crumpled like a used 

handkerchief. Snotty clouds congealed on the green hue of the horizon. 

Such a small boat. Tlaloc hadn't told him either; he hoped there weren't other 

things missing vocal recognition. He eased his head slowly, twisting several degrees. 

Neck muscles cramped but he still couldn't see beyond the shadow, equally silent, at the 

other end of the boat. A little over a meter yet it seemed miles between them: one could 

have been left behind there on the shore and neither of them would have noticed: they 

couldn't even see each other.  He stopped thinking and tried to steady his nerves, to 

elbow back the adrenaline and keep to his task. In this inkiness it shouldn't be hard to 

spot what he'd been told to look for, he assured himself.  

Tlaloc too was nervous and wanting to stretch, stamp, move around to ease the 

wait. He looked at Nemed lying prone; he could almost touch him with his feet. He 

wondered what he was thinking. Not too much he hoped: doesn't pay. Stay steady. 
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Remain safe. Tlaloc hoped Nemed wouldn't panic, that he would keep it together if 

anything went wrong. Christ, nothing better have. Not this time. He needed this one. He 

was relying on it badly. He clutched his fingers tightly to his nose, and squeezed to stop 

a sneeze. He hurt himself and nearly shouted. He pinched harder in violent punishment: 

he wasn't going to let anything interfere. He'd kill Nemed if he put a foot wrong. 

They were both relaxed, sufficiently tense, when Nemed gave the cue. He 

clicked his fingers once, then twice. The snapping noise was comforting in the dark.  

Once will do you fool, screamed Tlaloc silently, nudging him roughly instead 

with his boot. The boat rocked violently in the emotion. Shit. They settled down. Tlaloc 

saw it too. Bright pinprick to the left shining through the gloom where ocean met its 

counterpart in the black of night sky. Sea mist curled, sniffing the beam as it drew 

closer. Tlaloc flicked their own torch. He knew the code. He'd done it before Nemed 

noted then concentrated on the beam swiveling closer under their guidance. 

They felt its approach through the timbers beneath them. Creaking, screaming 

out in the silence, their turbulence, groaning reaction to the waves at their side. The 

longer craft cut its engines, its wake subsiding, silence regained. Tlaloc stood up gently, 

legs apart, shakily balancing. The first box came down. He stumbled to grasp it from 

Tlaloc's impatient hands as he passed it on. Heavy.  

Another, another, and more, until he lost count. He knew why he'd been brought. 

They could never be moved by one. Seven or eight he reckoned, sitting down on them 

with a jerk. The motor roared again, spitting out fire and they speed around on one side 

in a long graceful curve. Neither of them felt the beauty, the tenderness of the night, as 

they leaned forward, urging it on to the shore. It's black mass loomed nearer, stretching 

out above them disappearing as they drew under its shade, welcoming it's protection.  
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They hit the wrong place first. He could hear Tlaloc cursing, sharp words hissing 

on his breath, sizzling in the electricity pounded out by nervous hearts. They pulled 

away quickly, dropped in closer and they found the right spot. They hauled the boat out 

of the water, the gritty pebbles giving way, protesting beneath slippery wet feet. Trying 

not to splash, attempting to muffle wheezing breath, they struggled with the boxes, haste 

fully shuffling them to the back of the van. Finally, they jumped in panting, slammed it 

in gear and out to the road. Heaving breaths frosting the windscreen as they roared down 

dead country tracks. For almost an hour they drove before they'd recovered some poise. 

They still didn't speak.  

Lights off they slipped into the clearing, its space overhung by the shadows of 

tall trees. Wind rustled branches as they waited, each leafy flutter an inconsiderate 

thumbtack in the behind, jerking them straight with the shock. Nerves jangling, they 

didn't dare even smoke. "Any minute now" was all Tlaloc murmured to his silent guest, 

praying for it not to be the last. Think of tomorrow. He tried to calm himself: when it'll 

all be over and everything set up, on course, and we can get out of here again. Off to 

anywhere they liked, back to Akhesa. Shite! His head rang. His brain was thumping. His 

eyes spun, dazed, out of focus. He lifted himself off the dashboard. Something hot was 

flowing in his mouth. Time was frozen in eternity. Mind overloading, sticky in doubt, he 

struggled to obey the screams.  

"Get out. Get out." Tlaloc was pushing him. "Get out you crazy bastard and run. 

Fucking run!” 

He fell out on his knee, stumbled up and did what he was told. The urgency, the 

shaking pleas of Tlaloc's shouts pushing him on. There were lights all around, staring, 

searching for their truth. Instinctively, he ran between them, deep into the trees, 

stumbling, fumbling, tripping, dashing his knees. He raced through the roar of shots, the 
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hiss of a smashed branch. A hand grabbed his shoulder, dragging him closer. He pulled 

away swiping at the limb, fist clenched, a bundle of nerves.  

"It's me!"  

He couldn't see anything. He kept running.  

"Keep going. Get out of here. Out of this town lad. 'Cause if you don't that 

Tlazolteoh crowd won't take pity."  

Questions welled up in confusion, a wandering queue, but only syllables 

escaped, unordered. Tlaloc gave no time for the luxury of answers.  

"Don't ask. Shut the fuck up. Do as I tell you!"  

Something cracked above them violating the night air. Pushed away by the 

scrambling hands, Nemed kept running to the safety of the night, dodging tree trunks, 

plunging into the soft earth and let it cling to his breath in revenge. The ocean roared in 

the distance. He was trapped inland. The bars of his cage were slipping into place. He 

twitched in their grasp. 

 

 

 


