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PART 1


Chapter 1

My Dear Fiona

There are things we
don’t talk about, and they weigh heavily
on our souls. Who decided they don’t matter? Life is like virgin
land. It only surrenders its bounty after we drench it in our
sweat, tears, and blood.

People squander their
lives, energy, and purpose as if they don’t value themselves enough to live for real, instead choosing
to take a backseat and yield the spotlight to some higher power
which, based on the results, doesn’t care about them too
much.

While I’m writing to you, Fiona, I’m gazing at the same moon you
watched from afar in your distress centuries ago, hoping for the
miracle that never came, the one that would have freed you from
your fear and pain. This moon is like a symbol of unanswered
prayers. Some wishes are granted too late, aren’t they? I wonder if
God works this way, if all the questions that are left unanswered
are in fact processed in a much slower and more permanent frame of
reference, in God’s time.

For some, this is a
metaphorical musing. They don’t know how
lucky they are, the innocents, to live their lives in real time,
and not in retrospect.

I’ve had visions of my future, it’s so far away it’s almost
like it’s in a another world, and my life is trying to catch up
with it, as if it hadn’t happened yet, as if all the choices
weren’t made ages ago, in a different reality where time doesn’t
exist.

My gift, the gift we
share, leaves no room for doubt, not in this simple world we
inhabit, hiding like unwanted time travelers, and I
can’t help wonder if you knew, back then,
waiting for that fateful morning, that I existed, or would exist
one day, that I was like you and we were destined to
meet.

So many things differ from
your time, and yet none at all: despite advances in technology, the
human spirit never changes. We’re still
the same lost souls with slightly better toys.

I didn’t see you there, in my already written life, and yet, here
you are, defying the certainty of a predetermined
future.

Who were you, my friend? Who was the girl
with soft blond hair who left this world too soon? The one whose
blood called out to mine, Fiona Corrigall of Cuween Hill.

We’re only passing through this world, us travelers, we pass
through it, but never belong.

We’re children born of the wind.

I hear your voice in the night air sometimes
singing a melancholy song, with a simple melody that haunts me, my
sister from the past.

In every rain I feel your tears, your soft
breath in the fog, your anger in the storms, while life passes me
by, pretending to surprise me, just like it does everyone else.

Your fate decided that
you’d never age, but I already know I
will. Mine is a very long life, I gathered, or will be, or was. I’m
getting lost in all my times on occasion. If there is such a thing
as time, I will be a daughter, a sister, a mother, a grandmother to
you, who died centuries before I was born, but whose spirit is as
bright and alive as anyone I ever met.

Be friendly unto me, Fiona Corrigall; to you
I pledge my truth

 



Chapter 2

Alone in Kirkwall

I used to see this sea
wall in my dreams. You can’t imagine how
weird it feels to look at it in real life! I’m not really sure I’m
awake right now, Fiona. There is an elusive threshold of weirdness
and serendipity past which we stop believing anything is real, a
madness of sorts, a sweet, addictive madness.

Ever since I was awarded this research grant
to explore your life and times, I'm in disbelief, constantly
questioning what I'm seeing in this taffy-like reality that shifts
and changes its colors with the slightest tug.

I half expect to see you on that wall, as I
did so many times in my mind, with the wind playing with your hair
and your sights set far away, while you silently call on the
mist.

My parents thought me irresponsible for
picking anthropology as a field of study, not easy to make a living
at studying dead strangers from a thousand years ago, and this last
research project really set them off, because, as they said, just
like a soft cow pile, the last thing I needed was another bucket of
water.

I’m sharing this with you undiluted, if you’ll pardon my pun,
my whimsical sister, because I know you’ll find it as hilarious as
I did.

Long story short, my mom
cried for hours, pulling all the guilt trips in the arsenal (they
still work, I have to confess, but I don’t
feel bad; if you can’t be soft and vulnerable with your own mother,
how can you even pretend to care for anyone else). My dad, after
strenuously forbidding me to go, despite the fact I’m a grown
woman, damn it, well, at least as far as the official documents are
concerned, insisted to take a leave of absence and accompany me
here. Or chaperone. Hey, you should be able to find a better term
for this enhanced degree of parental supervision, given you lived
in times and places more suited for its use.

Anyway, I managed to
dissuade him at the last minute, and, as I took leave of any
expectations for a conventional life, which I knew I had to leave
behind when I boarded that plane, going I don’t exactly know where, the last glance I got of him was his
twitching mustache and the crease between his eyebrows as he saw me
off with his arms crossed and a disappointed look on his
face.

I swear, sometimes, Fiona,
if I didn’t know they loved me…

So here I am, on my own, (Gasp! Cover your
eyes, polite society!), talking to a dead woman of the Northern
seas whose crystalline giggles I can almost hear in the wind.

Your people probably thought you more mature
than mine do me. You must have seemed a grown woman before you even
turned twenty, definitely wiser than my parents think I am right
now, a decade older.

That matters little, anyway, to people like
us. Old, young, these are conventions people make to place
themselves in the landscape we call time, but it makes very little
difference when its painted veil is laid out on a table in front of
you in its entirety, in such a way that you can reach out and touch
it with your finger anywhere you wish.

It probably
wouldn’t be advisable to tell the research
committee that I am pulling most of the strands that unravel your
past from visions and dreams, and that, right now, I know without
doubt and without proof you weren’t born here, but a lot farther
north, on the continent, and this short trip across the channel
must have seemed like going to the ends of the earth for you, on
that wooden boat, creaking from every joint, small and fragile like
an eggshell, braving the frozen mists and the ice floes, uncertain
whether you’ll ever see land again.

This rocky cliff must have been a vision of
Paradise, after that long voyage, I know that because I can see it
through your eyes, and I can feel how cold you were, even wrapped
in all those thick blankets and furs your wealthy family was proud
to pamper you with.

Love
doesn’t change through time, does it,
Fiona? I bet your family loved you just as much as mine does me; I
bet you were the apple of your father’s eye, and your mother
couldn’t stop beaming with joy every time she looked at you, you
beautiful Norse princess, that she worried over your slightest
sniffle and doted on your every need. Love is timeless.

Don’t worry, Fiona. I’ll find your artifacts. I’ll find your
historical records. I’ll find your real footsteps on the surface of
time, and you’ll become as real to the others as you are to me now,
while I watch this rugged coast through your eyes. I can see it
emerge from its shroud of clouds and reveal itself to your
enchanted sight for the first time, during the parting of the
mists, long before the mighty sea wall was even a dream.

The sea batters it
relentlessly now, whipped by haunting winds; this is a rugged land
which sulks under its vernal light, and yet you’re made of sunshine and laughter. The ghostly weather never
dimmed your cheer, aah…, to be young!

A friendly stranger passed me by, walking
his dog on the promenade at the top of the wall, and asked me, in a
dialect I could barely make out, whether I was writing a letter to
send home. I suppose I am, in ways. We travelers have many homes,
and none.

I can’t shake how excited you were at the sight of this island.
You must have arrived here in the dead of winter, a strange
decision for a seafaring clan like yours.

I suppose you
didn’t have a choice, that you were
running from a much larger danger, one so imminent it made your
winter sea voyage seem safe by comparison.

How old were you? 12? 13? And yet you were
no longer a child. That weight on your shoulders is not just the
blankets and furs, is it?

I can tell you knew how to
read and write. Often when I close my eyes, I can see you writing
letters to me as well, scribbled in a sharp and labored runic
script, and it makes me sad I don’t
understand what they mean.

The fingers holding the quill are calloused
and spatulated, accustomed to turning the spindle and adjusting the
warp tension in the loom much more than they are to writing. There
is no softness in them, because they had been kept busy since they
could hold a needle, and their fingertips are pricked raw by its
constant use.

Literacy makes you
privileged. It was an unusual honor for a woman of your time, an
honor reserved only for those meant to rule. That privilege comes
wrapped in crushing responsibility; people like you
aren’t afforded childhoods. Who taught you
joy and laughter, Fiona? Or maybe those aren’t things that need to
be taught.

I wish I could read those
letters of yours! Here’s to learning dead
languages, although I must confess Norse runic script never
occurred to me as an option before. You can’t justify learning it
because it helps you understand botanical nomenclature.

It’s late spring now, as warm as springs get this far north,
and yet a shiver slithers through my bones and I instinctively wrap
my cardigan tight around my body as passing clouds obscure the sun.
Old wives’ tales say a shiver from the blue means somebody’s
walking on your grave.

See? People already know
time is a painting where all the ages of life can be seen at once,
but they know it in their bones, in their instincts, they
wouldn’t be caught dead believing it in
their waking state, for fear of going mad. Maybe someone did just
walk on my grave right now, although my guess is they’re more
likely to have walked on yours.

I passed the old town
church on my way here, and the eerie field of black tombstones in
its courtyard. I’ll have to stop there
later and see if I can find any records of your family. Not of you,
of course, sister. You lived too far back in time for that. The
best I can hope for is maybe a great-great-great-great-grandchild
or niece, or nephew. Did you have siblings, Fiona?

I have a sister, and
we’re very close.

I suspect I am a direct descendant of yours,
which means your blood flows in my veins as well. We are thus
blessed, we women, to have the thread of ancestry unbroken all the
way to the beginning of our line.

I’ve never seen an entire cemetery of black stones before.
What do you know about it? It’s very unusual.

***

I stopped by the church yesterday and the
mystery of the black tombstones was explained: the graveyard
experienced a massive fire, yet the church was unharmed, not even a
speck of smoke or soot.

I bet
you’d be asking yourself right now, Fiona,
how does one set stone on fire, and you’d be right. The priest
couldn’t explain it either, hence the miracle designation of the
phenomenon. It happened so long ago no written records of it
remained, and oral history can be very imaginative in these parts.
It’s hard to separate truth from fantasy after all these
centuries.

I’ll make a record of my notes and organize them later, I
don't want to forget the stories I heard, which, although they may
be unbelievable to most, are still too fascinating to
ignore.

Legend has it a beautiful
young maiden, which strangely matches your description, used to
sneak out at night and come to the cemetery to meet her beloved.
The affair went on for years, and the maiden’s parents started to worry when she turned away every suitor
that knocked on their door. Why, she was turning twenty and she was
already an old maid, right, Fiona? Anyway. Her parents thought,
maybe she pledged herself to faith and they would have been
thrilled for her to join the convent in the next town, but the mere
thought of leaving the village of her birth was enough to set their
daughter into a wretched panic.

Suspecting foul play, her father followed
her to the cemetery one night and saw her wait there by a
tombstone, and a beautiful young man appeared, but not of flesh, an
eerie creature glowing faintly in the darkness.

He was too terrified to intervene, of
course, one takes the Otherworld seriously around here, but he
understood his daughter had fallen for a spell, so the next night
he gathered the elders in secret and tried to set the fateful tomb
on fire.

Of course, stone
doesn’t burn, so the pointless pursuit did
nothing but start a commotion in the village, drawing everyone’s
attention, including the maiden’s.

In anguish, she ran to the graveyard,
dashing to the desecrated stone, and the tales say that her light
increased in intensity the faster she went, until her form was too
bright to look at, like looking at the sun.

Her brightness turned
night into day and consumed her in an extraordinary flash of light,
and after people’s eyes readjusted to the
darkness, they noticed she had disappeared.

She’d never been seen or heard from since.

It is said that she went to be with her
beloved and was never spoken of again. If a person has gone with
the fairies, the humans are not allowed to interfere, because the
fairies will be wrathful when one of theirs is taken.

It seems God miraculously
spared the church from the blue-white fire that burned the stones
and turned the dirt around them barren. When the vegetation started
growing again, it always came in pairs - two trees, two rose
bushes, two blades of grass. Some even swear
that’s how the four-leaf clover came to
be. It couldn’t bear a leaf without a pair.

Sometimes I think that the
only reason I joined the field of anthropology was to uncover these
wild stories, which tend to be more fascinating than the actual
history. The latter is usually dull, random, and motivated by human
pettiness and greed. What really happened? I’m probably going to find out, because I have to, a research
grant is a research grant, but I really don’t want to, Fiona. If I
were to venture a guess, the place was probably struck by
lightning.

 



Chapter 3

The Broch of Brodgar

The car trip to the Brough of Birsay led me
through treeless landscapes, shy and soft in the sunshine, and
filled with the bright smiles of wildflowers, a poem in white,
rose, purple and green, laid down as scenery by a benevolent
god.

I stood beside them, with
the wind in my face, trying to remember an older time, as if
I’d been there before. But maybe those
were your memories, Fiona, not mine. Maybe that’s what the stones
are for, repositories of memories, remembering the fingers of all
who had touched them.

I was looking for an excuse to go to the
other side of the island, and it was interesting to learn your
family tree had spread some of its roots there.

The ancient burial customs
of this place exercise a strange fascination on me, like a spell
cast centuries before I was born.1

The bones of my ancestors
sleep quietly beneath this land, sorted and distilled through the
landscape, moved and rearranged in cairns, reduced to their very
essence, the skull, by the people of old, whose lives differed
greatly from my own, and their relationship with nature and death,
even more. I can feel their call in my own bones, like a slow buzz,
a magnet of sorts, drawing me to where I’m
supposed to be.

Our ancestors
weren’t nice people, were they, Fiona? Or
maybe histories are written by the victors. Sinners become saints
and wise people wicked, and all there is left of them is a tale
told by others, everywhere else but here. Here the bones speak
their truth.

It is strange for a girl from Wisconsin to
wake up every morning in a place with no trees, where the grass
looks like a dense tufted carpet, tightly wrapped around white
stones which poke through it like giant dragon eggs.

I arrived in Birsay in the
middle of the afternoon, too late for a trip to the broch. The
evening comes early so far north in spring, and I watched with
fascination as the stone bridge beneath the
water’s surface appeared with the tide
while the sun set and the moon shone its silver light on the ocean.
I couldn't see clearly through the glare of the wet stone and the
water, but I could swear I spotted lights moving on the island in
the distance, and heard a faint laughter in the air, clear and pure
like a child's. Memories of other times, perhaps? Things that the
stones remember.

This is how the legends
were born. It is this landscape; I don’t
doubt it. The lady who ran the bed-and-breakfast I stayed at the
night before commented, quite displeased, that the local youths
like to play this game where they challenge each other to spend a
whole night on the island, cut off from the mainland until the low
tide in the morning, and use their lights and noises to spook the
superstitious and make them cross themselves to ward off the fair
folk.

One becomes so turned
around by the surreal setting filled with cairns and stones, one
starts doubting one’s own senses. So the
laughter was real, then. And the lights. Suddenly, I had this
powerful urge to find out who it was, and it was completely
illogical. I just felt like it had to be someone who resembled you,
or more precisely, the vision of you I have in my mind, young
Viking princess who lives in my dreams.

The stone bridge looked a lot less eerie in
the bright light of the morning as I started my long walk across it
to the broch. A salty mist coated my hair in frost, and the pungent
smell of algae sharpened my senses and made me aware of my footing
as I carefully treaded on the slick rocks. Every so often, puffins
perched on the bridge, like sentinels, looking at me with strange
detachment as I made my way from my realm to theirs.

The island belongs to them now that the
remains of the old Pictish fortress are barely visible above
ground, making it more suitable for birds than for people.

And there is where I saw you again, Fiona,
laughing at the puffins with your fur-trimmed hood pulled over your
golden locks to protect them from the salt spray.

The innkeeper's story left me wondering
whether the girl I spotted was actually there or just an apparition
of the haze, but there was no haze, my dear, just the glow of the
sun beaming over a meadow of blooms and flocks of colorful
puffins.

Maybe it was the girl from last night,
exhilarated by having emerged victorious from the challenge.

However, in a population that remained
rather isolated for centuries, who can say how many Birsay girls
would end up resembling you?

I snapped many photos from
the island to send to my parents, including a clear one of the copy
of the famous Pictish stone. I bided my time until the evening
tide, jotting down notes and taking stock of odd details that
didn’t photograph well.

After that I shared my sandwich with the
puffins, ignoring the 'Do not feed the birds' warnings, I sent long
and elaborate texts to my family, instead of the letter that I had
planned to write them, which, for some reason, feels like the most
appropriate way to stay connected with family while visiting
here.

I shared with them every detail of my life
in Orkney, from the practical to the curious, gave them updates on
my research, assured my parents that my schedule is on track, and
I'm keeping warm and safe, and omitted to mention you, fair maiden
of the cairns.

I studied the old handwritten documents in
the Church of Saint Magnus in Kirkwall, but found precious little
about your relatives. The local legends about their lives are more
prolific than the written records.

It’s hard to reconcile the factual history with the vivid
portrait I have in my mind. The stories seem incomplete, like an
essential connector piece is missing, one I came here to
find.

I’m just going to call it research, because obsession sounds
so negative.

The information for which
I traveled to Birsay didn’t pan
out.

It seems the reward of the journey was
watching the glowing path to your mysterious island materialize
from the sea in the moonlight.

If this research produces nothing useful to
the scientific community, I am sure there is a captivating fantasy
novel in there somewhere, with a beautiful and nostalgic theme full
of youth, love, and conjured magic from days gone by.

“Research,” my father
said, “is the prerogative of enlightened minds.”

He may be correct, but I'll also take the
time to familiarize myself with the area's legends and stories.
This is, after all, the land of the Fay.

I can't help but wonder how many people in
your time caught sight of you, Fiona, with your golden hair
twinkling in the moonlight and thought you were a fairy too.

A great many people with good intentions
cautioned me to stay away from the cairns, from the bones, from the
stones, lest I get taken to the otherworldly realm and never return
to the real one.

I'm not sure which outcome of this warning
is worse: coming across your possibly non-human kind and being
swept away by their world, or destroying the fantasy of their
existence with the unimaginative and matter-of-fact answers science
loves to give us.

One thing is for sure: Fiona Corrigall was a
real girl.

The details of your life are woven into the
frame of your historical persona like threads of different
substance, some concrete and some imagined, and if you take a look
at the image they create from afar, it's impossible to tell which
are which.

 



Chapter 4

Old Dragons

I ended up back at Saint
Magnus’ Cathedral, with my nose buried in
the old records, strangely comforted by the smell of old ink. It is
amazing, really, the church’s archives go back centuries! After a
few hours of being fully immersed in the lives and the trades of
the people of old, you forget what century you’re in; you lose
track of time altogether.

Marriages, home deeds, conflict resolutions,
old public announcements, the births of children.

This is what time really looks like, reading
the birth announcements of people who passed out of existence
centuries before you were born.

Seeing their aspirations,
hopes and heartbreaks, the bitter and the sweet displayed together
like in a painting, equalizes their significance and turns them all
into the same substance when watched from a distance.

I feel like I know them, somehow, your maybe
descendants.

Lady Ingibiorg Finnsdottir2,
the Earls’ Mother, an Earl’s daughter
herself, what a strange life they must have had, Fiona, those blue
bloods of yours whose roots run so deep you’d have to go to the
beginning of time to find a simple man.

She married twice and had three sons, some
say four; she lived and died and now her entire life sits before me
in one piece, stripped of all her choices, heartaches, crossroads,
joys and triumphs, of all the feelings we take for granted.

Just the facts,
Ma’am. Just the facts.

Hope and heartbreak are silly games for the
living.

Anyway,
that’s the eleventh century, and that’s as
deep as the church records will take me.

I suppose I have to go to the heritage
society to dig deeper into the bloodlines of her parents.

I don’t even know how you’re related to the lady, Fiona, on her
mother’s or her father’s side.

The custodian gave me permission to
photograph the records, and I went to the seawall to study them,
though the wind made it tough by making hair blow in my face.

Her two sons, Paul and
Erlend, the stories say, took after her, tall, strong and kind, and
they ruled together in peace for thirty years. Were you tall,
Fiona? I suppose it makes sense. It’s just
I never pictured you like that.

It seems Erlend was
Magnus’ father. Yes, the saint and martyr
the church was named after.

At least I got an answer
for one simple question: you’re a member
of the Fairhair dynasty. That should explain the flaxen tresses,
although I may be wrong about that.

King Harald Fairhair asked the beautiful
Gyda Eiriksdottir of Hordaland to marry him, but she refused until
he ruled all of Norway.

He took a vow not to comb
or cut his hair until he accomplished that goal, which took him ten
years, and after that, he held her to her promise. He also combed
and trimmed his hair, which changed his nickname to the opposite
of “tangle hair”.

I still believe he was a blond, though.

How little human nature changes, if at all?
This story could have happened today, although I think someone
would seriously frown upon the breach of health and hygiene
standards.

It appears this old love
story is an allegory for the reunification of Norway. I told you
I’ll find love and magic somewhere. Maybe
I should skip the research and just write a novel.

What was Harald to you, Fiona? Father?
Brother? Cousin? Grandfather? Great-grandson?

I had a dream about you in Birsay; you were
on that ship again, braving the mists in the middle of winter, and
next to you was a woman whom you called skaldmaer, which means
poet-maiden, I understand.

She raised you,
didn’t she? After your mother died. Is
that how you learned to read and write, Fiona? Did you write poetry
as well?

I know she loved you like
a mother, and protected you with her life. If only that were
enough. Nobody can protect us from our fates. But no shadow of the
future darkened your eyes in that dream; you looked happy and never
noticed the deep furrow on her brow and her steely gaze. The eyes
of someone who’s bracing for
war.

She was much taller than
you, which means you weren’t very tall, at
least by Viking standards. Or maybe you were still a child, dressed
up like a woman, so she’d grow up faster.

The longship on which you sailed must have
been brand new, the scent of fresh timber was unmistakable, even
mixed with the smell of the sea, and the hull retained its bright
yellow hue, before the salt and wind would darken it to a dull
gray.

Your protector hardened her demeanor and
pointed to the mist in a commanding gesture, and the mist revealed
the contours of an island not too far away.

She must have done this
many times before, because you didn’t look
afraid at all, you giggled, excited, and clapped your hands at the
surprise, and then your eyes lowered their gaze, to the ring you
wore around your neck on a silver thread, the symbol of your status
and the proof you are who you say, and got clouded with
sadness.

I somehow know that sadness in your eyes was
for what you left behind, Fiona, and not for what awaited you,
because, unlike your older mentor, you seemed keen to begin the
adventure for which that new boat brought you here. Your eyes
gleamed at the sight of the green island emerging from the mist,
whose rocky shores covered in thin ice sparkled in the dull light
of winter. The magical land about which you heard so many stories
really lived up to its promise.

The ring hanging from the
thread around your neck was made of gold, a man’s ring, obviously too big for your fingers.

It had a black stone imbedded in a crest
whose composition I could see clearly, the outline of a dragon on
top of a two color inlay background, parted per fess, and etched
with the image of the sun on the lighter half.

Well, dreams may not be a
valid research tool, but I’ll use whatever
comes to me. After all, how else am I going to find details about
the life of a tenth century Viking princess?

Maybe there is something to the story of the
woman bard and the ring with the family crest, after all.

I got so lost in thought
looking at the pictures, trying to put together a family history
that had already outlived its usefulness, because the mother and
her earl sons lived long after your time, Fiona, and the trials and
tribulations of their lives don’t inform
yours at all, that I didn’t even notice it got dark until the
lanterns turned on along the seawall, reminding me it is time to go
home.

I suppose tomorrow
I’ll have to dig through heraldic catalogs
to figure out whose crest you wore. Oh, people at the institute
would laugh me out of town if they knew my sources, but what’s it
going to hurt?

I rented the room I live in by the month. I
had no expectations of how long it would take me to stitch your
story together, although the grant was for an entire year, and
maybe I should keep that in mind as a guideline. My room is in an
old stone building downtown, on Victoria Street, a short ten-minute
walk from here.

It gets chilly in the
evening, despite the thick and warm wool sweaters my mother made me
swear I’ll wear. No pressure needed. I
think I’ll wear two tomorrow. The temptation of a delicious coffee
with rich milk foam entices from a distance. I can already see the
coffee shop at the end of the street, which reminded me I forgot
about dinner.

Every other thought abandoned me, leaving
ample room for the mouth watering image of a hot bowl of soup,
right next to a spiced chai latte, both steaming hot.

I can barely feel my feet.
Why didn’t I think to bring boots? Those
furs of yours look pretty good to me right about now, Fiona. Ah,
the indignities of living!

My achy feet and back relaxed, after I got
cozy indoors, and I shifted into a dreamlike state as I watched the
scenery with streetlights and nightlife through the fogged windows,
wondering what could possibly have been like to be a woman poet in
Viking times.

The warmth of the coffee shop and the hot
soup melted my last ounce of determination and drive into a puddle
of pudgy comfort.

There’s definitely nothing left on tonight’s agenda other than
sleep.

On an unrelated note, driving on the left
side of the street still confuses me to no end.

 



Chapter 5

A Stonehenge Story

The entire city was caught up in the
preparations for the Folk Festival, so I had to postpone my visit
to the heritage society, whose normal hours were restricted for the
duration.

I gave myself the excuse there is nothing
for me to do anyway, so I might as well drive back to Stromness and
enjoy the performances.

I stopped at the Stones of Stenness this
time, Fiona, trying to find a reference we share. They are 5000
years old, and they must have felt just as old in your day as they
do in mine, timeless.

There was nobody else
there, just the silence, swept by the wind, and I had this eerie
feeling of stepping out of time altogether, into a
“different” space I couldn’t
understand.

I felt, as I stepped inside the green circle
of grass that surrounds the stones, the elusive boundary of all
that we consider normal dissolve like a melting veil, to allow me
safe passage.

How many times have you come here, Fiona? I
thought of your people celebrating nature's rebirth and a deep
sorrow flooded me, the pain of an unnecessary loss, of too great a
sacrifice.

We share the blood of the wise ones of old,
and with it their memories, because history is abstract in the
records, but the emotions are overpowering here, where they will
never end.

Maybe
that’s the realm I crossed
into.

I close my eyes and I can see you hold her,
her head in your lap, powerless in the face of death, receiving her
gift to you, wrapped in the agony of knowing she will be no
more.

That’s how our gifts are given to us, aren’t they, my princess?
They come wrapped in grief and sacrifice, and however enviable they
may seem to other people, they are never worth their terrible
price.

You aged decades that day, as you received
the unlived years of the only mother you knew.

Her senseless sacrifice took away your
childhood, your hopes and your carefree laughter, and raised you
above the human condition, to a place that sees all, understands
all and feels nothing.

There is no comfort anymore, in that crystal
clear knowing, no illusions, no yearnings, just the desert of pure
understanding, and the torment of not being able to change the
things everyone else can not see.

It changes your gaze, that
knowing, making you look older and wiser, a seer, one who stirs
reverence in the people who don’t know how
the change came about, and who only see you surrounded by mystery
and power.

Your agony about her
passing is unbearable still, my dear, and I’m not sure I can take it in this wind swept silence. The
stones have kept it potent and intact for a thousand years, these
terrible stones of memory.

She is still here,
isn’t she? Buried under one of these
stones? You didn’t let them move her through the landscape and have
her join her ancestors. Against all protests and traditions you
have kept her here, the one request you were allowed to make in the
face of her senseless sacrifice.

I don’t think I can join the celebrations after this, not today,
anyway, but I can’t stay here either, buried in your grief, Fiona,
the stones amplify it and its crushing weight upon my chest feels
like a silent scream without end.

A stanza from an old skaldic poem kept
running through my head on the drive to Stromness, a paean to the
unknown beloved you lost so long ago, and a reminder that during
those early pagan times it was customary for women to go to war as
well.

 


“What din there,
Bragi,

as if a thousand shook

or an overly great host?

 


All the wainscoted walls are breaking

as if Baldr might be coming

again into Odin's
hall!”3\

 


I arrived in the city in
late afternoon, just in time to see it bathed in the strange light
of the sunset filtered through purple clouds. It made the old stone
buildings look softer and warmer, and the shivering spring flowers
impermanent and fragile, and no match for the thousands of noises
of Odin’s halls. I instinctively shivered,
too.

When I walked inside the
Stromness Hotel, my countenance must have looked so wretched, the
other guest who arrived there at the same time as me, an older lady
still faithful to her memories of the sixties, judging by her
style, shook her head disapprovingly and said everybody knows not
to go to the stones now, look at you, you’re a mess, right before she checked into her room, trailing
behind her the unmistakable scent of patchouli.

The music had already started pouring
through the streets, and just then I remembered the lady was
carrying a guitar case on her back.

I decided on the spot to go out anyway, and
checked the event schedule, wondering if I was going to see my
neighbor at any of the venues, and maybe engage her in a
conversation about the unwritten customs of this place, about which
she seemed to know so much more than me.

This is why I came here,
after all. Otherwise I could have stayed home and studied the
history and times of Harald from books. You don’t travel to a place to find out the things people already
know, but to unravel the secrets and mysteries that don’t live in
archives and biographical data. You travel to a place to find its
soul.

I did not know if the
hippie lady was Orcadian or, like me, a ferry louper, but her eyes
could see inside me and she seemed much wiser in the ways of the
stones. I wrecked my brain trying to think of ways to approach her
that wouldn’t make me look like a crazy
stalker, and couldn’t come up with a socially acceptable one if my
life depended on it.

There were so many people in the streets,
both young and old, visitors and locals alike, and you could have
been one of the many young girls there, Fiona, laughing and
enjoying the music, and gazing with eagerness into a future of open
options, that is the former you, before your life crushed you with
grief.

Our pivotal moments place
us immovably on our fated path if you’re
inclined to believe in destiny.

I never was, to tell you
the truth, I believed one has the destiny one shapes for oneself,
but then there are these weird, inexplicable moments, these
instances that just don’t fit in your life
at all, these inspired flashes of madness, and they bring you
thousands of miles across an ocean to meet a woman who died eleven
hundred years before you were born, and hear her story.

I think you wrote your story in the
landscape, Fiona, and in the songs people sing in the streets, and
in the local legends.

The greatest breakthroughs always seem to
come from mistakes. How is that for divine irony? The poor in
spirit will definitely get into Heaven, with the help of us
battered and bruised sinners and miscreants who learned enough, the
hard way, to point them in the right direction.

You come to terms with the embarrassment of
having your convictions torn down, and readjust your outlook based
on the things you did not see before.

It's a grueling process of self-reflection
that would make you feel proud and enlightened if it did not also
leave you feeling so disoriented and out of place in the world.

Once night fell, the music got louder, like
my brain was lending its unused visual capacity to my ears. The
thundering of a thousand noises and many people.

“This is a time for
celebration,” I kept thinking, and I don’t even know if it was in
my head or spoken out loud, there were so many people laughing and
singing in the street tonight, somebody might as well have said
it.

“How do you like the
Festival?” a raspy voice wrapped in patchouli asked from behind
me.

I turned around, smiling,
with a fully restored confidence in the workings of
fate.

“What’s wrong with going
to the stones now?” I asked my hippie interlocutor with no
introduction, courtesy of my psychically imparted social
ineptitude.

“That’s a question for the
morning, young lady. Tonight we sing.”

We can be taken from
despair to pleasure in a single day, like the sun follows night, in
a never-ending cycle we can only comprehend in
hindsight.

When you blend into this
the power of collective emotions, you are drawn into an experience
that is more potent and spellbinding than any drug.

 



Chapter 6

Talking to the Old

Life looked a lot cruder in the harsh light
of the morning, even though the festival performances continued
through the day, and the city was bathed in the unmistakable humid
scent of spring.

I met my new friend in the lobby and we
walked through the narrow streets, sometimes so narrow a person
could barely pass through, braving the rain and listening to the
music in silence, like an understanding between us, and ended up
huddled at the cafe on the pier, hungry and tired, looking forward
to a toasty sandwich and a hot cup of coffee.

“So, you’re not going to
ask?” she said, eventually.

“I wouldn’t know what,” I
replied, still awkward about hijacking a perfect stranger’s time to
satisfy my curiosity.

“What do you know about
the stones?”

I started reciting the historical and
anthropological data and the scientific opinions regarding the
details of the sites, and she stopped me with a curt hand
gesture.

“No. Not that. What did
the stones tell you when you were there?”

I stopped, not knowing how
to respond to that, hesitant to share my intimacy with the untold
story of this place with someone I’d just
met, but who, obviously, could read it on my face like in a book. I
answered, eventually.

“How did you
know?”

“It’s written all over
you, girl. Do you speak to the Old?”

“The Old? What is
that?”

She looked at me cross, taking offense, and
said.

“Tell you what: you share
your story first, about what happened at the stones, and then I’ll
decide whether to give you an answer to that.”

I proceeded, awkward, to
produce a half-way believable story about my surreal and deeply
intimate experience, but there was a look in her eye that made it
clear she won’t be satisfied with anything
less than the whole truth, so I slowly embroidered real details on
the rough frame of my banal story, and told her about you, Fiona,
and about your surrogate mother, the bard, and her tragic death,
and the emotions I felt at the stones returned, raw and real,
bringing tears to my eyes again.

My friend
didn’t speak for a while, watching the
harbor outside the window, lost in thought. She turned to me
suddenly, as if awakened from a dream.

“So you spoke to the Old.
That’s what I thought. You have that look.”

“What look?” I jumped,
concerned about the fact I might look so much like a lunatic a
stranger could read my madness at a glance.

“You are a Seer. You have
the gift. You can read the past, that’s probably why you chose to
study history. Legends say the Old could impart this gift on their
chosen ones, and that it was passed on in the blood from mother to
daughter, to all the descendants to come. It is the Old Ones’
blessing. Thanks for being granted shelter and safety in perilous
times.”

“Do you know who they
were?” I asked, eager to get invaluable information about the
subject of my research grant. She laughed.

“I do, but that will not
win you much applause with your research team. Everything is
apocryphal, oral tradition, legend and myth. I have no proof about
my story, just a feeling, ahm, very much like yours.”

I didn’t care.

Just sharing this strange experience with
another person seemed wondrous enough, verifiable or not.

“The Viking princess. What
do you call her?”

“Fiona,” I answered
without hesitation.

“Fiona Corrigall of Cuween
Hill.”

“You should definitely go
there, then, to the cairn, if she called you and gave you her
address as well,” my friend laughed out loud.

“What do you call
her?”

“I never got a name, but I
know her mentor, the older Druid, was a female poet and a wise one.
There are some stone tablets, it seems, carved in Punic script,
covered in her poetry and her writing. It is what I gathered, but
I’ve been coming here every year for almost two decades and never
been able to find them.”

“Is she buried under the
stones?”

“She might be. Maybe the
tablets were buried with her, who knows, but I doubt you’ll ever
get permission for a dig. That place is sacred to the
people.”

“Why did you say it was a
bad time to go to the stones now?”

She hesitated again, unsure whether she
could trust me with the answer.

“There are times during
the year when the boundary between this world and the next is thin.
Some people can see through it, and some people can cross
it.”

I remembered my eerie
experience, impossible to convey into words, of having been
transported ‘elsewhere’, and my blood ran cold.

“I see,” my friend said,
thoughtful. Nothing seemed to escape the scrutiny of her gaze.
“Well, the good news is, you’re back. You’re one of the lucky ones
who get to move freely between.”

“Between what?” I couldn’t
help myself.

“Life and death,” she
answered simply.

I gulped hard, evaluating the sheer insanity
of this conversation and questioning my taking it seriously.

I wondered what my parents would say if they
knew.

“Don’t be trite,” she
chastised me. “You know what you felt.”

I sure did.

“What do you mean, I’m
lucky?”

“Generally speaking,
people don’t return from, well, the dead.”

“But I didn’t…” I started
protesting.

“You have no way of
knowing, right? If you’ve never been able to visit, or even see
pictures of a remote city, how would you recognize it if, by
accident, you ended up there? What was it like?”

“Weird. Quiet. Filled with
potent emotions, especially sorrow. Lonely. Familiar.
Heavy.”

“Interesting,” she
commented.

The atmosphere of our conversation was so
loaded with strangeness that when the server showed up to top up
our coffee and ask if we needed anything else, I felt like being
woken from a dream.

“Can we get two apple
crumbles, please,” my new friend ordered for me, without asking,
smiled and thanked the server for the fresh coffee, and then she
turned towards me.

“You must dwell in the
here and now. You are alive. Eat.”

I obeyed her without question, washing down
the warm cake with the coffee, comforted by their familiar
tastes.

“Have you checked out the
event schedule for this evening?” she asked, in a tone so normal it
made me feel like the entire previous conversation couldn’t
possibly have taken place. “There are a couple of wonderful
performers I don’t want to miss. Do you sing?” she turned towards
me, and I remembered the guitar.

“Aah, no. No, I don’t. Tin
ear, I’m afraid.”

“That’s a pity! Well, we
can all still enjoy the music anyway, can’t we?”

“When is your
performance?” I remembered to ask.

“Oh, I don’t play
publicly, my dear. I just like to dabble a bit,” she
smiled.

She watched me finish my crumb cake
patiently, like a grown-up would a child.

“You should definitely
visit your Fiona if she called out to you. It is rude to ignore the
spirits, and besides, it is a privilege to be invited, is it not?
It makes life just a bit more interesting than what we’re taught to
expect.”

We paid the bill and left, and spent the
afternoon browsing through shops and stores, trying on woolen hats
and mittens. The music followed us through the streets, everywhere,
suffusing the air. We watched a couple of street performances and
then, completely drained by the physical and emotional toll of the
day, we turned in for the night.

I slept and dreamed about
the Old one, Fiona’s teacher and Viking
poet, Jorunn. She was walking tall among the stones, reading the
strange and beautiful carvings on them, in Runic script, and they
kept revealing themselves from the rough surface as her finger
passed over them.

Dark clouds covered the
horizon, looming heavy over the lochs, but they
didn’t feel ominous, rather emphatic, a
suitable background for the drama unfolding inside the circle of
stones.

There was no other sound in my dream, no
birds in the sky, no breath of wind, no rustle of leaves, nothing
but the steady rhythm of her unrhymed verse, recited in sharp
sounding old Norse language, as angular and stripped of
embellishments as the runes themselves.

I listened to her poems and watched her
ritual walk among the stones, without her noticing, not even sure
if those were poems, or prayers, or epitaphs, or what.

 


"Hidden lies the one

whom followed (most know that)

the greatest deeds,

Prudes warrior of battles,

in this
mound."4

 


The skald suddenly turned around, spooked by
my watching her. She saw me, rushed towards me, and passed straight
through me before she disappeared.

In the morning I inquired
at the front desk about my new friend, eager to continue our
conversation, but the lady behind the counter told me the former
had checked out early in the morning and left.

I never saw her
again.

 



Chapter 7

Charon's Boat

”You shouldn’t leave
Stromness before you visit Hoy,” the lady at the front desk
suggested with a motherly demeanor which tried to restore my sunny
outlook on life, now sunk by the sudden circumstance through which
I found myself alone again.

She smiled encouragingly, and pointed
towards the pier, to the approaching ferry.

“Hurry up, now. If you
rush, you can get there before it leaves.”

She nodded approvingly in response to my
befuddled expression, and I obeyed her suggestion without too much
mental struggle.

There were only a few people on the ferry,
braving a fog so thick the contours of Graemsay Island, which we
almost brushed on our way to Hoy, were barely visible.

As I entered the mist, the
world as I knew it stayed behind: its joys and its pains, the music
and the laughter, the plans and dreams. A different place awaited
at the end of the fog, and the other travelers, veiled in the mist,
looked like shadows, sharing a ride with me in
Charon’s boat to the island of the
dead.

This realm beyond the mists you approach in
silence.

Nobody talked.

We walked quietly, a
distance from each other, to respect our solitary retreat,
instinctively following in each other’s
footsteps along the wooden path snaking through the eerie
wilderness towards the giant monolith of Dwarfie Stane.

The legends say the place was built by
giants, and it sure looks that way, the enormous monolith housing a
tomb, painstakingly carved in the dense soapstone, with a smaller
boulder beside it, the door to its entrance.

Who could build such a thing? Who other than
giants? Or dwarfs, says the lore.

Here, under the deep sky, with nothing but
wilderness and silence, one is inclined not to doubt those stories.
Nothing seems matched to human scale, and the sparse vegetation
growing between the red rocks makes it look like it belongs to a
different realm.

There is a grave not too
far from Dwarfie Stane, that of Betty Corrigall. There are a lot of
Corrigalls around these lands, Fiona, but this blood of yours got
to enjoy her final resting place alone on an island all to herself,
in a romantic valley filled with flowers. Not a cheerful story,
I’m afraid.

It was a rough hike, through the waterlogged
dirt to Rackwick Beach, and one I walked in silence, so transformed
by the strange alien landscape and the whispers of the fog, I
instinctively retreated inside myself, leaving all my expectations
and reasons behind.

I walked for an hour, maybe, noticing the
shift in the landscape and feeling, rather than assessing, that we
were approaching the shore.

The beach revealed itself suddenly, past a
bend in the rough path, and at its sight I had no doubt I had left
my world behind.

A mass of round boulders, polished and
glimmering in the wet fog, lay between me and the sea, like giant
empty snail shells of several species. Among them the black ones
stood out, glossier than the rest from the sea spray, and half
buried in the shifting sand churned by the tide.

We live our lives with
expectations of what they should look like, and those expectations
are rarely challenged, except for moments like this. I
wasn’t hungry. I wasn’t tired. I felt like
my body wasn’t even there, just my consciousness, unencumbered by
physical constraints, standing tall on the natural sea wall at
Saint John’s Head, with the tall pillar of the Old Man of Hoy
standing guard in the distance, my arms stretched out to embrace as
much of reality as I could reach, and one with it all.

The island of the dead. I
can’t make heads and tails of this
thought, and I can’t shake it either: there’s barely any trace of
human habitation, of the living variety anyway.

I followed the others back the way we came,
without asking why, like birds orienting ourselves by the magnetic
field of the earth and the movements of the sun, to catch the ferry
back to Stromness before we found ourselves stranded on the island
overnight.

The fog lifted, and the sun came out, just
in time for sunset, as we passed the flat green of Graemsay on our
way back.

“You must be tired,” the
lady at the front desk welcomed me, smiling. “It’s a long
hike.”

“Hungry,” I realized
suddenly, as if my return to the land of the living brought back
with it all the needs and frailness of the latter, and I felt
inexplicable relief.

“Nothing a hearty broth
can’t cure,” she replied.

The music was building up to a peak in the
busy streets, and as I walked among the festival participants,
sharing in their exuberance, I felt like my whole day had been a
dream, too far removed from normal life to ponder.

There are experiences you
talk about, photograph and share, and then there are those that
change your vantage point. They don’t
belong anywhere in this world.

 



Chapter 8

Souterrains

The four-day festival was
approaching the end, and after my friend’s
departure I figured I’d better head back to Kirkwall and see if I
can find more puzzle pieces for my study, but I just couldn’t face
the stones again. Not yet.

I headed north instead, not really sure
about the destination, and followed the road until it reached the
shore.

Living on an island offers one the unique
experience of being bound by a circular water line: no matter what
direction you travel in, you are soon stopped by the edge of the
sea.

This makes some people feel closed in, in
ways that start wearing on them as time passes, but for the true
lovers of island living there is no greater comfort than the sight
of the sea, and its effortless proximity always puts them at
ease.

The sea gives life, and it takes it. Brings
riches and bounty, reveals and conceals what it chooses and keeps
jealous guard over her secrets.

For four thousand years the village of Skara
Brae was just another green bluff battered by the whims of the sea,
until 1850, when a deadly storm stripped the grass and the topsoil
off the ruins of a stone settling, perfectly preserved by the sand
for millennia, a time capsule of Neolithic living.

It is right on the edge of the beach,
carefully protected with walls of flagstones braced by mounds of
middens, a strange organic maze of houses and corridors, all
connected to each other but in a way that permits closing off the
living spaces for privacy.

The complex is now open to the sky, and one
only gets the genuine experience of what the place must have been
like back in its day from the house replica built inside the
museum: a series of dark twisted corridors, so low one had to crawl
on hands and knees to travel through them, opening up in tall, wide
rooms covered by wood and animal skin roof structures, lit only by
the embers of their perpetual hearth fires.

A cozy cluster of artificial caves, dug deep
enough underground to stay comfortably warm and dry during the
Orkney winters.

You can almost hear the giggles of children,
running around through their familiar underground stone burrows,
not daunted by the scant light and completely safe from harm. There
were no weapons found at Skara Brae, just tools and artifacts of
their lives.

This Stone Age village housed a thriving
culture before humans built the Egyptian pyramids.

I have felt it before, in other ancient
sites, the pulse of human life, devoid of all the technology
advancements we boast today, but otherwise not essentially
different from our own. They are not dead stones; they embody the
joys and hopes and love and pain and togetherness we all feel the
same, and the eagerness to understand this thing we call life, so
short and hard and strange, and whose meaning seems impossible to
grasp.

I’m starting to think my project a fool’s errand, Fiona. How
am I going to find traces of you so far back in time? The people at
Skara Brae have lived and died in its protective earth womb for six
hundred years until greener pastures caught the eyes of the younger
generation, who slowly abandoned the old stones to the sand and the
sea.

Their artifacts still bear the marks and
carving their hands placed on them, while their bodies have been
worn to nothing by the creatures and the elements, and their bones
were slowly moved through the landscape, from ossuary to ossuary,
by doting descendants which handled them like precious relics and
items of personal pride, their legacy.

This abandoned village must have been in
better shape in your time, and if you ever visited it, your spirit
left no traces here. Maybe the sea gulped it whole, and returned it
buried in sand, and by the time you passed through this life, its
stone chambers were already steeped in their underground
slumber.

An older image of the
Orkney Islands unfolded before my eyes, one of a thriving ancient
culture, tens of thousands strong, an amazing happening place back
then, I’m sure, and the place to
be.

Sophisticated architecture, successful
agriculture and husbandry, arts and crafts, sailing, a prosperous
and worldly society living in peace.

You have to see aerial
pictures of Skara Brae in winter, which show a lost structure, open
to the sky and threatened by the wind and the sea, a frozen desert
encased in ice, to appreciate the warm glow of the embers in the
homes’ hearths of the past. In the safety
of the compound, deep underground, people lived their lives out of
the cold, out of the hardship, in a cozy communal hibernation,
lacking for none of the creature comforts.

The sea has claimed two hundred lives to
return Skara Brae, or whatever its name used to be when the
ancients lived inside its walls four thousand years ago, to the
Orcadians. The sea gives life, and it takes it, and even now
threatens to claim the Stone Age village for its own again with one
of its mighty storms.

Right now Skara Brae is a verdant hill, with
gently arching curves swerving around the ancient stone walls and
the winding narrow corridors, surrounding the hollows of the rooms
whose floors are relentlessly dusted in the fine sand carried by
the breeze, a hill so green in the misty air it feels unreal,
looking more like a sculpture carved into the earth than a place of
human habitation.

One can forget time here,
but I had to get going, so I wouldn’t have
to drive at night, now that I unnecessarily added hours to my trip
back to Kirkwall, trying to avoid the pull of the
stones.

I drove around the Loch of Harray through a
bright green landscape, a land before time interrupted here and
there by the large masses of the lochs, to Finstown, where the sea
greeted me again, and followed around its edge back to my home
base.

It was almost dark when I
turned the corner on Victoria Street in Kirkwall and saw the
bed-and-breakfast, with strange relief, as if I’d been ‘away’ and now had finally returned ‘home’, grateful
to put a fire in the fireplace and feel its heat slowly warm my
bones, thinking of nothing, doing nothing, just being.

The spirit of Skara Brae
stayed with me, it seems, reminding me of the simple pleasure of
living, that life is really not that complicated if we
don’t get it tangled in our misguided
attempts to give it convoluted meanings.

When I woke up the next day, I noticed a
parcel on the desk by the window; the landlady must have brought it
inside in my absence. In a very kind gesture, the heritage society
had assembled the material I asked for before my trip to Stromness
and sent it to my room instead of holding it there for me to sort
through.

I spent the rest of the day going through
photos of Pictish inscriptions and historical data, in privacy and
comfort, happy to be out of the elements and by a warm fire, and
browsed through the hundreds of photos on my phone, and I noticed
there was no proof of my short-lived friendship with the hippie
lady, and no reassurance the latter was a real person.

I talked to my sister for
half an hour. She wanted all the details about the festival, got
really excited about the music and the atmosphere and made me
promise I’d meet her there for the next
event, in June.

I feel my soul being
pulled apart, between the joy and lightness of living the days of
music and poetry at the festival and the somber reverence of the
realm of the dead, and their bones, and their stones, that
it’s making me lightheaded.

It’s as if the dead have never left this place, and are quietly
strolling among the living, unseen, through the perpetually wet
stone streets of Kirkwall.

The festival is still unfolding here, and I
could hear live music in the streets, somewhere not too far from
here, and talking, and laughter, long into the night, until the
sounds finally thawed into an eerie silence.

It’s colder than it was when I left, and even with the cozy
warmth of the fire in the hearth, my bones caught a shiver. The
quiet is bearing down on me now, and if it weren’t for the neon
sign in the window across the street, I might as well be back in
1850 for all the sparse detail I can see by the fire’s
embers.

The trip to Stromness has been exciting and
informative, but it took a lot out of me, and I could use some rest
before embarking on my next adventure.

 



Chapter 9

Entering the Earth

You sent me a dream when I
was a child, Fiona, one of those weird dreams you
don’t share, especially at that age, when
nothing matters to you in the world, other than pleasing your
parents.

I
couldn’t forget it, though, like I can’t
forget any of my other dreams about you. Those dreams, they feel so
real! So real! Like a second life unfolding, independent of this
one.

In the dream, I saw you
standing in front of a green mound, smiling; it was summer, and you
wore a white dress, held around your body with green ribbons. You
had ribbons and flowers in your hair as well, and a torch, lit in
the middle of the day, and I couldn’t help
laugh at the absurdity of illuminating daylight, but you didn’t get
upset, you smiled and signaled me with your other hand to
follow.

You turned around, and I
followed, and as I did, I saw you were dead, merely a skeleton
wrapped in leathery skin, but somehow I felt loved more than I ever
did in my life before and since, and realized I
didn’t care, you didn’t scare me in that
state, and strange as it may sound, you were still
beautiful.

I kept after you, careful
not to fall behind, but as you approached the hill you melted into
it and disappeared, and there, I couldn’t
follow.

How strange it is to
recall this dream today, as I’m standing
in front of Maeshowe, gaping, stunned, at an image I thought only
existed in my dreams? I half expect to see you appear in front of
it, smiling. How many times have you come here, my Viking sister? I
trust enough in what you show me to know this isn’t your forever
home.

I closed my eyes for a
moment, to steady myself, and my demeanor changed without my doing,
as if to get me ready for an unexpected ancient rite, the kind one
only understands through its very experience: the rite of entering
the earth.

There is a long path to
the entrance of the tomb, which makes walking towards it feel like
a procession.

The tight stone entrance
tunnel looked surreal, in the context of my dream, as if the
dwellers in the earth, whoever they may have been, finally decided
to grant me safe passage into their realm, one whose threshold the
living are not normally allowed to cross.

The ceiling of the tunnel,
built of massive monoliths, was very low, and I had to walk bent in
half, as if it had been conceived for much smaller beings. The
gnomes, maybe, the guardians of the earth’s riches?

I don’t know how, but I could feel the traces of your fingertips
where you touched the stones. They are fearsome, the stones, and
their archives of memories. I felt as if those were my hands as
well, in a much older life.

What’s a thousand years in the face of eternity?

Entering the earth is a
sacred tradition of almost every ancient culture, a symbol for
traveling to the underworld, to meet the chthonic gods and commune
with the ancestors.

The act of getting deep
inside the heavy dark soil is akin to a burial.

The stone walls closed
around me and I started hyperventilating, and
that’s when I saw you standing there, not
five feet away from me, laughing and twirling your fair hair around
your fingers.

I can’t be scared inside your world, not even when the giant
stones pressed so tight against my chest they felt like they were
going to squeeze me alive.

The tour guide saw me and
asked “are you alright, miss?” and I
nodded, embarrassed to make a scene inside a sacred site; he must
have seen his share of claustrophobics, so he reassured me, “we’re
almost there, the chamber is much bigger, you’ll feel better
there.”

I know that! Fiona knows
that! Tell that to my body, which chose this most inopportune
moment to go on strike.

“You will carry me,” I
commanded it, quietly of course, since I looked weird enough to the
rest of the group already.

The lightheadedness from
my incipient panic attack put me in a strange hypnotic
state.

I was there, but not
fully, I felt like I was breaching the threshold between two
worlds, and you were standing on the other side of the door, my
sister, waving me in, like you did in the dream, twirling around to
show off your white garment and giggling with the devil may care
lightheartedness of youth.

The underworld gods have
been gracious and hospitable; I couldn’t
waddle my way into their chambers like a drunken goat, even if my
visual field had narrowed significantly, turned into tunnel vision,
to rhyme with the dark tunnel I was in.

I steadied myself, my body
feeling like it was floating, and the impression I was performing
some sort of ancient rite took over me again, and made the hunched
down walk feel graceful, like a long curtsy to my non-human
hosts.

When I reached the end of
the corridor, my body unfolded with relief, the way a blossom
opens, a strange inverted flower that blooms inside the earth while
its roots are out into the world.

The tour guide gave us a
detailed presentation of the cairn and its possible uses, with
dates and historic markers, and stories about the more recent
carvings, while I listened to him in a daze, mesmerized by watching
you run around and giggle.

You pointed at a wall
carving, while the guide explained it to us, visibly moved,
laughed, excited, and pulled the ring still hanging on a thread
around your neck, from under your white dress, to show me it, to
show me it and the carving were the same: the Dragon of Maeshowe,
the quintessential symbol of Orkney.

I watched you turn serious
after that, as you placed an offering inside one of the square
stone alcoves.

Was that a human bone?
You’re giving me the creeps, but what do I
know, modern woman that I am, who lives in a society which
sanitized death to the point where it no longer touches the living?
Your people lived with their dead. They cherished their bones and
weren’t wary of touching them, and cleaning them, and showing them
their love and respect.

A femur, it looks like.
Yeah, I tried, that’s too much for
me.

But then I remembered my
dream, how beautiful you still were, even in that state. I think
I’m going to need some air, somewhere away
from the tunnel vision and the idea of human bones, however old,
even if made acceptable by your presence.

I didn’t want to talk about this, of course, not with perfect
strangers, and even if I did, I couldn’t, physically. My jaw was
clenched in a tetanus grip to keep my teeth from chattering
uncontrollably.

“We need to get you some
air, miss,” the tour guide preempted my imminent bid to rejoin the
ancestors in spirit, if only via unconsciousness, if nothing else,
and insisted on supporting my arm as we crawled back out through
the tunnel, which made for an impossible contortion of our
bodies.

Outside, the sky looked so
impossibly high I got sucked into it, and could barely repress the
instinct to run back in, like a vampire caught in the
sunlight.

“Sit down to catch your
breath. Here’s some water,” the tour guide encouraged me, and as he
handed me the bottle I saw myself in his eyes, looking ghostly pale
and kind of loopy.

“Great!” I thought,
mortified. “Aren’t you the communer with the dead? Bring yourself
smelling salts next time, oh most psychic one.”

I got irrationally furious
with the hippie lady and her crazy story about riding into the
kingdom of the dead, and with me for taking her
seriously.

A medium who faints in a
tomb is like a sailor who can’t swim. What
is the point of having the gift, really?

I swore to keep my
predicament to myself and hoped to God not to cross paths with the
other visitors again, especially in circumstances that would
encourage them to share.

“How was Maeshowe, honey?”
my mother asked over the phone, excited, knowing how much I was
looking forward to the trip: I’d told her the stories and the
details about that place so many times she threatened to stop
talking to me altogether if she had to hear them again.

“It was very special,
mother,” I offered her the evasive truth.

“An unforgettable
experience.”

“You should send us some
pictures with you inside, you know,” she chirped
cheerfully.

“They don’t allow
photography,” I said, saved by the rules and with deep
relief.

“What a pity! I would have
loved to have a picture of you in a cairn. I know how much they
mean to you.”

The last bit of the
conversation felt so bizarre and indescribably creepy in context it
almost made me experience what it would be like if that femur Fiona
was handling like a familiar household object belonged to
me.

We act like
we’re going to live forever and never
picture ourselves a millennium into the future. We all look alike
when reduced to our bones. Maybe that was the point of gathering
them in one place and meshing them together until you could no
longer tell which bone belonged to who.

 



Chapter 10

Saint Magnus' Bones

It feels like everything
in Orkney is made of stone, meant to last forever, and that
includes the old stonework of Saint Magnus’ Cathedral.

The structure is Romanesque, and austere,
with heavy, sturdy pillars built of red sandstone masonry, the kind
it takes four people to surround, a strange stone forest again,
built by the hands of men.

I returned to the cathedral because the
heritage society documents suggested it housed more human remains
than that of the saint, and when I saw you playing with the bones,
Fiona, I thought this could lead to new revelations.

The most remarkable feats of humanity often
come from its most wicked inclinations, and these triumphs start
with bloodshed and sorrow, but life is brief, and so soon these
tragedies are forgotten.

Betrayal, martyrdom, assassination, lust for
power and wars, all the things that governed the lives of people in
those older times, seem trite and insignificant when viewed through
the lens of history, but the cathedral still stands, now aged nine
hundred years.

And the Cairn of Maeshowe.

And the Ring of Brodgar.

And the happy underground homes of Skara
Brae.

It makes me ask if we're all getting it
wrong, with our ambitions, desires, frustrations and griefs, since
humanity isn't just this ongoing form, constantly bringing up the
same simple inquiries and misguided passions, but the entirety of
its being on earth, past, present and future, in the same way a
coral reef adds and grows onto itself for many years to become
itself.

Maybe in the grand scale
of things, we’re only the flawed and
unwitting instruments of a much larger purpose, which always eludes
us.

Maybe the experiences and stories of those
who lived in the past are still with us today, held in the stones
of Orkney, which will stand for much longer than human bodies.
Could that be the respect and uneasiness I felt, as I moved to the
front of the nave: a thousand years of human life?

“You look conflicted,
miss. I’m here to listen and hopefully offer some good advice, if
you wish.”

I turned around, expecting to see the
familiar black shirt with a white collar, and instead encountered
the kind countenance of an elderly gentleman wearing a tweed
jacket.

The disconnect between the expectation and
reality pushed me off balance, and before thinking, I said,

“If it’s not too much
trouble.”

Who takes up a complete
stranger on his offer to receive and repair one’s most profound and troublesome thoughts, I wondered, and
the irony of confession and counseling jumped at me with great
force? What does it take to trust another’s wisdom and good
intentions? A starched white collar? A shingle by the door?
Somebody else’s validation? Usually a person you don’t know
either?

“It got to you, didn’t
it?” he started. “Orkney. It’s a special place.”

“Yes,” I replied politely,
and then felt awkward, because I didn’t know what to say, and
regretted my mindless reaction.

“What brought you here, if
you don’t mind me asking?”

I told him about the research project and
the grant and the interest in old Norse poetry and legends, but he
shook his head.

“That’s the what, not the
why.”

I instantly decided to keep you out of the
conversation, Fiona, at any cost if I wanted to maintain any
illusion of sanity.

“I suppose I wanted to
know more about my roots.”

“Is your family from
around here?”

“Was, many generations
ago.”

“And I see you found your
way back,” he chuckled. “Lighten up, young miss! Everything is not
that important. Just enjoy your life. There is a music festival,
you know.”

I confirmed I enjoyed the performances in
Stromness and in the process gave him an earful of my travels
across the islands.

“You left no stone
unturned, I see,” he commented softly. “Well, there may still be a
few of them left. How long are you staying?”

“I don’t really know.
Until I find what I came here to find,” I mumbled, with a naïveté
that amused him greatly.

“I would check out the
second pillar on the right if I were you,” he got up and left,
still laughing.

“Where?” I raised my voice
to reach him at a distance.

He raised his cane and wished me good luck
before the door closed behind him.

I rushed to the second
pillar, and I don’t know why I expected
something obvious to jump at me immediately, some old inscription
or a secret hiding place; I kept remembering how my sister laughed
at me and the child detective stories I used to get so caught up
in. The world is a lot more subtle than the stories we make up
about it, I found.

I got confused, because
the old gentleman’s description, which
seemed so straightforward, did not, in retrospect, clarify the
location he was pointing to. Which second pillar? Should I have
started counting from the ones imbedded in the walls? Include the
ones inside the altar? Skip the square pilasters and count the
round columns only? At least I knew which side of the church it was
on

I checked all the possible candidates, still
no luck, and then I sat in a pew and left all thought behind,
trying to sense that pillar with my instincts, as if my soul had
known its location before, but lost it, like a dream upon
awakening.

The pillar
didn’t answer, but I could feel the
spirits of the saints laugh at me and my approach to studying
history.

I decided to call it a day and go to my room
to go through the documents again. As I got up, my eyes got drawn
to the spectacular stained glass of the east wall, and I gaped at
it, mouth open in amazement, and to the second pillar on its
right.

In the apse behind it,
below the stained glass window, lay the sleeping statue of John
Rae, the discoverer of the Northwest Passage, and on the wall
behind him, the poets’ corner,
commemorating many of Orkney’s writers and artists.

It turns out stone is not the only medium
that lasts forever.

The stories and legends of humanity are
timeless as well, our past and present legacies to future
generations.

 



Chapter 11

East Over Water I Fared

You spend enough time in a
place and you get the mistaken sense you understand it:
it’s the superficial familiarity born of
living in close quarters with strangers.

If you get to know it,
it’s not because of the hidden places you
find to satisfy your curiosity, it is because the spirit of the
place decided to trust you enough to reveal itself to you. You know
precisely when that moment comes, and from that day forward you are
no longer a stranger. You are kin.

What was it about Kirkwall that broke down
my walls so I could see it as more than a picturesque collection of
old buildings and streets and feel the warmth of life inside its
stone walls, ferry louper that I am?

It’s like I’ve lived here for a thousand years, and I’m not
sure that feeling is mine, Fiona. I’m not sure at all.

You’d probably been long gone by the time they placed the
foundations of this place, but your spirit is alive everywhere: on
the sea wall battered by the wind and the waves, in the austere
reverence of Saint Magnus Cathedral, in the ancient souterrains
that surprise you in the middle of the city, cozily at home in
people’s backyards.

History is recorded in
writing, but a place’s traditions live in
stone carved images. The lives and beliefs of the people speak to
us directly from them, and even in the face of centuries, their
visual messages and symbols bear the handprints and the emotions of
the artists who carved them. They weren’t strangers, those three
warriors on the Pictish Stone in Birsay, to the one who carved
their likeness. There is no way of knowing whether they were still
alive when the stone was cut, but they had actual histories, and
lives, and people who loved them. They’re not strangers to me
either, and they’re looking back at me through the window of their
historical artifact, like they are curious to find out how things
turned out.

I closed my eyes to rest them and compose
myself after poring over so many pictures of the crescent and v-rod
symbol, which seems to be everywhere, and the various explanations
about its purpose or meaning, and in the world behind my eyelids I
saw you, Fiona, holding a polished obsidian stone where the broken
arrow shoots back up, like a protective barrier.

After that you started
tying elaborate knots, so complicated I couldn’t follow the threads from beginning to end, and there were
so many of them, stretched out in patterns and grids, endlessly
interconnected as far as the eye can see.

They’re supposed to symbolize people’s lives, those threads,
under old pagan laws.

That’s what we are, nodes in the fabric of our communities, bound
to so many others in inextricable ways. It’s not the nodes that
count, but the bundles of threads that pass through them, which
belong to several other nodes as well. We’re the sum of all these
threads we extend into other people’s lives, and our spirit lives
on through them after we die.

I was so engrossed in my mental imagery of
lives knotted together the knock on the door sounded like thunder
and I jumped out of my chair, disoriented.

“You have a parcel, miss,”
the landlady announced.

“From America.”

I thanked her and took the
box to the table, sure my mother had sent me a care package, only
to note, bewildered, that it was addressed to Fiona Corrigall, in a
handwriting I didn’t recognize and with no
return address.

I tried to tell the host
it must be a mistake, but she shrugged and said
there’s no other American living in the
building, and asked me if I knew Fiona and maybe someone back home
thought I could deliver the package to her.

I stopped short of telling her Fiona
Corrigall probably died somewhere between 900 and 1100 years
ago.

I figured the package was
probably a prank from one of my colleagues at the Institute, who
used to tease me I’d fallen for a dead
woman. He laughed at me for writing myself into a story even the
most inspired ancient bard, heart on fire for unrequited love,
would have found too far-fetched to spin. Obsidian mirror or
not.

But they have never seen Jorunn, my young
princess, nor have they watched her walk from stone to stone at
Stenness, chanting in your ancient language. What do they know
about bards and old Norse poetry?

That’s what I came here to research.

 


"West over water I fared

bearing poetry's waves to the shore

of the war-god's heart;

my course was set.

I launched my oaken craft

at the breaking of ice,

loaded my cargo of praise

aboard my longboat
aft."5

 


I looked at the parcel, unsure whether I
should open it. It was obviously for me, addressee
notwithstanding.

I wondered what could be inside, and
pictured all sorts of mysterious objects, from stone tablets
covered in obscure inscriptions to old mirrors, and from combs made
of bone to rudimentary writing implements.

The package loomed large from the top of the
counter.

 


"I carry Odin's mead to
England's meadows."6

 


I figured whoever pulled
the prank must have been quite imaginative regarding the
parcel’s contents, and curiosity got the
better of me, only to be deflated by the sight of mom’s Linzer
cookies and a picture of my sister grinning from ear to
ear.

They accompanied the book I asked the family
to send, the one I forgot to bring with me, and a short handwritten
note informing me my sister already made arrangements for travel so
she could meet me here for the June festival.

I called home to confirm the package arrived
and chew up whoever thought it was a good idea to send it to
Fiona.

“I figured you two must
spend a lot of time together now,” my sister laughed.

“I asked Chad to write the
address, so you wouldn’t know who it was from. I wish I were there
to see your face! How are you doing with your studies?”

I regaled her with a thorough account of my
current research, which, for some reason, always has the effect of
putting my family off asking additional questions.

She
didn’t relent.

“Neh, nice try, sis! Did
you find her?”

“No,” I answered. “What
makes you think I will?”

“She called out to you,
didn’t she?” my sister replied. “It stands to reason.”

“So,” I asked encouraged,
“you don’t think I’m crazy?”

“Oh, you’re completely
bonkers, no doubt about that, but I know it will make you
happy.”

She paused.

“I’m jealous. I feel like
I’m sharing my sister with a whole other family. Of dead
people.”

“Just don’t tell dad, ok?
I’m on thin ice with him as it is.”

“Are you kidding? He told
the entire city of Eau Claire his daughter is working on her
doctoral thesis on the Viking migration to the British Isles. The
other daughter - chopped liver.”

“I’m sure that’s not
true.”

“One hopes. Hey, should I
bring anything when I come over?”

“Nothing but yourself and
my ukulele.”

“Hey, sis…”

“What?”

“Aah, you are going to
laugh.”

“Tell me.”

“I had a dream about you.
You were in a circle of stones with this tall Norse woman, a
warrior.”

‘Jorunn,’
I thought, but said nothing.

“She said she was a poet.
That’s not possible, right? A woman poet in the Viking
Age?”

“Actually,” I started
explaining.

“Sorry, gotta go. Chad is
here, we’re late for the concert. Bye,” she hung up abruptly, in a
move with which I had become so well acquainted growing up
together.

I could see Jorunn smile
in my mind’s eye, gratified to be
acknowledged, and to confirm the blood running through our family
tree, Fiona’s blood, the Seer blood, did not skip that
branch.

I munched on my Linzer cookies, comforted by
the taste of home, and then closed off the books and the papers and
went out into the city, to feel its heartbeat.

You don’t go to a place to find out things people already know. You
go to a place to find its soul. I suddenly realized I never asked
myself what in the world I was doing here, alone.

We always find reasons after the fact,
rational explanations, reversions to the normal, to put the minds
of the people who love us and worry about us at ease about the
irrational decisions our souls make.

We don’t question our destiny. It’s a yearning as natural as
breathing. Thousands of miles away from my family, in a city I
barely knew, surrounded by the ancient artifacts of a culture with
which I only had a connection from books and dreams, I felt like I
finally arrived home.

 



Chapter 12

Back at Skara Brae

You get mixed up in
stories and legends and soon you can’t
distinguish them from facts anymore, because history and legend are
uninterrupted threads twining through the fabric of time, and the
events’ meanings connect across centuries, as if they are all a
part of a greater whole we could see if we lived long enough. How
long is long enough, Fiona? Although I shouldn’t ask you, should
I?

In all the times I dreamt
of you, I’ve never seen you old, my
princess. I can’t see past that fateful day whose menace prompted
you to pack all your power and will inside a gull and set it free.
You looked so young it broke my heart, but I don’t think you died
that day. In fact, I think you never died at all.

 


"Hodr of the mail coat lets the halter of
the arm hang on my hawk-trodden hawk-gallows;

I know how to make the pin-string of the
shield-tormentor ride the gallows of the spear-storm.

The feeder of the
battle-hawk enjoys the greater praise."7

 


The florid poetry of your
ancestors reverberates in the halls of the Gods, making you smile
across centuries, fair child of Norway. What are you smiling about?
What is it you’re not telling
me?

It’s so easy to lose myself in eternal time here in Orkney,
especially when I’m out in the green hills, near the lochs or the
stones. There I see the same sunrise, the same moon, the same sea
you did.

The creations of our minds
are not much different from what we call the real world, and
eventually we realize that, when we become lucky or wise enough to
notice. Then we see how the initiating kernels of our thoughts
transform our world and continue to do so even after
we’ve forgotten them, like candles
illuminate a room some time after we left it. We’re all too busy to
look back on our mental creations, enticed as we are by the
illusion of planning our future, so sure the past no longer
changes, so prodigal with our present.

I close my eyes and see your world, and
wonder if this is a vision we share in Kairos time, one that
belongs to neither of us, the same way people share common reality
in the present.

If I keep dreaming with you long enough,
details start to unfold with pristine clarity, the clothes you
wore, your jewelry, your weapons, surprisingly well made given the
skills and tools of the time, engraved with runes and spells to
imbue them with magic.

I can see your heart-shaped face, too soft
and innocent for battle, with a little mole above the left eyebrow,
and a cleft chin, the indubitable proofs of your heritage, of the
blood of kings running through your veins.

I can see dogs running about and can hear
Jorunn humming softly a melancholy tune, trapped inside her own
past, the lost world of her childhood.

You and yours must have
found safety, a temporary hideout, in the abandoned underground
maze of dark tunnels at Skara Brae, tunnels that open here and
there to large rooms, warmed and lit only by cozy fires burning in
their centers, but it doesn’t feel gloomy
at all. It’s filled with the laughter of children and busy people
going about their chores and the delicious smell of roast meat, and
hidden from the threats of enemies and inclement weather, a little
cave haven rosy with the warm glow of embers.

You hear a noise, a rushed
trampling of footsteps and hushed voices that carry through the
tunnels, not loud enough to understand the words, but enough to
feel the anxiety caused by their message. It’s the middle of winter and you’re holding a baby, Fiona.
Whose baby is that? It’s a little boy with chubby cheeks who’s
swaddled in soft furs and bears the trademark family dimple. He
whimpers softly, as if he could feel the tension in the
air.

You get up and gave the boy to Jorunn, and
she takes him without a word and disappears in the dark tunnels,
while men with spears keep searching through the rooms, upturning
cauldrons and extinguishing the fires.

I can sense your fear,
Fiona, the fear you feel for your son, but also for yourself. How
could you not, poor child who had to grow up too soon? They ignore
you because they don’t know who you are.
They heard the blood of viking royalty was brought across the sea,
but never thought you could be a girl.

You’re just standing there, shaking like a leaf in the storm
while the rooms get ransacked by men with swords and spears who
walk past you oblivious, too busy in their search to really see
you.

You close your eyes and
focus on a rune, convinced it will render you invisible, as long as
you don’t move at all, and keep even your
mind still until you become that rune, a scribble on the ground,
nothing more.

The room is dark now, and filled with smoke
from the grease that spilled in the fire, and every instinct in
your body tells you to scream or run, but you stand perfectly still
holding on to the image of the flaming rune inside your mind and
grasping the Sonnenrad amulet hanging around your neck for
protection.

The sounds of the
invaders’ footsteps grow fainter as they
advance through the rooms, walking in the dark tunnels between
them, which make orientation challenging for strangers and provide
perfect hiding places for the dwellers.

You can feel the latter cradled in nooks and
crannies, quieting their breaths, still as statues, petrified with
fear.

The underground burrows went silent
eventually, echoing only the winter storm outside.

You’re too scared to cry, or even think, until some time after
they’re gone, and your first thought is for your son, although you
don’t expect to see him for a while.

Jorunn’s words of power have opened a door to another world, and
she won’t be returning to this one until the next moon is full.
Words hold great power, she taught you. They can change everything,
even physical reality. Jorunn’s words are just as fierce as her
sword and her will is a shield that protects you and your child at
any cost.

Her wisdom never
disentangled life from war and art. They were always aspects of the
same whole, and she would be surprised to see us sort out our lives
neatly in compartments labeled entertainment, defense, career,
health. I often wonder if we didn’t evolve
to become too complex for our own purpose.

We’re all slaves to our zeitgeist and I’m trying very hard to
wrap my head around the fact you were a mother and a queen at
fourteen, and shouldered more responsibility than I can possibly
imagine.

What was his name, Fiona? Your son. What was
his name? Who was his father?

I’d like to believe yours was a romantic love story, but
reason won’t allow it, not in those times, not considering your
lineage.

It was more likely a political alliance,
through which the intertwining of royal bloodlines guaranteed
future peace.

I opened my eyes, almost surprised to see
the windswept hill and the cairn in the distance, a little
disoriented by this sudden fast forward in the timeline and
wondering where you disappeared.

Back in your time Jorunn had returned, your
son grew up, and learned from her how to wield words to unlock
their power, the art and magic of poetry. He lived and ruled and
had descendants, and through them your blood was passed down
through the centuries to me. When so many lifetimes and so much
history stand between us, Fiona, how is it I can understand you so
well?

You did not become a poet, like your wise
mentor, but you learned to tell stories, and you make them so
interesting I have a hard time figuring out which ones actually
happened. The historical records from the time are so sparse it is
impossible to corroborate the happenings you describe.

Your stories live in dreams. They mix myths
and facts and distill them into esoteric thought. Gods, magic and
destiny were very real for you, the invisible forces that shaped
future and reality.

I know you forged your strength and skills
in battle and ruled without questioning your own authority, because
that was what you were born to do.

The florid poetry of your descendants will
reverberate in the halls of the Gods too, to tell of the next
battles, of bravery, victory and loss, to immortalize heroes.

 


"Then
Bur’s sons lifted | the level
land,

Mithgarth the mighty | there they made;

The sun from the south | warmed the stones
of earth,

And green was the ground |
with growing leeks."8

 


Einarr, I felt your answer. His name was
Einarr.

 



Chapter 13

Earth to Betty

My sister surprised me and
came to Kirkwall two weeks early, loaded with goodies from home
like a female Santa Claus, to help me get in the spirit of the
festival, she said, although it’s more
likely mom sent her to check up on me and provide her with the
precious details she thinks I don’t want to share.

“Where is my instrument,
Denise?”

“Oh,” she mocked. “You
wanted that? Won’t your dead crush disapprove of such
frivolities?”

I see you dancing around the fire, Fiona,
giddy like a child, and carefree. What on earth gave you that
lightness of being when your life was so dark and perilous?

“No,” I replied. “No, she
would not. Give!”

She reached into her duffle bag and pulled
out my ukulele by the sound hole, all tangled up in a knotted mess
of cables and undergarments that instantly elevated my blood
pressure.

“How could you shove it in
your bag like that? It’s a miracle it got here in one piece! I’m
starting to remember why I never let you touch my
stuff!”

“Relax, it’s a ukulele,
not the Holy Grail,” she faked giving it to me and quickly pulled
it back. “You don’t get it unless you promise me you’ll play it at
the festival.”

“Denise, I only know ‘Over
the Rainbow’ and I’m not playing that.”

“And I’m here early,” she
pulled a dog-eared music book from the bag, “to make sure you are
properly trained for your performance. We’ve got plenty of time to
learn new songs.”

“I came here to do
research. On a grant. Do you think I sit around all day twiddling
my thumbs?”

“Ethel, you were born old.
Live a little, will you?”

Fiona laughed out loud in
the back of my head. What’s so funny,
Finna Steinunn Steinvor? Ethel is not even my given name. It’s a
nickname my dear sister picked for me, because it epitomized my old
lady habits, and it stuck. It really upset me during my childhood,
which made its use even more enjoyable for my sister and friends,
but I find it endearing now. I really miss my family.

“How many times do I have
to tell you my name is not Ethel?!” I faked outrage to start the
game we used to play when we were young.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Denise
obliged. “Did I say Ethel? I meant Betty.”

Now, Betty actually is my
given name. Thanks, mom. My only comfort is the other options were
Edna and Harriet. Betty Louise Hamilton. It sounds like she picked
it straight out of a nineteenth century romance novel, most likely
the name of a secondary character. Maybe new-agers are right when
they say our names embody our personality and dictate our fate.
What other career path would a Betty Louise choose other than
digging up the thousand year old bones of dead people? If I
wasn’t a Betty Louise, maybe I’d never
have met you, Fiona, although that couldn’t possibly have been your
name either. I’m sure your true name was entirely made up of sharp
consonants impossible to pronounce. I like Fiona. Let’s stick with
that.

 


"Hearing I ask | from the holy races,

From
Heimdall’s sons, | both high and
low;

Thou wilt, Valfather, | that well I
relate

Old tales I remember | of
men long ago."9

 


Fiona laughed at me again. What could Betty
Louise say about her times, one wonders. What extraordinary
experiences would Betty Louise have to share from the perspective
of so many centuries in the future?

“You have a deal,” I
answered Denise.

“What, no outrage? No
protests? What’s the catch?” She eyed me with suspicion.

“If I play something, it
will not come from that book,” I replied.

“Oh?”

“I’ll find something
suitable.”

“I don’t trust you, Ethel.
You’re just trying to mollify me, so I’ll leave you
alone.”

“Scout’s honor,” I raised
my hand.

The seeress was compelled by Odin, and she
had spoken to tell him how the world began, and gave him the nine
sacred words that made the world and the sacred ash tree
Yggdrasil.

Do you want to know more, she asked him. Do
you want to know of the future as well, all the way to its end?

That is truly the
question, isn’t it? We feel so much safer
buried in the past, churning through its details convinced they can
no longer affect us, but past, present and future are
interconnected, and we don’t want to see that, because we are
afraid. Maybe we should be, I don’t know. Is the fabric of destiny
changing with every one of our choices? I don’t know. Are our fates
written before we’re even born? I don’t know. Was I meant to find
you, or was it a random meeting of circumstances? I don’t
know.

Do you want to know more?

 


“Wise-woman, cease not! |
I seek from thee

All to know | that I fain
would ask”10

 


“Earth to Betty, are you
still with us?” Denise woke me up from my reverie. “Do you have any
food?”

“You just scarfed down
half a box of cookies!” I protested, looking with sadness at mom’s
box of lintzers, now depleted.

“That’s not food, that’s
dessert. I’m hungry.”

We walked out in the stone streets of
Kirkwall, where the fragrance of tree blossoms saturated the humid
air. Where does that scent come from on a windswept island where
only low vegetation seems to thrive?

After a quick but copious
lunch, Denise dragged me through every shop and boutique on Albert
Street, so it took us three hours to get to Saint
Magnus’ Cathedral.

She walked inside the old church
reluctantly, a few steps behind me, intimidated by its massive
stone pillars and instinctively quieting her voice, as if in the
presence of an unseen force.

“And who is this lovely
young lady?” A familiar voice startled us. It was the elderly
gentleman who had offered me advice the week before.

“This is my sister, Denise
Hamilton.”

“Charmed. Another
historian, perhaps?”

Denise fussed uncomfortably.

“No. My sister likes to
live in the present.”

“Here for the Festival,
then? You’re really early, but there’s plenty of sightseeing to
keep you occupied. Have you taken your sister to the cairns, my
dear?” He turned his sights towards me.

“Not yet. She just
arrived. We haven’t had time to make any plans.”

“Well, enjoy your stay,”
he smiled broadly and left.

“I see you already made
friends!” Denise exclaimed, surprised. “And to think mom and dad
believe you a hopeless misanthrope. Anything else you’d like to
confess?”

I wanted to tell her about
the hippie lady, but honestly, I wasn’t
sure the latter was real.

I knew Denise would ask
too many questions, and I’d find myself
tangled in foggy details and start questioning my sanity, and saw
little benefit in that mandated soul searching.

“Oh, very well. Don’t tell
me. I can read you like a book, you know?” She pouted.

I changed the subject.

“Tomorrow we’re going to
the Stones of Stenness.”

“I place myself in your
capable hands, Betty Lou. Are they like Stonehenge or
something?”

“Or something.”

I suddenly remembered.

“Hey, you never told me.
What are you going to do for the Festival? You can’t ask me to
perform and sit on the sidelines.”

“I haven’t decided
yet.”

Denise thrived on
spontaneity and raised everyone’s anxiety
levels by making all her decisions and leaving their respective
preparations for the last minute while she herself didn’t seem
affected by their looming deadlines, and wondered what everyone
else was so high-strung about.

“You will not chicken out
on me, will you?” I probed her intently.

“When did you ever know me
to shy from the public?”

“Just
checking.”

“Aah, listen. If dad asks,
I’m here because you need my help with organizing your research.
He’s been bearing down on me like a ton of bricks to figure out
what I want to do with my life. How silly is that? What am I doing
now if not living life, am I right? I will not bury myself in some
mundane drudgery and miss out on all the cool stuff. You’re only
young once. I want to see the world and experience unusual things.
I came here, sister, to think about my future in peace. Can I trust
you not to lecture me about responsibility? I’m all stocked up on
advice and guilt trips. Did I mention this place is awesome? Hey,
maybe I should take up photography or do a documentary, that’s
exciting, no? How about I recite some of my poetry at the Festival?
Or choreograph a dance to ancient music? Or create fish art. Yes!
Fish art!” Her eyes lit up for a second, and then she got
distracted by a cute tabby cat lying on a stone in the
graveyard.

The reason for
Denise’s early and prolonged visit was
finally revealed.

 



Chapter 14

Viking Poetry

It
wouldn’t have been Denise if she didn’t
change our plans at the last minute, based on the schedules of her
new friends. Two days she’d been in a foreign country where she
didn’t know a soul and she already made friends, promised to help
them set up the stage for their Avant-Garde play and left me
flopping in the wind.

Strange how one can still get distressed
over being excluded when one left home for a solitary pursuit and
went far away from the familiar places and people in order to find
oneself.

I put on my best face for
Denise’s benefit, and picked a destination
to give her, annoyed more by my own reaction than my sister’s
predictably harebrained schedule and arbitrary choice of
activities.

“Are you sure you’re not
mad at me?” She gave me her loveliest smile, attached to a guilty
cat's gaze. “Promise me you’re not mad at me, Louise! I hate the
thought of leaving you here all by yourself.”

She only called me Louise when she wanted to
get on my good side.

“Denise, you weren’t
supposed to come here in the first place. I’ve been here alone for
months now, remember? I have work. And plans.”

“Ok, if you say
so.”

She headed for the door, then changed her
mind.

“You know, you could still
come with us! I’m sure everyone would love to meet you and they
could use another pair of hands.”

“Thanks. Pass.”

“Ok. Just call if you
change your mind.”

“Denise! Go!”

Denise shuffled to find her coat and left,
and the echoes of her boundless untamed energy lingered behind for
a while in the now strangely empty room. I sighed.

I always wondered how she
did it. How did she fill any space, no matter the size, with her
ebullient presence and made it feel empty and sad when she left? We
are all born to our fates, aren’t we,
Fiona? What are the fates of us invisible people? What are we for,
those of us who skate over the surface of life, leaving no
traces?

I wished rooms felt empty
when I left them too, for once, but objectively speaking, any room
would be empty after I left, I seem to always be the last one out,
so there wouldn’t be anyone in it to
experience its emptiness.

I could hear Fiona laugh out loud at my
maudlin musings, and her clear laughter sounded infectious and
puzzling at the same time.

Easy for you to be amused by this, princess.
I bet you had accomplished counselors to guide you and an entire
court running on your say so. I bet you were never alone.

That thought gave me pause for a second, the
mere thought of living a historical destiny and never belonging to
oneself. Your highest honor is your greatest pain.

I planned the trip back to Birsay with a
stop on the way to see your makeshift home, Skara Brae, not knowing
exactly what I was looking for there and still shaken by the vision
your ghost dancing in underground chambers, holding human bones and
laughing.

“The days are long now,
miss. The ghosts are all around. Be careful.”

My landlady waved me goodbye from the
doorway with a cryptic smile and knowing eyes.

I didn’t expect to see the white nights when I came to Orkney. I
knew it was very far north, but the thought of their existence
never visited me. People are blind to the aspects of life they
aren’t familiar with, like desert dwellers can’t conceive of
snow.

I wondered if my research would justify
staying here long enough into the fall to see the Northern lights
too.

Life throws change at you in subtle shifts
of perspective, not glaring signs.

You only realize the consequences of an
impulsive choice after your life was fundamentally altered and
pushed in a different direction.

I came here to find you, my princess, and
found another world altogether, so different from the one I left, I
keep wondering half the time if this is a dream or reality.

I always thought we all
lived this shared dream we call life together, and we all saw it
the same way, but now I’m sure I’m wrong:
we see what we expect to see, we make assumptions; we take things
for granted; we build our certainty on what we are taught, on the
beliefs supported by our social groups, like a religion of sorts,
but very scientific, and evidence based, where we know there are no
such things as days without end, or singing skies.

Suddenly, the world became magic for me,
Fiona. I feel like someone flipped a switch and Betty Louise from
Eau Claire stepped out into a different reality.

 


"Once were the gods | together met,

And the goddesses came | and council
held,

And the far-famed ones | the truth would
find,

Why baleful dreams | to
Baldr had come."11

 


Maybe my sister is right.
What is the point of planning our lives based on the little
knowledge we have about the world, most of which is wrong,
anyway?

What happened at the
stones, Fiona? Why did Jorunn choose that sacred place for her last
rest and why can we hear you, see you in our dreams, so clearly, as
if you were there?

My parents lost hope for
me a long time ago, right about when I doubled down on the
anachronism of being a Betty Louise in the twenty-first century and
buried myself in ancient bones, fascinated by Viking poetry, but my
sister dreamt of you too, crazy live-in-the-moment
Denise.

You are probably inspiring
her right now, as she paints those decors for whatever esoteric
production her new friends are putting together.

I got so lost in thought I
didn’t realize I was almost clear across
the island, and had passed the Stones of Stenness and the lochs
without noticing them, already familiar with their presence. This
is how life lulls you into complacency. It shows you things you
take for granted; it teaches you them and molds your mind to accept
them as your reality, but they’re not the same things that it shows
other people, and the only difference between what you know to be
true and a crazy confabulation is direct experience.

 


“Wise-woman, cease not! |
I seek from thee

All to know | that I fain
would ask:

What maidens are they |
who then shall weep,

And toss to the sky | the
yards of the sails?”12

 


I wiped unexpected tears
from my eyes and realized I got lost, driving on a different road
than the one which took me to Birsay the first time, far from the
seashore and winding gently between rounded hills.

A quiet peace suffused me,
I don’t know why, like I was one with the
hills, the road, and the sunlight, and it didn’t matter where I
found myself, because no matter where that was, it would be
home.

You
didn’t want to go to Skara Brae, Fiona? I
felt your fear, the sorrows of too short a life, squandered by
brutal times.

Here in the hills there is
sunlight and peace, and a strange feeling of belonging. Oh, Lord,
if dad could hear me now, for all the coin he dropped on my higher
education all the way to my glossy phD, guessing my way blind
through research at the behest of a possibly non-existent dead
woman.

I wish my essays, and
studies prepared me for this. I wish I’d
learned your language before I got on that plane to come here, and
understood your legends and your way of life, the living poetry
that was your life, in all its beauty and tragedy.

I wish I
didn’t look at your stones and their
carvings with the eyes of a detached observer, like there was no
spirit and no life left in them, and felt how much your surrogate
mother, teacher and counsel, Jorunn, loved you, even unto her
death. We are two peas in a pod, my princess. A very long pod
spanning centuries.

What kind of power did the
women of your land hold in those cruel times, Fiona, that allowed
them to become icons and legends: the poets, the warriors, the
teachers, the leaders of nations, the visionaries, the
explorers?

 


“What is the man, | to me
unknown,

That has made me travel |
the troublous road?

I was snowed on with snow,
| and smitten with rain,

And drenched with dew; |
long was I dead.”13

 


But there was no man,
Milady. It was you who brought me here.

 



Chapter 15

Betty the White Lady

Upon returning from Birsay the following
morning, I found Denise sleeping across the doorway.

“You forgot to leave a
key,” she looked at me cross, but relieved I returned before it
started raining.

“The landlady could have
let you in. Why didn’t you ask her?”

“She’s out of town. How
was your trip?”

“Uneventful,” I didn’t
elaborate. How was I to tell her that, cliche as it sounds, my
journey to Birsay had been more interesting than arriving at the
destination? Once there, I couldn’t think of things to do, walked
around for a couple of hours and headed back. “How was your day?
Did you have fun with your friends?”

“And then some! Do you
know people think your Fiona called out to you so you can find her
bones and lay her to rest? They think you are a white lady who
walks between worlds. Neil said that if you go to the Maeshowe
cairn during solstice, she’ll talk to you then.”

I didn’t mention seeing Fiona when I visited Maeshowe, not to my
sister, not to anyone else. Except the young man, the tour guide
who dragged me out of there before I made a total fool of myself,
nobody paid enough attention to notice anything unusual.

“Who’s Neil?”

“One of my friends. He’s
in the play.”

“Whatever gave him this
silly idea?”

“Oh, the idea is not his,
sister. Everybody in town thinks so.”

“The whole town took an
interest in little old me.”

“You’re new. People are
curious.”

“I’ve been here for
months, begging for any detail, however insignificant, that would
point me to Fiona’s whereabouts with no luck. You’ve been here two
days, and the whole town is volunteering information I’m sure you
didn’t even ask for!”

“What can I say?” she
smiled, pleased. “We all have our talents. People like to open up
to me. You, on the other hand, talk to ghosts.”

“You mean the woman in
Stromness? Who told you about her?”

“Neil’s cousin’s friend is
running the cafe where you two had lunch. She saw you together.
Dear Maggie Patterson is no ghost, she comes to Orkney every year
for the festival. No, they meant the Host of Saint
Magnus.”

“The elderly
gentlemen?”

“Yep. Apparently, he’s
been dead for over a century and really enjoys conversations with
people who can see him.”

“Wait a minute! You talked
to him too!”

“I did! Isn’t that great?”
Denise jumped, excited.

“So, why aren’t people
wary of you?”

“Because I’m likable,”
Denise smiled with all her teeth.

“Denise, after all these
years, don’t you think I can tell when you’re pulling my
leg?”

“Suit yourself, sister,
but I’ve never been more serious in my life. Apparently, Mr.
Sinclair, a very pious man, has been there since Dr. John Rae
discovered the last link of the North West Passage. Neil says Mr.
Sinclair gave you hints about where you can find the bones, but you
didn’t listen.”

“What bones? How could you
possibly know this?”

“What? You think you’re
the only intuitive in the family? I have skills.”

“You mocked me my whole
life for being weird! Now you’re Miss Second Sight? Since
when?”

“Try as you might, you
will not bring me down. In fact, I’m thinking maybe go to Saint
Magnus today, see what I can find out.”

“You are not going without
me. I was there first.”

“And found out
nothing.”

“Do you want me to tell
dad you’re not helping me with my research?”

“That was low,
Ethel!”

What was it about my sister that undid
twenty years of education and social polish and drove me to behave
like we were still in middle school, fighting over the Nintendo and
kicking each other under the dinner table?

“Don’t think I
won’t.”

“Fine. You can come with,
but let me do the talking,” Denise pouted, looking at me cross. “If
you actually want to learn anything.”

She remembered something and turned towards
me.

“See? If you came with me
yesterday instead of driving through the wilderness alone, you
could have found out all of this for yourself. Open up a little.
Socialize. People like people who like people.”

How do you explain to a social butterfly
like Denise that altering a fundamental psychological
characteristic like introversion is not something one could do on
demand?

“So, the hippie lady,
Maggie Patterson, she’s still here?”

“I think so.” Denise
stared at me. “I could ask around. What’s with you and this
lady?”

I remembered the conversation I had with
Maggie at the coffee shop.

I had been so convinced
she wasn’t a person, just a figment of my
overheated imagination, that now, knowing she was a real woman with
a name, I felt exposed and awkward about sharing my deep and highly
unusual experiences with a stranger.

The conversation we had
about me traveling between worlds, the things I shared with her,
the feelings which didn’t have words to
express them about what I found beyond made me feel so embarrassed
now, like one gets when one is pranked on candid camera.

I felt embarrassed even more because I knew
those feelings were true, those experiences real, not things to be
bounced about for giggles at the local watering spot.

You can’t share experiences hard to believe with people who didn’t
have their own. All you get back is mockery and disdain.

Suddenly, I dropped out of hyperspace into
the lesser reality below.

This is how it happens, I realized: this
discombobulated feeling of almost, but not quite, that accompanied
everything, all the surreal little experiences that turn out to
have banal explanations even a child would understand.

Their cumulative effect
still adds up to making life feel insubstantial and disjointed in
ways you can’t anticipate or follow, like
a dream you know it’s a dream but you can’t wake up from, where the
dream characters insist you’re defective and there’s nothing
strange about the world, while the scenery changes right in front
of your eyes, in the middle of the conversation.

Reality is playing chicken with you,
pressing the brakes on the edge of the precipice so many times you
become numb.

The only thing you get used to in this
bizarre environment is not deeming anything impossible anymore. And
it all looks so damn normal, most of the time.

“Earth to Betty! You still
with us?”

“Huh?”

“I said get ready. We’re
going to the cathedral to find the bones.”

Speaking of surreal. On
what planet does one go to church to dig up bones? In Bettyland,
that’s where. Or Deniseland. I wasn’t sure
which.

“Denise, if you get me in
trouble with the parishioners, I’ll never forgive you!”

“Oh, grow up! You’re
thirty years old and still need permission to go to the bathroom.
Here. I allow you. Now get dressed. I need lunch first. You have
nothing to eat around here?”

“The landlady doesn’t like
food in the room. It attracts mice.”

“Yeah. And that pile of
papers all over the place doesn’t. I can’t believe I am saying this
to you, sister, but your room is a mess. Have you considered
temporary shelving or something?”

I instantly clenched at the thought of my
baby sister, the wielder of chaos, lecturing me about orderliness.
If there was one instance of order in the universe, Denise was sure
to find it and mess it up. She saw I was about to burst and
retreated, with a charming smile and a sparkle in her eyes.

“Pretty please,
Louise?”

She rubbed her tummy with a comical
expression.

“I’m starving. Did I
mention the corner cafe has the best latte? Maybe your hippie
friend will be there. She loves coffee, I heard.”

“Denise, shut up before I
change my mind.”

“Yes, sister. By the way,
mom called. She wanted to know how we’re doing and since you can’t
be counted on for details, she resorted to the blabbermouth, that
would be me, to extract the information so hard to come by. Dad
wants to know how your, well, our research is going, so I told mom
we’re making rapid progress. Sent them pictures of your work bench
too. That seemed to allay dad’s concerns I’m only here to have
fun.”

“You are only here to have
fun! If you were here to help me organize my research, that
workbench would be clean!”

“Don’t you worry about it.
It’s not important. What’s important is lunch. Soup? With warm
bread and butter? And coffee? We can strategize while we
eat.”

Soup sounded enticing.

“Lead the way,
Denise.”

“You’re not going to get
dressed?”

“What’s wrong with what
I’m wearing?”

“Nothing, it’s just… What
if you bump into someone you like? You never know…”

“Denise, if you start this
nonsense again, so help me!”

“Just dab on some
lipstick, no big deal.”

“Denise!”

“Fine. But if someone
comes to chat me up, I’ll pretend I don’t know you.”

Who says there is no predictability in this
world?

It
doesn’t matter if you live in a bustling
city and boast an active social agenda, or act like a social reject
and retreat into the past to find peace away from civilization,
reality will come get you wherever you are: it’s an equal
opportunity for bursting your bubble.

 



Chapter 16

Marwick's Hole

I wondered if there was any sort of protocol
when talking to ghosts. Is one allowed to call on them? Or is that
considered too forward and one should wait to be acknowledged
first?

It seems rather rude to disturb the peace of
an entity without the consent of the latter, especially when their
home base is always overrun with people.

Denise adamantly
disagreed, saying Mr. Sinclair obviously enjoyed the company of the
living and he’d be really disappointed to
find out we came to the cathedral and didn’t bother to
call.

Unfortunately for my sister, our friendly
guide seemed to be otherwise engaged; besides, the church was
filled with the living, anyway.

I’d stopped keeping track of the calendar in Kirkwall, my
independent research schedule didn’t seem to find any usefulness
for it and didn’t realize we had come to the cathedral on a
Sunday.

The service was almost over when we arrived,
and we slid into one of the pews as quietly as possible, careful
not to disturb the ceremony.

The familiar chants lulled
me into a soft reverie as my eyes wondered, taking in the austere
details of the Romanesque architecture, and I was startled when the
soft voice behind me, a voice rather recognizable now, whispered
from very close by, “I told you, young
lady: second pillar on the right.”

I looked behind me and saw no one, just
heard the echoing of a voice that seemed to walk away from me.

“Look up!”

“Up where, Mr.
Sinclair?”

Nobody answered.

“Did you hear that?” I
asked Louise.

People
don’t realize stuff is only weird when it
doesn’t have social support: my sister was there to validate my
conversation with the dearly departed, or to enable me, depending
on one’s opinions.

A shared experience, either way.

“Yes. Told you!” Denise
took a victory lap. “What’s that?” She asked out loud, pointing to
an arched opening.

“That would be Marwick’s
Hole, miss,” the proper older woman sitting in the pew next to her
whispered back. “It’s the church’s dungeon.”

“The what??”

“Those were different
times, back then,” the lady smiled kindly, bowing to look at me
past my sister. “If you lived in those times, you might have had
the pleasure of its accommodations. Lore says the best known
occupant of it used to have a gift just like yours.”

When
you’ve lived your whole life thinking
yourself practically invisible, it is very jarring to find out
everyone is watching your business, acquaintances and strangers
alike, evaluating all your actions, passing judgment and waiting
for the next episode of your saga.

How does everybody know about my gift,
Fiona, when I spent my entire life perfecting my silence?

Under normal
circumstances, I wouldn’t have thought
twice about blaming this on Denise. The woman was a murder mouth
whose lips couldn’t hold back a secret if they were welded shut.
But she’d arrived long after my reputation apparently blanketed the
island.

The elderly lady continued, unperturbed.

“Poor Janet Forsyth, bless
her soul! Sad enough that her lover didn’t listen when she told him
not to go out to sea in the fog, but to get blamed for it too! Life
is cruel, miss. Cruel and unfair. Cherish your youth.”

One had to wonder whether the heartfelt
sentiment for the departed Janet, who had lived in the seventeenth
century, was not a container for feelings much closer to home.

You
couldn’t have been a tenant in that hole
in the wall, Fiona! The cathedral was built at the beginning of the
twelfth century, and Marwick’s Hole was added four hundred years
later, long after your time. How on earth did they bring the
prisoners up there?

“They walked them up a
ladder,” a familiar voice whispered from behind me, and I didn’t
have to look to know whose it was.

I
couldn’t help my fascination with that
strange stone birdcage, probably designed to keep the heathens’
feet as far from the ground as possible, which ended up
metaphorically elevating their status to that of winged creatures,
who dwell high above the crowd.

Life is poetry,
that’s what people fail to notice, poetry
that writes itself gathering inspiration and meaning from the
mundane, and turning it transcendent in the process.

It’s a feedback loop, outside the grasp of reason and
authority, which delights in creating riddles and stirring awe, and
scoffs at logical consistency and our comical attempts to make
sense of it.






“Maiden, awake! | wake
thee, my friend,

My sister Hyndla, | in thy hollow cave!

Already comes darkness, | and ride must
we

To Valhall to seek | the
sacred hall.”14






“Chilling, huh?” Denise
whispered, a lot closer to dread and farther from fascination than
I was. “Well, you found your bones. Can we get out of
here?”

“Sadly, those bones had
nothing to do with my Fiona. The grant doesn’t cover seventeenth
century wise women. I’m back to square one.”

How do we go through life
like that, ignoring the wondrous and unexpected in order to chase
after the carrot du jour, whatever that is? We discount context,
that’s why we can’t make any sense of
living.

If you came to a place to unveil its
secrets, look at what it shows you, listen to the stories it wants
to tell you, even if they are not what you expected to hear.

Context is everything. It informs the deeper
layers of your quest for meaning. It contains the spirit of a
place, the scars it bears, its unique patterns. We act as if
everything was created in a vacuum and placed on location after the
fact. Every act, every event, every custom, is imbued with the
character of its context.

Marwick’s Hole is relevant to your story, Fiona, even if it happened
far into your future.

Where else in the world would someone hold
the condemned in such regard, as to build them a secondary altar of
sorts, raised up high on consecrated ground?

The irony of the fact the
cathedral was dedicated to Saint Magnus’
martyrdom reverberates in this stone metaphor through the
centuries: life poetry at its finest.

Denise was quiet on the
way back home, fending off my attempts at conversation with
monosyllabic answers. She looked ill at ease with all of this, and
her homeless night didn’t improve her
mood. She cracked eventually, bursting like a broken
dam.

“Do you ever get used to
it?” She looked at me, eyes welling up with tears. “This gift, or
whatever you want to call it. Don’t you want to be normal
sometimes?”

“I am normal, Denise. I’ve
never given it any thought. This was the way I always was. This is
normal for me.”

“I do. I want to be
normal, and young, and live my life! We only have a few short years
before we cease to exist, you know? Why would I waste it talking to
the dead?”

I paused to admire the spectacular flouting
of logic on which Denise had built her argument.

Explaining to my distressed sister why her
comment was hilarious would not have benefitted either of us.

“You’re tired, Denise. You
didn’t sleep, it’s cold. I’ll take you home. You need to
rest.”

“What are you going to
do?”

“I don’t know. I’ll go to
the Archive, or visit the stones again.”

“Don’t go to the stones
without me. It’s not safe.”

“What?” I replied,
perplexed, because that comment, so out of character for Denise,
sounded as if it came from someone much older, much
wiser.

“What?” she repeated, as
if she had no clue what I was talking about.

We all live pampered lives now, compared to
those of our ancestors, and rarely experience the threshold states
which allow unconscious knowledge to bridge across to reason and
manifest in words.

“Let’s go to the stones
together tomorrow. My friends couldn’t believe I haven’t seen them
yet. And the cairns. And the underground homes.”

“Denise, there’s plenty of
time. We don’t have to go everywhere tomorrow.”

My sister had reached the state of
exhaustion, which usually prompted her to blabber incoherently and
make irrational decisions to be regretted and repaired later, so I
was relieved when we finally turned the corner onto our street.

She went out like a light the moment she hit
the sheets, and I spent the afternoon browsing the shops, sipping
latte, and taking a stroll alongside the seawall.

I visited an art gallery, where large-scale
photographs hung next to oil paintings and art embroideries and,
between the puffin pictures and the crewelwork flowers, I lost
track of time.

The sun was still up hours
later, and I couldn’t figure out why I was
so tired until I looked at the time: it was ten at night, and I’d
been up since four.







Chapter 17

In the Beginning Was the Wave

I
couldn’t sleep, and neither could Denise.
The sun woke us up when I had barely slept three hours. As for
Denise, she had made up her sleep deficit during the day and now
was sharp as a tack.

We drove to the stones of Stenness with the
rosy glow of dawn behind us. The midnight sun bathed our shoulders
and put haloes around our hair, and when we got out of the car in
the middle of the wilderness, it compelled our silence.

We walked in silence for a
while through this fantastic landscape, where the stones felt like
a natural land feature, like they’ve been
there forever, carved by the storms and the winds.

“Come on, Ethel! Not fun
being old, eh?”

I was born two years before Denise, a detail
she never forgets to highlight when she deems it relevant.

“See you in two years,
Denise. I’ll remember to ask you then.”

“This is awesome!” My
sister started running up the gentle slope, twirling and dancing
like an ancient priestess entranced by her deity, charged by the
monoliths. “I am the goddess of Stenness! I bid glad tidings to all
the little people.”

She looked it too, a young goddess, one with
the land, dancing with the grace of a willow branch.

“Dance, Betty Lou! Don’t
be a stick in the mud! Dance with me!”

I shook my head no and raised my hand in
protest, as she continued her undulating dance around the stones,
ignoring me, forgetting the world as she abandoned herself to her
strange ritual, and I had to wonder what ancient spirit of this
place was moving my sister.

And then I saw her shadow pass across the
sun, the Sea Mither, graceful, free and happy to have emerged
victorious from her spring struggle, the spirit of the island and
the mother of the sea, teaching my baby sister her dance.

I relaxed and watched Denise perform her
strange primal dance without music, at least no music I could hear,
bathed in the sunlight of the northern nights, her hair waving in a
breeze which brought the smell of wild flowers and sea water deep
inland.

 


"In the beginning was the Wave

where Sound built

was neither sand nor sea,

nor cool little waves

Earth was not,

nor heaven
above."15

 


The words of the Poetic Edda raised the
hairs on the back of my neck. The poem of Creation, every poem of
Creation, starts with energy and thought.

 


"You want me, Choice Father

to give a good account

of the most ancient tales

that which I remember
best." 16

 


Denise finally got tired and dropped on the
meadow, laughing, while the bright morning sun made her hair
golden.

“Betty, when are you going
to give up on your princess? Aren’t you a little old for
fairytales?”

“Fairytales, historical
records, anthropology studies, they’re all the same to you, aren’t
they, Denise? Thank God the Institute doesn’t see it that
way.”

“Yeah, but still. Have you
given it any thought? Say you find your unicorn, and that’s a big
if. What are you going to do after that?”

What was I going to do, I
concurred, having to admit I kept avoiding a thorough study of the
cairn at Cuween for this very reason. I don’t want to find your bones, my fair princess. Maybe they sent
you out to sea in a fiery boat. Maybe you were much older than
that, and they laid you to rest in the cairns. I don’t want to find
you, because you were never dead to me.

I reluctantly left my beautiful dream, to
return to the reasonable, grown-up world below. I had to hand it to
Denise: she managed this wobbling between worlds a lot better than
me.

“Look for a new project, I
suppose.”

“You are joking, right?
You’ve seen this Viking girl in your dreams since you were eight. A
new project is not going to do it for you! It would be dead from
the start and covered in dust. I get bored just thinking about it.
Your Fiona kind of got to me.”

“I will retire and move
here permanently then,” I joked, “to be closer to my
lady.”

“That’s more likely. Hey,
can I come live with you? They have festivals here all summer.
Maybe I’ll learn a craft, that would be fun. How’s
winter?”

“Brutal.”

“We’ll stay
indoors.”

“So, you want to join me
here, in this magical land, so we can build our lives around the
lochs and the stones? Do you know what dad would do to me for even
thinking it? He still has hope for you. How’s Chad?”

“We broke up. I didn’t
want to come to the Festival attached. You never know,
right?”

“That’s the spirit,
Denise. That’s genuine commitment there.”

“What? I’m too young for
that. I want to see the world.”

“Europe is just across the
channel. Go see it.”

“Not that world, sister,”
she suddenly grew serious. “You know what I’m saying, right? You
felt it too.”

She shuffled and regained her natural
scatterbrained attitude.

“You know what? We should
find that friend of yours. What was her name? The hippie
lady.”

“Maggie.”

“I’ll ask
around.”

“I don’t think that’s such
a good idea, Denise,” I cringed, reluctant to revisit the
conversation about my alleged trip to the beyond and what might
have facilitated it.

“Of course it’s a great
idea, hermit crab. You will develop the semblance of a social life
if I have to make one for you myself. You give me a headache with
all the silence. What’s wrong with talking to people? Living
people, I mean.”

I clumsily changed the subject.

“So, did you decide what
you’re going to do for the Festival?”

“I’m going to play in an
allegory, you know, about the spring struggle I think they call it?
About the goddess of the island and her nemesis, Tehran. That’s
what the decors were for. Neil says I’m a natural. Don’t give me
that look! I have many friends, unlike some people. Hey, I’m
hungry. How long are we going to be here?”

“You nagged me to bring
you here the whole week. I thought we were going to do the Ring of
Brodgar too during this trip! You got bored already?”

It never ceases to annoy me that Denise
could eat all day long and stay thin as a reed. Every time I see
the overflowing plate in front of her get polished, I wonder where
she puts it all. Dancers consume a lot of calories, I suppose.

“Well, now I saw the
stones and I’m starving. Besides, I bet I got a lot more from them
than you did.”

I silently made a note she
was definitely wrong, and she saw my ironic smile. The problem with
people who’ve known you all your life is
you can’t get anything past them.

“Oh, something happened
here, then. Is that what you talked about with your lady friend?
Spill.”

“There is nothing to talk
about, Denise. Just a feeling.”

“Let’s hear
it.”

I was still reeling from the uncomfortable
conversation I had with Maggie Patterson about my crossing the
river Styx without being dead. The vision had made me feel like a
freak, but also very special; something about it commanded me to
keep the experience to myself, out of respect for the genuine
emotions I was entrusted with, the reality and tragedy of war and
cruel times. The loss, the love, the agony. Our lives are
inherently tragic, there is no shelter from the sorrow, loss is
baked into the nature of life itself.

Don’t imagine watching tragedy from very long ago is going to
feel emotionally neutral, that you can place yourself behind the
safe rampart of your present: emotions are universal, recognizable
and timeless.

Iron Age grief feels exactly like your
own.

 


“The ruler reddened
weapons in the blood of evil people;

The army suffered the
king’s anger;

Houses often collapsed
because of fires.”17

 


“What is that?”

“Did I say that out
loud?”

“Well, you’re scary weird.
Yes, you were reciting Viking poetry to yourself.”

“You should hear it
declaimed in the original.”

For a moment I saw Jorunn standing tall
among the stones, reciting the verses in her harsh Norse language
with throat singing, in a trance, arms stretched out to offer
herself fully to the ritual.

One of the universal gestures which make up
the body of unspoken human communication, and one we understand
instinctively and use without thinking: the human cross posture,
the highest expression of ecstasy and devotion across every culture
on earth.

“Who wrote that
poem?”

“That poem, sister, was
written by Jorunn, Fiona’s teacher. I believe the two of you got
acquainted.”

“The woman poet in my
dream?”

“Yep.”


PART 2


Chapter 18

Warrior!

The green meadow was quiet. There was a
large crowd present, but no one made a sound, standing on the grass
in a circle, in the light of the torches, waiting.

You are standing in the middle, wearing the
white dress with green ribbons, and you have fragrant white flowers
and green ribbons in your hair, very thin ribbons which make it
look like that of a non-human creature, like an undine or a
selkie.

Your mentor waits for you by the tallest
stone, standing poised for the ceremony, and all your council is in
attendance, dressed in festive attire and donning wild flower
garlands.

Is this your wedding,
Fiona? I can’t see the groom, they’re all
women. Some rite of passage, maybe?

You walk across the circle
of grass with slow ceremonial steps, as if in a trance, your eyes
affixed on the top of the tallest stone, perfectly aligned with the
moonrise of the solstice, and only then I realize it must be night,
but it’s still daylight, and although the
giant moon already rose above the stone, casting its long shadow
towards you, the sun is shining too, casting your shadow towards
it.

The two shadows met, and you walked inside
their joint corridor of darkness, while young girls in white
dresses threw flowers at your feet.

I always see your hair
braided, Fiona, and I didn’t realize how
long it was. It is let down now, and trails behind you like a
train.

You walk alone, barefoot on the path of
grass and flowers, while the moon rises quickly in the sky, and the
sun finally goes to rest, and daylight dims to twilight, but not
really darkness, because the moon is so huge and so close it bathes
everything in its silver light.

Jorunn presents you to the
makeshift altar covered in flowers and fruit, and asks you for your
offering, so you kneel in front of it and she cuts a long strand of
your flaxen hair, flowers, ribbons and all, with one quick slice of
her sword, so close to your face and so fast I feared for your
life, Fiona, but you didn’t
blink.

Jorunn draped the silver thread of hair over
her arms and presented it to the altar, and a slow rumbling started
in the silence, murmurs of the people in attendance I thought at
first, but soon realized it came from somewhere else, somewhere not
here, the voices of the dead.

“Warrior!” she clamored,
turning you towards the crowd. But what kind of warrior goes to
battle with her chest open, barefoot and wearing flowers in her
hair? You have no weapon, Fiona, no shield, no armor.

“Warrior!” Jorunn said
again, drawing the hair back from your face to allow the latter to
gleam in the moonlight. She weaves your tresses in an elaborate
braid, with silver thread and green ribbons, and ties its end
around your waist, and it looks like a strange extension of your
spine.

“Warrior!” she declares
for the third time, and you finally react, as if awoken from a
sleep. Your shoulders straighten and you jot your jaw forward,
defiant.

It is not the shiny armor,
or the fierce weapons that make a warrior, nor is the size of the
army behind her, it is the indomitable spirit that stands against
all fear, all doubt, all human weakness through sheer strength of
will. That’s what I saw in your eyes,
Fiona. Your face may still look like a child’s, but your gaze is
sharper and more unbending than a sword, and I pity the fool who’d
stand against you in battle.

“Warrior!” You declared
yourself with a powerful voice that resonated inside the stone
circle. I am so uneasy right now, used as I was to see you dance
and laugh and clap your hands with glee, a careless child. Where
did this woman warrior come from? It’s as if the moon and the
stones raised her from the ground. An older spirit, perhaps,
straight from the Halls of Odin.

Jorunn placed her hands on your shoulders,
and for a second the two of you were one entity, in a broader
understanding of existence, as she passed the indomitable spirit
that carried her into battle onto you.

“Louise,” my sister’s
tentative voice interrupted my daydream.

“What?”

“Are you ok? You look a
little out of it.”

“Yes, of course, I just
got distracted,” I smiled.

“Nonsense,” she cut me off
sharply. “What did you see? Tell me.”

I gave her my best description of the
vision, and she listened to the end, without interrupting.

“So she was a warrior,
then.”

“Yes, of course. Most of
the women were back then, they fought on an even keel with the men.
Why is that weird?”

“I don’t know. From what
you’re telling me, she seems eminently unsuited for military
pursuits.”

“Everyone is suited for
military pursuits when they don’t have a choice. Those were brutal
times. She probably got as much training as the boys she grew up
with and probably needed it, too. Besides, in the Viking tradition,
it would have been strange not to. The Lady, the goddess Frejia,
ruled over both love and war.”

What a strange combination, I thought, to be
the goddess of beauty, love, magic, death and war at the same time.
I shuddered.

“Do you, ahm, see stuff
every time you come here?” Denise asked.

“I don’t know about every
time. There have only been three.”

Denise paused before she asked the next
question, which was unusual for her.

“Why do you think she
chose you? I mean, of all the people related to her by blood, why
do you think she chose one who lives three thousand miles across an
ocean?”

“Two,” I
replied.

“Two,” she nodded and
abandoned her quest.

“Maybe we are the end of
the line.”

“So far,” Denise started
laughing, and the weight on my shoulders melted into her
giggles.

“You know, whatever I find
in the records, whatever story I put together for my thesis and
back with proof, is going to sound so insincere and soulless
against these experiences. I’ll feel like an imposter the entire
time.”

“Trust me, sister, whoever
comes to listen to a dissertation about a Viking princess who may
or may not have migrated to the British Isles in the early tenth
century, probably won’t notice.”

The night dropped quickly, like someone had
flipped a switch, and the Flower Moon bathed the stone circle with
its silver light.

“Oops,” Denise said, with
the comical face of a kid caught pulling a prank.

“We should head back,” I
said, unconvinced. There was so much light I felt maybe we should
stay for the sunrise, but Denise was tired and cold, so we made for
Stromness, hoping to find accommodations. It was the Festival,
after all. Most public establishments would be open
late.

The hotel I stayed at the first time had
rooms available, and the front desk lady recognized me. I joked
about almost spending the night at the stones, and she turned
ghostly pale.

“That’s very
irresponsible, miss, especially now, with your sister in your care.
Do you not know not to step inside the circle at this time of year?
Didn’t everyone warn you not to go to the stones on the night of
the summer solstice?”

She saw in my eyes that the experience I had
there had not been altogether normal and shook her head in
dismay.

“You are lucky they let
you go. You must have found special grace with them.”

“Who?”

“The Fay. You trespassed
their territory, and they let you go. People who step in the circle
at the wrong time disappear, never to be seen again. If you love
your sister, miss, don’t let her do this.”

Denise caught up with me on the stairs with
a sour attitude. She was always cranky when she was tired.

“What did she
say?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on, Ethel. I heard
love, sister, and being irresponsible. Did she chew you up for
something?”

“I’ll tell you
tomorrow.”

Denise was too tired to protest, and she
fell asleep as soon as we got to our room.

I always wondered where the folk tales about
never stepping inside a circle of mushrooms came from, and I guess
they made more sense when applied to a spiritual site dedicated to
non-human entities.

I don’t know what to think anymore.

It’s too much for me, this surreal half-reality where the gaps
get filled with things impossible to explain.

I went to sleep and had a vivid dream where
light beings abandoned themselves to their fiery circle dance in
the skies. I woke up to rip roaring thunder and bursts of lightning
flashing through my eyelids.

 



Chapter 19

Elverhoj

I had promised Denise
I’d come to all the rehearsals, not
knowing how many they were going to have. Three hours in, watching
the same performance fragments over and over, I was on the verge of
losing my mind, and my bum was numb from sitting on
stone.

“How much practice could
you possibly need for an improv performance?”

“That shows how much you
know about theater,” Denise commented, annoyed by the interruption,
and turned around to face the cast. “Let’s take it from the
beginning of the dance again.”

Oh, God, I
don’t think I can take another repetition
of this dance.

“I know what you’re
thinking, Ethel.” My sister hissed at me through her labored
breath. “If you have no appreciation for the arts, why don’t you
prop up that boulder? It’s about to fall.”

‘Fall where?’
I thought, bewildered. We were in the middle of
the street, and everything rested securely on its stone
pavers.

My sister ignored me and started her dance
again, a very agitated choreography set on absolute silence, which
was supposed to engender the emotional waves of a Wagnerian opera,
but with no sound at all.

The epic battle of the
Vore Tullye, the Sea Mither’s victory
against the spirit of winter.

Spring feels like a fierce battle in Orkney:
around the equinox the island is battered by violent winds, storms,
and raging waves for weeks, as nature fights to come back from the
slumber of her endless winter nights.

My sister finished her dance with a powerful
banishing gesture, and Teran, that is her friend Neil, crumbled to
the ground, defeated, in beautiful Greek theater fashion.

I applauded to appease her, and she frowned
at me, displeased. She wanted genuine appreciation.

I’m not an art critic and couldn’t offer pertinent commentary
on her performance, so she scoffed and dismissed me, while making a
swirly gesture with her finger above her head, to take it from the
top.

I left, sheepish, half
embarrassed to be deemed unworthy of watching the performance and
half relieved I don’t have to see the Sea
Miter make violent waves again, and nobody noticed my departure,
engrossed as they were in the artistic emotions I was too dull to
comprehend.

I delved even deeper into the prose and went
to the bistro to eat, an activity my sister deems philistine in
other people, me, specifically, while she devours unquantifiable
amounts of food whenever hunger strikes.

“That was a good thing you
did, miss,” the front desk lady commented from behind me. Stromness
is not that big, eventually you’re bound to run into someone you
know.

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

“Keeping your sister
busy.”

“I had nothing to do with
that.” I hesitated.

“Well, she’s got good
friends then,” the front desk lady didn’t relent. “Good friends who
care about her. Local friends. People who know better. Don’t make
light of this, miss. There are things in this world none of us
understand, not even the smartest among us. Just because you
haven’t faced them yet, that doesn’t mean you never
will.”

I didn’t know how to respond, so she changed the
subject.

“She’s a wonderful dancer,
your sister, is she not?”

“Yes, she is,” I smiled at
early memories of Denise twirling around the house, dressed in
mom’s evening gown, which dragged behind her in full royal fashion,
pretending to be the Fairy Queen, or the Snow Queen. I can’t
remember which, exactly.

It must have been the Fairy queen. It was
summer, and we left all the windows open to let in the breeze and
the buttonbush fragrance. My sister has been dancing for as long as
I can remember.

“Do you have any plans for
the day?” the lady asked.

She seemed thrilled to serve as an
unofficial island guide, and I was glad I followed her previous
suggestion, so I answered.

“No. Do you have any
advice?”

“Practice your instrument,
miss. Your sister will be very cross with you if you mess up your
performance. A promise made is a promise kept. Besides, look how
focused she is on perfecting her craft!”

I could feel my jaw drop at the strange
combination of words which put Denise, focus and dedication in the
same sentence.

“Not everything is like it
seems,” the lady read my mind. “We’re not all made the same. You’ve
got your bones, miss, and your sister’s got her dance. She’s very
good at what she does.”

“Yes, she is,” I
agreed.

Denise was very open to her gift, not
awkward, not afraid, not looking for validation from anyone.

She carried our unusual heritage without
reservations, and it seemed so effortless, despite her lamentations
to the contrary.

While mine revealed itself in dreams and
visions, hers manifested in its entirety through her body, which
was taken over by rhythms and music unseen and abandoned itself
joyfully to the dance muses.

Life becomes clear and understandable once
you stop running on false expectations of what you should be and
accept what you are.

I finished my lunch and went back on
location, only to notice the cast had finished the rehearsals for
the day and was nowhere to be found.

After looking for them in the neighboring
streets and checking the harbor, just in case they took the ferry,
I gave up hope of finding them and headed for John street, in
search of a bookstore that sells sheet music.

The front desk
lady’s comment was still haunting my mind,
and I knew she’d give me the third degree if I showed up later that
day without following her advice. Truth be told, I’d promised
Denise I would perform a piece from the local folklore, and hadn’t
looked for any suitable candidates yet.

 


“Arise, thou gallant young
warrior, arise,

And dance with us now and for ever!

My damsels with music thine ear shall
surprise,

And sweeter a mortal heard
never - “18

 


The melancholy story weaved mellifluously
through the streets, in a soft maiden voice, so delicate I had to
focus all my attention to listen to it.

The song was about the story of Elverhoj,
featuring a young man wooed by enchanting elf-maidens who was
warned by his Elven sister at the last minute to keep away, before
he disappears with their lot, never to be seen again, like so many
others before him.

 


"And nightingales,
charm’d the sweet accents to
hear

Their notes with the
melody blended."19

 


It is intoxicating, the song of the
elf-maidens, with its sweetness and promise of wonders.

They offered the young man knowledge and
powers beyond human comprehension. Who among men can resist such
temptation, such beauty?

 


"Beware then, ye warriors, returning by
night

From court,
dress’d in gold and in silver;

Beware how you slumber on
Elver’s rough height,

Beware of the witches of
Elver!"20

 


Ugh! He declined in
principle. How tedious! The lore around elven encounters leans
heavily on the side of tragic endings, but don’t you just wish every now and then somebody says yes to
learning the sacred runes, taming the wild bear and charming the
red dragon who broods over gold?

“I see I was right about
you: you’ve fallen under their spell, that’s for sure,” my
conversation with the front desk lady continued in my head, long
after our talk had ended.

I can’t help thinking, Fiona, about that dream of you entering the
hill, and now I see it in quite a different light. Maybe the people
around here are right that you’re not just another girl.

I kept browsing through bookstores in search
of folk song sheet music, I found a good selection, picked a couple
of songs and went back to the room to practice my ukulele, loud
enough for the front desk lady to hear me.

Later that evening, when I
passed by her desk on my way out to meet my sister for dinner, she
smiled and nodded her head approvingly. I’m still mortified by the thought of a public performance.
She was right, for sure. We’re all made differently, and I have not
an ounce of Denise’s showmanship and confidence.

Denise
didn’t mention it over the phone, but when
I got to the restaurant, the entire group welcomed me. They were
already two beers in and in glorious spirits.

“What did you all do all
day? I came back for you, but you were gone.” I turned to my
sister, who looked a bit distracted.

“We decided to rehearse at
the stones. It seemed appropriate somehow,” she replied. “Last time
we went there, I felt inspired.”

So much for prudence and
wise friends, I thought. And also good intentions, responsible
behavior, maturity and boundaries. Well, she came back, and she
looked alright, that’s all that
mattered.


Chapter 20

And Spirit Makes Three

I didn’t want to wake Denise the next morning, between the beer and
the late night I knew she’d be in a rotten mood if she didn’t get
her beauty sleep, so I snuck out as quietly as I could, to get a
cup of coffee.

The streets were already filled with music
and dancing and the rhythms of the drums, the festival atmosphere
rushed me in the middle of the street, and carried me along with
it, even a recluse like me.

Life unfolded in all its joy, Fiona, and it
looked so effortless, as if all its tribulations and cares were
nothing but another performance at the festival.

I had a sudden insight
into the lightness of being, which my sister seems to understand so
well: you just don’t think about it, you
get up, go out and live, that’s it. No expectations, no
reservations, no past.

I always thought of living
in the now as some sort of gimmick people who have no plans like to
pass for life philosophy, and I’m a little
embarrassed by that now, when the collective life of Kirkwall flows
through me, making me part of everything.

The rhythm of the drums induced some sort of
trance, muffling the other sounds and sharpening my hearing and I
got a little lightheaded from the bright light and the sounds, so I
grabbed an outdoor table at the corner cafe, ordered an espresso
and closed my eyes to clear my head.

There was no darkness
behind my eyelids, Fiona, just another world, your world, maybe,
someone was carried through the streets behind the bars of some
sort of cart, a woman, if I were to guess, it’s hard to tell because she’s crumbled on the bottom of the
cart, trying to find shelter in the hay, while the crowd pelts her
with rocks and rotten fruit.

I want to open my eyes to escape this scene,
but there is something inside me that commands me to stay and
experience it.

I follow the cart in my
mind and everything is so realistic, as if I were there, I can feel
the elbows shoving me and the shoulders knocking me about, as eager
people force their way through the crowd to see better.
We’re approaching Saint Magnus and the mob
gets agitated, anticipating the spectacle. Please don’t make me
watch this, Fiona. I beg you, don’t make me watch this! It’s not
even from your time, it looks like it could be my potential cell
mate through the centuries, poor Janet Forsyth, what are you doing
with her? Let her go! Let her go! I want to scream, but this is not
my time, Fiona, and much as I cry, I can’t change the past, please
don’t make me watch!

They dragged out Janet from the cart and she
faltered on her feet when her knees gave out, and two men dragged
her up by the arms and carried her inside the church.

She passed right by me, so close I could
feel her labored breath, and as I struggled through the crowd
trying to follow the men who carried her, she turned towards me and
looked me straight in the eyes, with a sharp gaze that contained
all the power of her soul, as if she wanted to give me it to carry
and protect, and keep away from all the pain and savagery.

The strength of her soul hit me so hard I
jerked backwards and opened my eyes, shocked to find myself in the
peaceful and joyful atmosphere of the Festival, with the espresso
in front of me.

The server probably
thought I fell asleep sitting and didn’t
want to wake me. How mortifying!

I feel a little strange
now. I don’t know if it’s the hangover
from last night, even if I only had one beer, or staying up late,
or the white nights. I feel the same, but bigger somehow, still
dizzy but filled with power, newborn behind my eyes and watching
this life for the first time.

“Can I get you anything
else, miss?”

“I’m sorry?” I looked so
confused, the server gave me a strange look and told me she’d
return later.

How is this possible,
Fiona? Much as I tried to rationalize it, there is no plausible
explanation for these experiences, which were a part of my life as
far back as I can remember, and maybe it’s
time to admit that I am, oh, how I avoided this label, a
medium.

I could never adjust to
the term, and never mentioned it out loud. These are experiences
you don’t discuss. What would be the
point? Who would believe me, or care, that I had a seminal moment
with a condemned witch who died four centuries ago? Why waste
breath talking about it, anyway?

“How nice of you to
abandon me in the room alone,” Denise brooded from behind and
dropped into one of the chairs with noise, to make her
point.

“You should talk!” I
retorted.

“Did you get me anything?”
she asked, and watched me shake my head no. “I want coffee. And
sandwiches. And fruit. I’m starving!”

She lifted her eyes from the menu and gave
me a weird look.

“What’s with
you?”

“What do you
mean?”

“You look, I don’t know,
lost.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Eat, Ethel! You look like
a ghost caught in the sunlight.”

“What’s the schedule for
the day? More rehearsals?”

“No, we’re good. I’m all
yours, sister. Hey, do you want to go to the cathedral, see if we
can talk to Mr. Sinclair again?”

“No!” I recoiled, because
no amount of willpower was going to make me revisit the setting of
the earlier scene, even if it was centuries later.

“Fine,” Denise was taken
aback by my reaction, “we’re not going if you don’t want to. We can
do whatever you want. What do you want?”

“I want to go to the
seawall,” I surprised myself, because that would have been the last
place on my mind, and now that I said it, I couldn’t think of
anywhere else I wanted to go.

“Sure,” Denise said.
“Let’s go.”

I jumped out of my chair
before she had time to react and started hurriedly towards the
port, with my sister running behind me. I don’t know how, but my instinct guided me through alleys and
shortcuts I didn’t know existed, as if I’d made this trip before,
so many times it got recorded in my muscle memory, the way we drive
home the same way every day, and can barely remember the details of
how we got there. My feet carried me so fast Denise couldn’t keep
up, faster and faster as if the sea drew me towards it with an
unseen force, and I only slowed down when we reached the rocks on
the shore, battered by the waves. I stopped, looking into the
distance for a boat, maybe, as I did before, many times, so many
times, until my heart went dry, and my eyes blurry, and I couldn’t
see straight through the tears.

“Louise, what’s
wrong?”

Denise grabbed my arm, seriously
worried.

“Nothing, it’s nothing.
Please, I just need a moment. I’ll be fine.”

Denise
didn’t comment. She just sat me down on
the edge of the seawall and held me while I sobbed uncontrollably
for absolutely no reason at all. The tears lifted the weight off my
heart and the breeze carried it out to sea, past the
horizon.

“We can go now,” I turned
towards my sister, smiling.

She
didn’t ask me, still freaked out by my
‘episode’, because she didn’t want whatever it was to turn worse,
but I answered her unasked question anyway, to reassure
her.

“I released her. I’ll be
fine now.”

“Released who?”

“I think I had a guest.
From another time.”

Denise was still probing me, unconvinced,
not knowing what to do, so I reminded her she wanted to listen to
the drummers, and I knew where to find them.

“You owe me breakfast. I
had to run after you and didn’t get a single bite. And I want
something warm. A scone, maybe?”

I nodded and guided her
forward, and for the life of me, as I walked behind her, it was as
if I’ve never seen the road that brought
us there before.

“May the sea bring you
rest, Janet. I hope you can finally find peace.” I sent a quiet
thought to my unexpected passenger, and it made Denise turn
around.

“Did you say something?”
She stared me straight in the eyes, and I felt exposed, wondering
if there was any piece of Janet left that her scrutiny might
reveal.

“Ah, no. No, I didn’t say
anything.” Not out loud, anyway.

“I could swear I heard you
talking to somebody. Jenny? Janna? Listen, Ethel, you’re going full
basket case and you’re dragging me with you. I feel like I’m
hearing voices now.”

I didn’t tell her anything about Janet, just mumbled something like
maybe she heard some tourist talking in the street and she
pretended to believe me because she didn’t have another white lady
experience in her for that day.

Truthfully, I
didn’t either. After delivering the weight
of grief and pain my unfortunate guest had entrusted me with, I
wanted to sing and to dance and to enjoy my life, my wonderful,
precious, rich and fleeting life.

 



Chapter 21

I Dreamt a Dream Last Night

We are social creatures, and we don't want
to stand out, so we will give up almost anything just to be
accepted and partake of the huge game that is society and master
its many levels.

We’re not all that different, my sister and I: while she
pretends not to experience things she can’t explain, I keep mine to
myself, neatly placed in their appropriate containers, lest they
risk contaminating my very rational and scientific mind.

I store them in the area of my mind that has
to do with spirituality, the mysterious, which we researchers like
to talk about but don't really take seriously.

The same area which houses the intriguing
article you read last week at the airport while waiting for the
plane to board.

It tested the limits of
what a reasonable person is allowed to believe, which was a bit
daring for a scientific article, and that was exciting, like a
guilty pleasure, but not as consequential as the tangible laws that
explain why an aircraft can fly, or the extensive studies you did
for your own paper, which you’re about to
present upon arrival at your destination.

An exquisite blend of
denial and bargaining, which convinces us that if
we’re pretending the afterlife is an
abstract concept, then we won’t be judged when we’re pondering on
it, it’s just a hypothetical musing, a mental exercise to stretch
one’s thinking, nothing serious.

Certainly nothing to be judged for: you are
not mad, you are not bigoted; you are not different, you just like
to entertain interesting concepts.

Strangely enough, your unconscious is a lot
harder to fool than your reasoning mind.

You can rationalize
yourself into thinking you don’t exist
given enough time and talent for argument, but you can never
convince your unthinking mind that the thing it just experienced
wasn’t real.

What is real? Is a dream
you had when you were eight and still can remember in all its
details less real than an actual event you can’t recall, even if it was only a few days ago? What makes any
event of the past real, other than your recollection of it? Other
people’s recollections? What if you were alone? How would you tell
then whether what you remember is real or imagined?

There is a sort of embarrassment that comes
with denying yourself, which is more subtle than social discomfort,
but goes all the way to your core and checks in with you often to
remind you that you are a phony and a coward, since you understand
the facts and pretend you don't, so you won't be rejected and
deemed defective.

It is always there with
you, when you present the perfect slides and gain the approval of
your betters, when you discuss your flawless, perfectly scientific
paper nobody can find fault with, and act as if
that’s the extent of what a fulfilled life
should be, when you know fully well it’s not.

Concealing the most important part of your
existence under mundane tasks, like a mouse scurrying under the
pile of paper it has shredded to build a cozy nest in private.

How lucky is Denise? She
doesn’t know; she doesn’t think her gift,
she just acts it out like a bird flies, without guilt, denial or
judgment. A true art form, outside the parameters of the rational
mind.

I don’t think I have the courage to think it, but I have to,
Fiona, I have to, if I want any of my life to make sense. Since
Janet, I wonder if this is what you did as well, if you found
temporary accommodations with me and drew me here to tell your
story.

And if so, how is it
possible? I have dedicated my entire life to learning what is true.
This is what we do. We present hypotheses, we provide evidence, we
truth test them, we discuss them with others; we consider different
points of view. Now I’m running myself in
circles, because if whatever I felt, whatever my mind saw, wasn’t
real, I’m wasting my time chasing the wind here, and if it is true,
I shouldn’t have to hide it behind a self-conscious smile like some
contemptible pleasure.

I came all the way here in search of an
answer, and the answer is clear, and right in front of me, so
glaring I have to squint, and I pretend not to see it, because of
what that would make me: crazy, disreputable, an outcast. So much
for scientific honesty. An entire life of presenting to the world
an image other than your own.

I buried myself in my
research, managing to be productive for a change, anything to
ignore Denise’s furtive glances when she
thinks I’m not looking, and justify postponing the life examination
I owe my true self. Now it’s not the time.

But there is always a now,
Fiona. And it’s always important. And it
always ceases to matter a short while into the future, when a new
now takes the stage. How can I expect to get credit for your story
while denying it even exists?

Somewhere in the folds of
time the truth is patiently waiting, and all I have to do is let
you take me by the hand and lead me to it, but I’m sitting here instead, trying to avoid my sister’s worried
glances and pretending to be busy. There is nothing new to learn
from the documents on this table; I already know that after poring
over them for so long, I could recite them in my sleep. I came here
to find you.

A heavy slumber suddenly
overcame me. I couldn’t keep my eyes open
and figured I should get some rest. My sleep took me to another
place on this vast tapestry we call time, to show me what your
world was like, Fiona, and it was nothing like what I learned to
expect after studying all the documents I could find about it. Of
course, all of them were written centuries after your way of life
had disappeared, inspired by oral accounts and lore passed down
through generations, an image of what your life must have been
like, seen through the window of a different time. A legend. A
story.

In my dream I saw narrow
streets, carved deeply between mounds like trenches, lined with
animal skins stretched on flexible wood branches, arching overhead,
a world a lot brighter and more colorful than we are led to
believe, populated by young people, strong, healthy and joyous, who
didn’t look burdened by a life we think
harsh, short and unforgiving.

Music filled the streets, and I made up bits
and pieces of a strange song about dreaming oneself cozy and
protected, far from the tribulations of the world.

 


"I dreamt a dream last
night of silk and fine fur"21

 


Stone carvings, painted in the brightest
hues of blue, yellow and red, guarded the entrances to underground
homes. How did they make the pigments, I wondered? We have a
distorted image of the past, where everything looks like a museum,
all classic and minimalist, where the only color is the color of
stone. They left not a single inch of surface unpainted in your
time. Everything sings in brilliant hues, creating exquisite
harmonies against the verdant mounds, sprinkled with bright red
drawings of dragons.

Because maybe when we dream the world anew,
it can be free of struggle, and maybe we can tame the weather, and
master the sea, and dance, and sing, and love. A lovely place that,
just like this dream, is made of color, poetry, and songs.

I’m watching a dream inside a dream, Fiona, where people are
laughing, and making plans, and art, and thinking the world through
poetry. I walked through those streets in my dream for a long time,
wondering if anyone there could see me, and I knew it was a lucid
dream because I could sense I didn’t belong to their time, and I
finally found you, laughing with Jorunn who was teaching you stick
fighting.

You’re a magnificent fighter, agile and deceptively strong. Even
in my dream, it feels strange to see you in this light, holding
your own against your much more powerful teacher. She doesn’t seem
to spare the rod when the situation warrants it, does she? Maybe
not everything was silk and fine furs, then. Not even for a
fair-haired princess like you.

You felt my gaze and turned your head, and
pointed your stick to the cairn in the distance, whose image had
become very familiar to me after so many hours of looking at
pictures of it and its carvings.

You then pounded the ground with the end of
your stick and frowned at me, and your gaze turned into a sharp
arrow flying towards my head. I woke up just before it reached me,
to the sight of Denise leaning over me, staring.

“Tomorrow we go to
Cuween.”

 



Chapter 22

Birth.
Again.

I was lucky to have Denise with me,
otherwise my Maeshowe experience would have held me back, Fiona,
because the cairn of Cuween was much smaller, much darker, much
more ominous, as it is fitting for a fairy knowe inhabited by
spirits from a non-human realm.

The experience of entering the earth is only
romantic in theory.

In practice it involves a lot of
hyperventilation, scraped elbows and knees, controlled panic
attacks and a feral drive to get out of there as quickly as
possible.

We didn’t bend over; we crawled in, against my every survival
instinct, we crawled into the darkness of the earth, tightly
cradled by corbelled stone slabs supporting what I can only guess
was crushing weight from the dirt mound above, with barely enough
space to turn around, careful not to bang our heads on the sharp
stone edges.

A strange elation overcame me, not panic,
rather excited trepidation, the anticipation of an unusual journey
outside normal reality, a visit to the realm of the dead.

It’s not a physical journey one engages in here, I understood
somehow; the constraints are intentional, the tight straightjacket
made of stone is supposed to restrain all the movements we take for
granted, and the dark silent space dampens the senses too. How else
are you to understand the stillness of the body in death, what it’s
like to exist in a state that no longer allows for the perks of the
living?

Why am I doing this to
myself, I questioned, well on my way to another panic attack,
wondering how come my field of vision didn’t start to narrow, and I realized that was because in the
almost complete darkness of the cairn I wouldn’t have noticed,
anyway.

I felt movement about me and jerked
instinctively, only to remember Denise was trying to make herself
some room in the tiny space.

Aren’t I the most enlightened one, Fiona, being afraid of my own
sister, who was the dancing embodiment of the Mither no
less?

I could hear Denise
breathe hard next to me. There doesn’t
seem to be enough air for two inside this small, rounded stone
chamber. I got the eerie feeling it trapped me inside an egg, and
that made me feel protected.

Humans’ cults for the dead are as old as civilization itself, but
we give barely any thought to the life before birth, and that’s
where I seemed to find myself now, silently waiting in this earth
womb, losing all sense of time, all sense of self, just waiting for
my turn to emerge into the world.

Is this why you brought me
here, Fiona? To show me the continuity of death and rebirth? A
strange place you chose for it too, for what it’s worth. I hope this wasn’t your final resting place, if
there is such a thing; the remains the archeological teams found
here speak of gruesome fates. The bones of Cuween are old, so old
that some crumbled to dust at the mere touch, and I didn’t even
realize that could actually happen. It sounds like a story I heard
as a kid.

I closed my eyes, unnecessarily under the
circumstances, and sighed softly, stirring an uncomfortable shuffle
out of Denise.

“How long are we going to
lie here buried alive, sister? I’m getting numb. That’s probably
what happened to those people who left their bones here: they came
to visit, became unable to move and never got out.”

“I’m sure that’s the case,
Denise,” I smiled in the dark, feeling like I’d been sitting on
pins and needles too.

“Ok. Let’s get
out.”

It took Denise a lot of grunting and fussing
about to position herself in a way that would allow her to exit,
and she served me a copious helping of elbows and knees jammed into
my ribs in her struggle.

My egg became suddenly roomier after she got
out, and cozy with all that extra space.

“Don’t get any ideas,
Ethel. I’m not standing here in the wind waiting for you to get
out. After it gets dark, the trolls will come to get you. In fact,
I think there may be one in there with you. I think I heard
something.”

It
doesn’t matter if you’re a thirty-year-old
anthropology phD with a trained scientific mind, your fears and
survival instincts will drive you like they are the only things
that matter in this world.

I don’t even know how I got out, shaking like a leaf, my ears
tuned into the slightest sound.

“Are you out of your mind?
I could have hit my head!” I chastised a very amused Denise,
showing her the scrapes on my palms to double down on the
outrage.

“No. Seriously,” she tried
to contain a grin. “I’m sure I heard something in
there.”

“Shut up!”

“Your princess frequents
strange digs!” She didn’t relent. “The twenty-four dog cairn? Why
on earth would she bring you here?”

I didn’t answer her. How do you tell your sibling you were there to
experience the existence before birth without her getting you
committed, medium or no?

“Listen, Ethel. Can we
lighten up on the dead a little? There is music, dancing, theater,
folklore, and most of all, lots and lots of very much alive
enjoyable company. You’re getting way too weird, even by your
standards.”

I had to confess this trip was not what I
expected, and I too was looking forward to the lively streets of
Kirkwall. I was starving and feeling like my universe had burst
open to a much vaster size and I wanted to take it all in.

We don’t cherish life, not really, because we’re so used to it
being a state of fact we don’t understand what an extraordinary
privilege it is, what a miraculous, improbable wonder.

Not the events and the plans and the
flaunting of gifts, just life itself, the experience of being an
embodied spirit capable of taking it all in, of being immersed in
it, if I were to judge by my stone egg revelation, again and
again.

I didn’t even realize I was wearing the events of the day on my
person until the server at the cafe gave me a strange look: I was
covered in dirt, had mud on my knees and elbows, and possibly on my
face, my hair was tangled and my hands still had traces of blood
from the scrapes I got rushing to get out of the tomb. Birth is
difficult, isn’t it? We all came into this world covered in blood
and gore that made the dirt on my clothes look sanitary by
comparison. Maybe Denise was right: I was getting too weird, even
for me.

“What’ll you have, miss?”
The server asked.

I ordered an enormous meal, which I started
devouring with an enthusiasm that made Denise gasp.

“Slow down, ogre, or the
people will start hiding their children. Oh! Can I have another
large side of fries, please?” She asked the server upon returning.
“What? I’m starving!” She answered my silent stare.

“How is your research
going?” She asked me with her mouth full. “I’m supposed to be
helping, you know. What should I tell dad if he asks?”

The question brought me
back to the here and now and out of my altered state of worshipping
being alive, and I cringed at the thought I hadn’t written a single word in over a week.

There are experiences
meant to be shared and experiences meant to be had, and lately I
seemed to have been blessed with much of the latter. A lot of our
lives unfold in this twilight of reason where we understand things
but can never explain them to others, in a familiar mental
landscape we take for granted and through which
we’re fated to wander alone.

Most of the things that
fire our purpose we don’t mention to a
soul, not because we don’t want to, but because we can’t. We don’t
have the words to do it.

“Tonight is the night,
Ethel. What ballad are you going to perform?”

“What? You want me to play
in public? Today?”

“Well, yeah!” Denise
looked at me as if the matter had been settled already. “You
promised.”

“I’m covered in dirt and
my hands are bruised!”

“You should have thought
about that before you scraped them. I won’t even listen. You’d grab
onto any excuse to chicken out! Tonight it is.”

 


“Happy the one who wins
for himself

Favor and praises fair;

Less safe by far is the wisdom found

That is hid in
another’s heart.”22

 



Chapter 23

The Island Between Worlds

We celebrated the white nights in the
streets of Kirkwall, so filled with music and laughter, and I
played my ballad, as promised, encouraged by an accommodating and
enthusiastic audience.

Denise was bursting with pride and kept
urging me to put on another show in Eau Claire when we arrived back
home, and wouldn't let up until I said yes.

I felt guilty in the morning for having so
much fun and neglecting my studies, and thought I should take the
papers I had begun to see in my dreams back to the Heritage Society
and see if I could find more.

The council members were busy organizing the
yearly trip to Eynhallow.

Every time I think I
learned the ways of Orkney it surprises me again. Listen, kindred,
listen and learn, for I’ll tell you the
story of the Holy Isle.

Eynhallow is the tiny heart of the
archipelago, tantalizingly close to the mainland, always in sight
but rarely accessible, even though it lies a mere five hundred feet
from the shore.

It is uninhabited now; it was abandoned in
1851 after the typhoid epidemic took the lives of the four families
who lived on it.

The Orcadians who
destroyed the dwellings to make sure they remained uninhabitable
uncovered the ruins of an old stone church, the old Eynhallow Kirk,
a small Romanesque structure which echoes details of Saint
Magnus’ Cathedral.

The sea’s fierce tidal races guard the small island jealously, and
the lighter boats don’t dare venture into their perilous
waters.

There is no ferry to Eynhallow. The
Orcadians abandoned the island to the puffins, the seagulls, and
the seals.

Nobody is even allowed to step foot on it
for three hundred and sixty-four days out of the year. It can only
be reached for one day in summer, when the Heritage Society
organizes its yearly trip there.

Everything in Orkney is steeped in legend
and mystery: Eynhallow is said to be haunted by sea trows who make
it melt into thin air should anyone attempt to step foot on it, to
be inhabited by shape shifting Finfolk, creatures of the sea who
only come on land in summer.

It is said to exist between worlds, and it
really seems to be, always visible and always out of reach, lost to
history, with its beginnings shrouded by the mists of time.

Nobody knows why this tiny heart-shaped
patch of leathery grasses is called the Holy Isle, which is what
its old Norse name means. Some things are meant to remain a
mystery, such is the nature of enchanted realms.

You don’t pass on the opportunity to visit a forbidden land when
fate drew you to it on purpose.

The gate between worlds had opened, and I
was invited in. By whom, I wonder, Fiona, given the legends and the
lore which seem to follow me around, the strange alignments of
seasonal solar events and always seeming to find myself in places
with deep spiritual significance at just the right time.

I ran all the way back to the
bed-and-breakfast to share the good news with my sister, who was
not nearly as enthusiastic as I and asked for extensive amounts of
detail: was the island water still fouled, did the roosts pose a
danger to the ferry, why go there in the first place, if it was
only populated by bird colonies and seals, all the reasonable
questions a person not given to legend and lore would ask, all but
the one a crazy person like me would ask.

Would the spirits grant us safe passage into
their world? But then again, we were invited:)

“I don’t know, Betty,” she
hesitated, although it was clear she’d go if I had to drag her
there, “whatever you do, you just seem to end up in strange places,
away from society; are you sure you don’t want to put on some
sackcloth and ashes and go live in a hermitage?”

“Actually, some believe
there used to be a monastery there, but nobody knows for
sure.”

I patted my sister on the shoulder to
reassure her.

“Lighten up, pussycat.
There’s going to be a large group. The organized trip to Eynhallow
is the event of the year. How do you even consider passing on it?
We’re so lucky!”

“Ok, ok. When is
it?”

“Tomorrow.”

“You can’t possibly be
serious! You just happened to have business at the Heritage Society
the day before this event?”

“I know,
right?”

“It was a coincidence,
Ethel. You need help, crazy!”

“I’m sure it was, Denise.
Just wear comfortable shoes. We’re going to walk a lot.”

As violent as the roosts are, the waters of
the channel are so shallow that when the water is clear, you can
see the remnants of the ancient settlements the sea had claimed for
itself. In ancient times, the Holy Isle was a part of the landmass
and not an island at all.

I’ve been here before, I’m absolutely sure of it, in a dream
or a vision, perhaps. The grassy hills strewn with boulders, the
ruins of the old church open to the sky and reclaimed by vegetation
laying down plush green carpets between its old walls, the ease
with which I find my foot rests on the path, the sounds of the
birds. I’ve been here before. I remember the boat being drawn close
to shore in shallow waters.

“Louise! Louise! Come
here! You have to see this!”

I followed my
sister’s voice to a breathtaking sight: a
gently sloping bluff overlooked the sea blanketed by delicate
masses of pink sea thrift, swaying gently in the breeze, turning
shades and colors like it was liquid.

“This is breathtaking!”
Denise exclaimed.

“And to think you didn’t
want to come,” I reproached. “Careful with that slope, Denise. It’s
a long way down.”

“Yes, mom. I was just
worried I’d end up underground again.”

“You know, the more I’ve
been here, the more the myths make sense. There’s nothing strange
about telling stories of people living inside the hills if they
actually do.”

“I wish we could stay here
forever,” Denise waxed poetic.

“And that’s where going
away with the fairies probably came from,” I laughed. “You can’t,
silly. It’s a protected historical site.”

“Just a bit longer,
Betty,” she smiled blissfully, with her eyes closed and her face
upturned to catch all the sunlight like a radiant
sunflower.

The sea thrift swayed with her, following
her unconscious motions, as if they were of the same fabric, human
and plant life, the same essence.

“The ferry will be leaving
in fifteen minutes,” a voice carried from the top of the hill.
“Don’t you worry, we’ll take a full count before we leave. We
wouldn’t want to leave you here stranded with the Finfolk for an
entire year,” he joked. “Be ready to take your leave.”

“Why do you think it was
abandoned, Louise? Can’t be the typhoid. It’s been almost two
centuries since then.”

“I don’t know,” I
shrugged.

The strangest thing about
the other realms is you don’t know you are
in them at all, because they look just like the world you’re used
to.

They look the same, but
they are of a different essence, where the laws of your common
reality do not apply and you only realize that when
it’s too late to turn back.

This passage is so subtle
it’s almost impossible to pinpoint it, no
matter how many times you retrace your steps, and thus, you can
never find it again.

As time passes, it erases all the clues that
hint at reality, and suddenly you realize that you have always been
living in this world, and leading a life where the normal reality
is the other world. Alice through the looking glass and all
that.

“Let’s go, Ethel. Lovely
as this has been, I don’t want to be left here alone.” Denise
mumbled uncomfortably.

“What is it,
sis?”

“Can’t you feel it? You’re
supposed to be the psychic one.”

“Feel what?”

“Them. They are
here.”

Don’t ask stupid questions, Betty Louise.

Don’t ask who is there.

I’m jealous, you know? I wish I were as sensitive as Denise,
so I could feel them too. Be careful what you wish for,
right?

“Come on,” she prompted.
“We’re late, it’s rude.”

Gradually, as the ferry moved from the
island, its shape started to merge with the horizon until I could
no longer make it out. 

The otherworldly inhabitants had said
goodbye to the human visitors and concealed their forbidden land
from sight.

Denise was quiet on the return journey to
Kirkwall and I left her be to think about the events of the day and
her profound spiritual experience. 

She burst eventually, irritated by my
silence.

“You’re not human, Ethel,
you functional deaf-mute!”

“Just thought I’d leave
you to your thoughts,” I replied.

“Who can think? I’m
starving!”

She spent the rest of the trip in a sour
mood, thinking up delicious foods to enjoy the second we got off
the boat.

 



Chapter 24

The Favor of Heerfather Seek We to
Find

As the ferry approached Kirkwall, I saw them
from afar, waiting on the dock with bright smiles on their
faces.

“Guess who’s here?” I
nudged Denise.

“No!”

“Oh, yes.”

“They don’t trust either
of us, I take it. At least we’re dining in style
tonight.”

“Do you ever think of
anything other than food?”

“Not right now,
no.”

“My beautiful daughters,”
dad embraced us effusively. “This is how much effort a parent needs
to do to get any news from his children.”

“Leave some for me too,”
mom interjected, waiting her turn for a hug. “Are you eating well?
You look thin.”

“Which one of us?” I
asked, hopeful.

“Never you mind! Let me
look at you! Oh, my God! You’re so tan!”

“We spend a lot of time
outdoors,” I explained.

“And flourishing! Orkney
suits you. This place is beautiful, you must take us everywhere! I
want to see the cairns.”

“Rose, you know we’re not
staying long. We’re on a cruise. If you can believe it, your mother
convinced me.”

‘I’m sure she did,’ I
thought. ‘And one that stops in Scotland, no less.’

I asked out loud.

“How long are you staying
here?”

“A few days. We’re lifting
anchor Monday morning for Norway. You know, I thought your sister
was trying to appease me, but you two really look radiant. And
healthy. And I don’t see any reason for your mother to worry you’re
not eating enough.”

“Dad!” Denise protested,
outraged.

“You’re beautiful,
darling,” dad smiled and kissed her on the cheek.

“Speaking of,” Denise
remembered her idea fixation from the ferry, “what’s for dinner?
We’re starving.”

“Your landlady told us you
went to Eynhallow, or something of the sort,” mom intervened. “You
must tell us all about it over dinner.”

For a few hours, time ceased to exist and
took us back to Eau Claire.

We made plans, laughed and
chatted over dinner, and gave our parents a full account of our
progress, including my artistic performance and
Denise’s new passion for outdoor theater,
and omitted all the details about the otherworldly side of the
islands.

My sister instinctively collaborated,
avoiding the frightening experiences with the deceased, the tale of
the church dungeon, and how we laid on our backs in a burial
chamber whose dirt floors might or might not contain the dust of
human bones.

“I’m so happy you got to
see your cairns, dear,” mom’s eyes gleamed in the low light of the
candle on the table. The wine had brought color to her cheeks, and
she was in a delightful mood. “Did you get to learn anything about
your Fiona?”

“Not so much, I’m afraid.
Her story happened so long ago there are very few records, not
unless you count legends, stone carvings and Viking poetry. I still
can’t place her in time, if she existed. Somewhere between the
ninth and eleventh century.”

“That sounds rather
imprecise for a doctoral thesis,” dad frowned,
displeased.

I didn’t want to start an unpleasant conversation, so I reframed
the issue.

“Of course, that’s what
the research is for. We’ve made substantial progress and Denise’s
help is invaluable. I don’t know what I would have done without
her.”

“Really? I’d like to read
what you have so far.” He smiled, unconvinced. “There’s not much to
do between shores, you know? There’s so much one can look at
water.”

Despite my dallying into
the Otherworld, I was far along into my dissertation, even though
it didn’t exactly follow the direction I
thought it would. Dad was going to be in for quite the
surprise.

“Ok,” he said, much more
at ease after he met my gaze. “I’m looking forward to the
reading.”

“What did you bring us?”
Denise blurted, to change the subject.

“Denise!” I stared at her
across the table. “They’re on vacation! They’ve been at sea for
three weeks.”

“No lintzers, then.” She
turned gloomy.

“No lintzers,” mom smiled
apologetically.

“I miss lintzers,” Denise
sighed, dejected. This was her secret weapon she’d used our entire
childhood. It was almost as good a performance as her street
theatre, so I leaned back in my seat to enjoy the show.

Mom started fussing uncomfortably in her
chair until she came up with the solution.

“No worries. I’ll call
Lizzie, tell her to make you a large batch, and send it
over.”

“You don’t have to bother
aunt Lizzie,” Denise fake protested.

“Nonsense, sweetheart.
She’ll be delighted to do it. She misses you dearly. We all do.
When are you two coming back home?”

Anxiety filled the air when we revealed it
could take a few extra months to complete the research, and if
winter showed up early, it might be safer to stay here instead of
facing the strength of Gore Vellye.

“I don’t know about you
spending the winter here. Don’t they have the polar nights so far
north?”

“Yes,” Denise replied,
excited. “They have the Northern Lights too! I can’t
wait!”

“We can discuss this
later,” dad changed the subject, unwilling to alarm mom or crush
Denise’s enthusiasm. “It all depends on your sister’s progress, of
course. You can’t take too long, Louise. They’re counting on you at
the Institute.”

“No longer than necessary,
dad,” I played along.

“Oh, dear!” Mom looked at
her watch in disbelief. “It’s 11pm, and it’s still light
outside.”

“I know,” Denise beamed.
“Isn’t this great?”

“I didn’t realize this
place was so different! I can’t wait to see more.”

“Where are you
sleeping?”

“On the boat, of course.
We should go. You’ve been out all day; you must be exhausted. How
lucky were you to get a ticket to visit that island on a whim? Is
it true it’s closed to visitors for all but one day a
year?”

“Betty Louise has the
magic touch.”

“We’ll walk you to the
dock,” I offered as we got up from the table.

“I guess you two are old
hands here now,” mom smiled, pleased. “We’ll follow your
guidance.”

We steered them expertly through narrow
streets and shortcuts, earning ourselves the unspoken admiration of
dad, who appreciated a good sense of direction in his daughters,
and watched them get on the boat.

Mom turned around to remind us we were to
meet at eight sharp tomorrow in front of the cafe on Albert Street
for breakfast and trip planning.

“Did you buy the vacation
story?” Denise whispered impishly in my ear.

“Not on your life!” I
burst out laughing. “Still, they look like they are enjoying
themselves. I could never picture dad on a cruise.”

“Do you think they are
going to visit the fjords?” Denise asked, excited.

“You’re not going to bail
on me, are you?” I turned around, frowning.

“Aah, no.” She replied.
“No, I won’t.”

“Denise, I was counting on
you. You said you’d help me with research. We spent all the time at
the festival. I was hoping to do some actual work once it was
over.”

“Of course, Louise,” she
said, very seriously. “Besides, I don’t think they have any empty
cabins. They’re already halfway through the cruise.”

“Denise!” I burst,
outraged.

“What?” She looked at me
with disarming innocence.

I envied my sister. Denise danced over the
surface of life, taking it in stride and tasting it fully, reaping
out the wealth of eclectic experiences one can only encounter by
chance.

Live long enough and
you’ll realize how important chance is,
and how stubbornly we snub it in our conceited fixation on
planning, strategizing and goal setting.

It took me three years to put together this
research trip and Denise just showed up here on a whim, with no
plans, no thoughts for the future, not even a decently packed
duffel bag.

What will you do with all the hidden gems
your aimless wandering uncovers, sister? What do we all do with our
personal experiences and memories?

Maybe someday one of us can write about the
things we encountered here as they were, without needing to remove
the ineffable emotional content to make them suitable for
research.

There is no place in my research for the
glory of the solstice sunrise at the stones of Stenness, or the
unfathomable fear and awe that comes with living days that end in
twilight, when the sun throws out mysteriously long shadows, making
you feel as if you have gone into a different dimension.

What if poetry was what I truly came here to
find? The wisdom and favor the Norse gods showed to the Old?

 


"The favor of Heerfather seek we to
find,

To his followers gold he gladly gives;

 


Triumph to some, and treasure to others,

To many wisdom and skill in words,

Fair winds to the sailor, to the singer his
art,

And a manly heart to many
a hero."23

 


Maybe both of us should stow away on the
cruise and see the fjords.

“You can’t,” Denise
returned me a brazen smile. “You are here on a grant.”

 



Chapter 25

Cathedrals of Stone

Orkney takes great care to protect her
ancient treasures and history: they are revealed, not discovered,
and usually only when she allows it.

Violent storms have uncovered many of the
old sites, stripping away the topsoil and vegetation to expose
millennium-old constructions that had been sleeping beneath the
ground.

I wanted to show mom and dad the enchanting
beauty of the islands and figured going to Sanday together to
explore its wild nature would be the perfect way to do
it. 

Protests emerged immediately and subsided
just as quickly when I explained the island was part of my
research, since it is the site of an important Viking burial
site.

In truth, it was the incredible beauty of
nature, rather than the workings of man, that called me there.

Concealed by the rocky hills near the ferry
dock, Doun Helzie is a place that time seems to have forgotten,
with its lengthy stretches of beach hugged by pristine waters, a
mesmerizingly blue color, almost glowing against the snow-white
sands.

The caves were nearby, but
hard to access, the island was testing us before it revealed
itself. We took a little while to find and go down the trail on the
edge of the hill, which brought us to the beach. It took even
longer since Mom was in sandals, even though we tried to encourage
her to wear Denise’s sneakers.

We were alone on the beach, which stretched
as far as the eyes could see, like we were the only people in the
world, walking into the sacred nexus where earth water and air meet
and intertwine.

All along the rocky cliff the sea and the
wind had carved interconnected caves, joined by intricate white
sand pathways leading from one red stone chamber to the next,
accented here and there by the shallow pools left behind by the
recent tide.

A natural cathedral out of time, looking
even more unlikely to have happened in this surreal landscape
devoid of any signs of human presence.

It becomes harder and harder to tell the
stonework of nature from that of human hands after a while, or
which age does the edifice belong to, you almost expect to find the
bones of the ancestors, carried through the landscape by the
dutiful sea waters, which sorted and distilled them as a favor to
their human stewards in their absence.

“I’m beginning to
understand why you don’t seem to want to leave here, Betty Lou,”
dad try to play down the emotional impact of the beach’s
otherworldly wild beauty, “but if memory serves, you said you came
here for research?”

“Of course,” I replied,
taking my sweet time to get the sand out of my sneakers. I was
sitting on a rock at the entrance of a cave, facing the ocean; I
could barely make out the vague contours of clouds and neighboring
islands in the distance, and was feeling like a water creature
valiant enough to wander off on land, one who saw it for the first
time and was enchanted by every one of its details.

“I am a high priestess, a
goddess. I carry the wisdom of the ages,” Denise declaimed, her
voice shaking from the pathos of artistic expression.

She looked it, too; she was very convincing.
I could almost feel the power emanating from her union with the
elements permeating sand, water, and stone.

I wonder how many times the old hills of
Doun Helzie have seen this scene, how many women before her invoked
the spirits of the land and the sea and asked for their great
powers for protection. How many thousands of years back, exactly
the same way? We are programmed to feel awe for the things which
lay beyond our understanding, for the unknown laws of being which
engage the engine of creation itself. They make us feel small and
all powerful at the same time, of one substance with the gods.

“Sure you are, honey,” dad
laughed heartily, because there was nothing Denise could have done
he didn’t think was the most wonderful thing in existence, she’d
always been his prize and joy and the reason for the light in his
eyes.

“I’m hungry,” the goddess
stopped abruptly, attended dutifully by mom, who had thought to
bring sandwiches.

She fed us both, making
sure our portions were exactly the same, and for a moment I felt
like I was five again, munching on my peanut butter and jelly
sandwich and my apple, like a kid on a field trip who
doesn’t have to plan or worry about
anything, because the adults were there to mind the details, free
to enjoy an exciting experience without the burden of
responsibility.

“That will not do it for
me, woman,” dad protested, rubbing his stomach. “We’ve been out for
what, five, six hours? I need actual sustenance before our resident
anthropologist regales us with more Viking digs. I saw a delightful
pub back in town. Off we go, before I fade away. How are you doing
in those sandals? Do I have to carry you? There is a long way up
the hill,” he joked.

“Mind yourself, dear.
They’re very comfortable, actually.”

I took a last look at the sea before we
started our steep climb back to civilization, and the sea put
visions of boats with intricately carved figureheads decorating
their prows in my mind, and the wind carried guttural sounds of
horns and voices speaking in a sharp language.

 


"I know of the horn of Heimdall, hidden

Under the high-reaching holy tree;

On it there pours from
Valfather’s pledge

A mighty stream: would you
know yet more?"24

 


I saw your girlish figure in the distance at
the end of the beach, Fiona, your hair blown by the wind, barefoot
in the white sands, your hands and arms engaged in a strange
gesture I instinctively read as a blessing.

Thank you, my fair
princess. I’m going to need all the help I
can get. I need you to show me the way, if I’m ever to figure out
who you are.

“What is this place we’re
going to?” Dad asked as we were eating, to make
conversation.

“It’s a Viking boat burial
site, three people, lots of artifacts.” I preempted the question.
“All the findings are displayed in the Orkney Museum in
Kirkwall.”

“And yet we are all here,”
dad pointed out the logical inconsistency.

“Well, the whole point of
coming to Orkney is to go to the actual sites, right? Besides, I
thought a nice day at the beach was in order. Denise had her fill
of souterrains.”

“And to think that if you
can’t get to a man-made hole in the ground, you’ll still find your
way to a natural one,” Denise countered. “Let’s keep above ground,
shall we? I want to go to Tresness Beach. Have you seen the
pictures? It’s surreal.”

“If there is time left
after we go to Scar. Did you know there is a large stone there that
was thrusted all the way from Norway by the glaciers? Legends said
a furious witch tried to throw it at the boat that carried her
cheating lover and his new sweetheart and missed.”

“Why do you think I never
displease your mother?” Dad replied, serious.

“If only,” mom sighed and
rolled her eyes. “Dessert anyone?” She looked around the
table.

I was going to decline, but Denise had
already grabbed the menu and picked a plate of cakes to share with
the family. Summoning the powers of the earth, air and water must
be burning a lot of calories.

I suppose it is fitting
for a descendant of the dragons, if those symbols you keep showing
me, Fiona, are true, if the whale bone carving found at the side of
the revered matriarch from the archeological site
we’re about to visit speaks of our roots
at all.

Red dragons writ large on the sides of rocky
hills, the symbols of longevity, power and wisdom, and apparently a
voracious appetite.

“Where do you put it all?”
I couldn’t help myself, knowing full well Denise was going to treat
me to a piece of her mind.

“Shut up and eat, will
you, Ethel? God forbid anyone enjoyed oneself at all. You’re like
the fun police.”

“Denise!” Mother
protested.

Denise
didn’t respond, too deeply buried in the
cheese pastries to pay attention to anything else.

It is a rare quality, this singular focus,
the ability to let the entire world fade to the background so that
only your object of interest exists.

 


"Maids from the south through Mirkwood
flew,

Fair and young, their fate to follow;

On the shore of the sea to rest them they
sat,

The maids of the south, and flax they
spun.

Hlathguth and Hervor,
Hlothver’s
children"25

 


“Is it true the Valkyries
dressed up like swans?”

“Why do you
ask?”

“I don’t know, it doesn’t
sound very menacing,” Denise commented distracted, while she
considered which sweet confection she should sample
next.

 



Chapter 26

And Miles to Go Before I Sleep

I spent some time on the pier after our
parents left, watching the cruise ship get smaller and smaller into
the horizon until I could barely make out its contours.

Denise sat by my side with uncharacteristic
patience and said nothing.

I didn’t realize how different I was here until my old life
visited, and brought all of its patterns and details with it, but I
am two people, Fiona. Two people, with two different families,
lives and interests, hundreds of years apart.

They coexist in perfect
harmony, barely touching each other, my lives, and neither one can
relate to the other, and I’m content with
that. I have been since I can remember.

These visions of you that scream loud from
my blood have an existence of their own, coherent and continuous, a
true story, or history, that could have happened, and that makes
sense.

There is an extraordinary emotional purity
in the stories you unfold before my eyes, even in the face of
unspeakable cruelty and such little worth assigned to human life:
there is pure untarnished joy, and lightness of being, and the
willingness to offer oneself, to give all of oneself, to an
ideal.

We’re such sophisticates now, aren’t we, in the original sense
of the word, we weave this complicated artifice of a life and wrap
ourselves in it, to distance ourselves from our primal drives, true
emotions, desires and meaningful experiences.

A more comfortable life, for sure, more
polished, more polite, an acceptable persona to present to the
giant costume ball we call society, where nobody is who they
seem.

I am drawn to your shining
soul, Fiona, like a moth to a flame, because it holds back none of
the joy and agony of human essence. It’s
innocent, like a child’s. If the ability to feel fully and engage
in existence, holding nothing back is what it means to be alive,
you are by far the living one between the two of us, my princess. I
have buried myself so deep under the layers of conformity I don’t
think I’ll ever find myself again.

I often think I created
you to host my true self, the one I can’t
bring out for air in all the normal unfolding of research
assignments, family dynamics and social drama, but you’re too real
to be a stand-in for anyone, and the visions of you running inside
my mind are too different from my normal life for me to have cut
them from whole cloth.

The truth is, we are not curious enough to
dig deeper into what sparks human interest, especially in those
whose devotion to a concept or a subject spans a lifetime, so who
knows, maybe my illusory connection with you is not as weird and
uncommon as I thought.

We hide ourselves,
everything that matters to us, behind convention and statistical
average, so we don’t stand out from the
crowd and be judged.

The stories you tell, the
things I see in my mind’s eye, make it
clear now that tragedy, unfairness and inconsolable hurt drove
humanity to grow that way, like a bonsai tree pruned and stunted to
live longer, need less, and fit in its pot.

I’m not enough of a hypocrite to pretend I would have liked to
live in your times, Fiona, to experience humanity in all its
savagery, injustice and greed, I just can’t help respond to your
undiluted emotions, so powerful and clear they still reverberate in
this land after hundreds of years.

I grew up with you, just like I did with
Denise. I know what you looked like and when I close my eyes, I see
you clearly. Funny, I know: if that image is wrong, how am I ever
going to know? I cannot ignore how real your story feels. It is
undeniable and unshareable, and it led me here.

Maybe it is this place, so
different from the landscape I grew up in it casts a veil of magic
and wonder over the mundane, maybe it’s
sharing these strange experiences with my sister, who is as
anchored in reality as any human being can get, maybe it’s fate, I
don’t know.

It is possible that being immersed in
nature, and visiting lost civilizations resonated deeply with me in
ways made impossible by our sedate daily living, God knows people
have retreated into nature and solitude for centuries in order to
access the spiritual realm and find their true self.

My presence here brought
more questions than answers, but they are the questions that
matter, the right ones which put you on a path to learn more,
although I’m not sure my colleagues at the
Institute would find that an acceptable result of my spending an
entire year here digging through thousand year old human
bones.

I’m well on my way to producing what my social circle expected
of me when it sent me here, a thorough analysis of the life and
customs of your time, Fiona.

My work will be documented, scientific and
have just the touch of humor that would please colleagues and
family.

But I know enough now to
understand this research is the means, not the goal of my visit
here, and I’m nowhere nearer understanding
your story than I was when I started, because the human experience
is an endless regression; there is no bottom under what you can
learn about someone. Judging by how loud your voice still is, after
all these centuries, our souls are infinite and
imperishable.

You, Jorunn, your son,
your life in the village, everything is still here, woven in the
fabric of the present, and in so many ways you are just like me, as
if we’re all engaged in an entertaining
game of merry-go-round that starts and runs and ends, and when that
happens, someone new takes our place to experience it all again,
through fresh eyes, while those who had already been on the ride
are watching from the sides.

I didn’t realize my inner musings took so long until the silence
struck me as unnatural, and I turned my eyes to see Denise fast
asleep curled up on the stone cap of the sea wall, wandering the
realms of Morpheus with a peaceful smile on her face.

I am such an exciting company, I put my
sister to sleep, Fiona. We all have our talents.

 


“What's that
dream?

I thought that before day rose

to clear Valhalla

for slain
folk.”26

 


I rested my eyes for a moment. They were
feeling gritty from staring into the horizon, and I felt a soft
touch on my palm, and when I opened them again, I saw it was a soft
feather.

The memory you shared with me about the
fateful morning when you put your soul inside a bird to set it free
returned to give me the shivers. The bird was a gray gull it seems,
judging by the evidence laid gently in my hand.

“What are you going to do
with that?” Denise asked, very much awake. “Can I have
it?”

“Sure,” I handed it to
her. “What are you going to do with it?”

“I’ll think of something.”
She grabbed it and put it in her pocket. “What are we doing
today?”

“Research, Denise!
Research.”

An agonizing groan followed.

“You promised to help me.
We’re so far behind I can’t even tell you!” I lied to engender
sympathy.

Denise returned me a
grumpy stare meant to express she didn’t
believe a word I said, but begrudgingly got up.

“Let’s go.” She mumbled.
“I’d like to salvage a semblance of this day to do something fun.
The sooner we finish working on your research, the better my
chances.”

The sun was high in the sky at the eleventh
hour, and its crudeness made me feel uncomfortable and forlorn,
like returning from a funeral on a bright summer day.

 



Chapter 27

Riding a Horse of Fire

The clashing of swords was overwhelming, the
sky filled with dirt and thunderheads. There I saw them in the
lightning, riding their winged horses with their hair in the
wind.

In the middle of the
battle I saw you too, Fiona, and couldn’t
recognize you, as you rode across the field looking very much their
equal, cutting a wide path through the enemy troops like a scythe
through high grass, with far-reaching, terrifying sway, looking
ageless like an idol, and just like it unable to feel sorrow,
anger, or hurt.

Your face still lingers in my memory:
although it looked young, your eyes were wise and hard, just like
Jorunn's. Even in death, she was with you, her courage, strength
and fearlessness watching over you.

We have been blest to live
in peaceful times, and never experience such a scene, not to
mention take part in it, and it was so shocking and terrifying to
me I can’t draw breath, Fiona, to see a
child like you bear down on the battlefield swinging that giant
sword of yours that looked too heavy to lift, like a vengeful angel
riding a horse of fire.

 


"Many a sword-reddened claims

that a
farmer’s daughter wad born

to cause sorrow.

 


I care little for men's fear.

Yet, if a certain fire-Gefn denies me
sleep

it is certainly the sagacious sister of the
ruler

who causes my
unrest."27

 


In the middle of the attack, I caught a
glimpse of your eyes. You recognized me and charged at me with your
spear and your sword, and rode straight through me with such
violence it made me stand up in bed, gasping for air.

“Are you ok, Louise?”
Denise’s eyes were the first thing I saw, very close to my face and
filled with worry.

“It was just a dream,” I
babbled, still rearing from the apocalyptic imagery.

I’m starting to understand why you decided it was best to not
share certain details of your life with me, even though it seems
strange that a child should be the one to protect me from the
horrors of war.

“What was it?” Denise
insisted, annoyed by my hesitation. “Spill, Ethel!”

“Fiona,” I mumbled. “I saw
her in battle.”

“And?” Denise continued
probing, irritated.

“And what?”

“You were sobbing loudly.
Tears were streaming down your face. Tell your princess to cut it
out.”

“It was just a
dream.”

“Aha.”

You emerged victorious from that battle,
Fiona, I can tell, but that victory extinguished the light in your
eyes and took away all your joy. Watching your heart turn to stone
hurt almost as much as witnessing the horrors on the battlefield.
In war, there is no victory, no choice, no glory. Only loss.

We are careless in protecting our peace,
eager to kick it aside like a useless blanket, unable to remember
the wide eyed horror its flimsy fabric protects us from, a horror
we were privileged to eschew long enough to forget.

A peace to last a thousand years. What an
impossible dream that might have seemed in your times, Fiona!

Walking the old stone streets of Kirkwall
now makes it hard to imagine there could be anything but that:
peace, contentment and love. What if it really is as easy as being
unable to imagine a future that does not look like that?

I am wrapping up my research here and the
more I learn the more likely it seems you lived in the tenth
century, and if you were ever brought to Cuween, it was to visit
and pay your respects, just like me, and it probably felt like an
ancient site to you as well back then.

I can only assume you were laid to rest on a
long boat, in full regalia, and buried with it, and that I will
never find you, hidden as you are under the bluffs of Orkney until
such time when the Sea Miter deigns us humans worthy of your story
and uses its might to uncover you and return you to us, like it did
with so many other of its ancient sites.

It is fitting poetry for you to have left
this land on a boat, the same way you arrived to it.

I’m sure when you embarked on your last journey you were as
unencumbered and fearless as you were when you first laid eyes on
the green shores of Orkney, and that you met your fate with your
eyes open, upholding the dignity and authority of your
rank.

The more I learn about the
islands, the more I realize you shielded your true story from me on
purpose, so that I’d keep searching for
you and discover their mysteries in the process. It was never about
you, was it, my princess? Even after all this time, the story of
Orkney is not about you.

Part historical record, part myth, part oral
tradition, the story of Orkney is like a barely scraped palimpsest
which records thousands of years, in layer after layer of human
habitation, all tied together by the incredible bond its dwellers
have to their land and the unexpected beauty of life in the
Northern Isles.

I have to hand it to
Denise: her help was invaluable, and I couldn’t have finished my work on time without her.

Maybe
that’s how people discover their calling,
by accidentally running into situations and activities.

Not!

Anyway, fond of archival research or not,
she helped.

“Can we stay over the
winter? Please, please, please, Louise, with cherries on top?” She
asked in her sweetest, most cajoling voice.

“I don’t know, Denise. I
kind of finished the work. I’m not sure how I can justify staying
here for another three months.”

“Please, Louise? For me?
They have a storytelling festival. And Northern lights. Did I
mention the Northern lights?”

“Repeatedly.”

“So, can we
stay?”

“Why don’t we move here
permanently?” I joked.

“Oh, come on, Ethel! What
are you worried about? You study ancient bones. I’m sure they’ll
still be there when you return to the Institute. Don’t you want to
have any genuine experiences in this life?”

“What would dad
say?”

“Well, no, obviously. What
about it?”

There was no point in trying to get sensible
choices out of Denise, or expect her to conform to any social
norms; my rational approach was dead on arrival.

“Hey, can you try to
expand that grant to include a study of the souterrains? They’re
everywhere around Kirkwall. I think I saw one in the backyard of
the building behind us. We wouldn’t even have to leave the
city.”

I hesitated, so she looked at me with
renewed hope.

“You know, I’ve become
quite interested in doing this kind of research.”

“You have not!” I
protested in the name of truth.

“Ok, I have not. Can we
stay anyway? I’ll help for real. I promise.”

The magic of Orkney had enchanted my sister,
and I kind of felt she would never want to leave.

“I’ll think about it,” I
reluctantly agreed.

“Yes! Great!” Denise
bubbled with enthusiasm, scraped together a pencil and a notepad,
and started sketching the outline of a story to tell at the
festival. “Maybe I’ll become a writer, you know? Or a poet. After
all, it seems to be in our blood.”

If my sister eventually settles on a career
and sticks with it, it would feel anticlimactic.

The world is full of
boring and reliable people like me, who plan, anticipate and act
responsibly, but it’s people like Denise
who make life interesting and exciting, and without whom existence
would feel very dull.

So I’m going to watch my sister be a writer-poet for a few months
until the next exciting project catches her eye.

“Can we go to the
beach?”

“What? Now?”

“Why not?”

These two words
encapsulated Denise’s spirit and made it
perfectly clear why I could never be like her: it never occurred to
me to do something for no reason other than I felt like
it.

“I thought you had plans
with your theater friends.”

“Got cancelled. They went
back to the mainland for a couple of weeks; they want to see the
Isle of Skye after that. Can we go?”

“I’m going to get
whiplash.”

“Fine! Be that way! I have
to work on my stories, anyway. Maybe I’ll write a play script, you
know, for when they come back.”

 



Chapter 28

The Ghost of Fiona Corrigall

The sunshine was warm and hazy at the
equinox, brushing the grassy knolls and the tops of the stones and
sparkling on the lochs.

I know
you’ve been here so many times, Fiona,
that’s probably why I can’t keep away from this place, and here I
am again, at the Stones of Stenness, waiting for the equinox like
I’m expecting something to happen.

Spend enough time at sacred sites and you
start believing in their magic.

There is a still power in the stones,
subtle, like tides, which quietly overtakes you before you take
notice, and you find yourself immersed in it, dazzled and bowing to
its authority.

You came here at sunrise, with Jorunn,
carrying baskets of honey cakes and root vegetables, hoping to
entreat the spirit of Orkney and appease the wrath of Gore Vellye,
whose fury strips the land bare and disappears whole islands.

It’s cold already, and you are walking against the wind,
wrapping the warm furs tight around your body to keep out the
chill.

Jorunn walks behind you, respectful, and it
takes a moment for me to understand when did this role reversal
happened, and then I see the signet ring on your finger, your
symbol of authority. You are no longer a person, Fiona; you are the
seat of power, a keeper of the royal blood your mentor took an oath
to honor and defend with her life.

There is something very different about you
that commands deference, even dressed as you are now, in your
day-to-day clothes, and with no insignia of power other than your
ring.

“Do you see her too?”
Denise whispered in my ear sheepishly.

I turned around, surprised.

“I see them, yes,” I
nodded.

“Ah, Betty,” she
hesitated, “is this something we should experience, you think?
Isn’t this…”

“A shared hallucination? I
don’t know.”

The problem with
impossible things shared with another is you can no longer deny
them, and if you can’t find a rational
explanation for them, then all the things you took for granted in
this world become a lot less certain than you thought.

Fiona turned around and
stared straight at us, and then smiled and nodded, making obvious
she could see us too, and I can’t help the
feeling time collapsed at this spot to allow us to meet, even
though we lived a thousand years apart.

I came here to find the
bones of a stranger who died centuries before I was born, and
instead I found that time is an illusion, one whose artifice we
don’t have the means to
understand.

“She smiled at me,” Denise
continued her hushed commentary, like she was at the movies and
didn’t want to stir shushing from the rest of the
audience.

“I saw.”

“Should we approach
her?”

“What makes you think she
won’t vanish into thin air? Denise, she’s not really
here!”

“Maybe she is and we’re
not. How can you tell?”

My
sister’s logic humbled me and her comfort
with this whole surreal scene ran chills down my spine.

“Maybe she’s a real girl
from one of the nearby villages and we’re looking like lunatics to
her. You should see your face, Ethel. You’re white as a
sheet.”

She let go of my arm and said.

“I’m going to
her.”

“Denise, no!” I managed to
whisper, my voice dry with emotion and apprehension, but there was
no holding back Denise, who’d already started running towards the
strange girl dressed in furs.

The vision disappeared
before my sister reached it, and I let out a deep and shaky sigh of
relief it didn’t take her as
well.

“Are you out of your mind?
How do you think I’d be able to look mom and dad in the eye again
if you disappeared?”

“So, it was for real,”
Denise continued, excited, completely ignoring my comments. “We saw
a ghost, Betty Lou!”

The winds picked up, chiding my sister for
her comment.

“Maybe we should go,” I
said, watching the storm clouds that started to gather over the
loch.

“Oh, grow up, Ethel! You
made me lay down in the dust of human bones and now you’re getting
squeamish? I want to find out where she came from. Maybe there is
something on the spot where she stood.”

“There is nothing. Just
grass.”

“Say you. Come help me
figure out where she was when she appeared.”

She turned towards me, annoyed.

“Where was it,
here?”

“A little to the left, and
closer to the stones. Right here, I think,” I advanced reluctantly
to take the very spot from which Fiona smiled back at
me.

Somehow, I expected to be whisked away and
taken to another time, and that must have been written all over my
face, because my sister started laughing heartily.

“You read too many romance
novels, Betty! They’re not real, you know.”

“Well, neither was this,”
I retorted.

I stood tall in my spot
and felt the silence of the stones wrap around me like the gaze of
unseen witnesses judging me, weighing my countenance, questioning
whether I’m a worthy descendant of their
warrior princess, whether her blood wasn’t thinned in my veins by
cushy living and social polish.

The clouds weighed heavier than lead above
the stones now, carried by the winds from all directions, and I
worried I might have upset the spirit of the place somehow, by
violating the restrictions of time.

“Don’t move, Betty,”
Denise whispered, her voice softer than a breath.

I froze, wondering who or
what was so close to me I couldn’t see
it.

“I want to take a picture
of you with the stones. The light is extraordinary.”

I got instantly aggravated with my
sister.

How does one not take a vision seriously?
One expects a vision from beyond to elicit apprehension or awe,
some humbled contemplation of being. Denise wanted to take pictures
instead.

“What?” She glared at me,
annoyed by the disapproving look. “Can you lose that frown? I’m
trying to get a nice image. And get your hair out of your
eyes.”

She took the picture and rushed to show it
to me.

“See? No ghost
photography. Just you.”

I was almost disappointed,
I have to say, expecting as I was to feel Fiona’s white hand on my shoulder at any moment.

I have lived with you in my head for so
long, my princess, nothing in your ghostly presence could give me
pause.

“So, don’t tell mom and
dad?” Denise confirmed.

“Not a peep. Do you think
we should try to figure out if anybody here experienced something
similar?”

“If there is something,
I’m sure we’ll hear about it at the storytelling
festival.”

Denise was gleeful with anticipation.

I let her drive us back while my mind was
scattered across the hills, searching for Fiona, wondering what
kind of explanation would a scientific mind find for what we had
experienced, and if any of it would find a place, even a footnote,
in my research.

We pride ourselves on our
objectivity as long as it doesn’t run
dissonant with what we’re allowed to believe: whatever doesn’t fit
in with accepted knowledge gets hidden and experienced privately in
silence.

The ghost of Fiona
Corrigall will not make an appearance in my research study,
I’m afraid.

How do you deny the sight in front of your
eyes, the sight you shared with someone else?

How could my sister be so
unflappable? She just saw a ghost, and she’s planning dinner like nothing happened.

“We have to eat, Ethel. Do
you think we can find honey cakes around here
somewhere?”

“Do you ever think of
anything other than food?”

“Definitely. I think after
we eat I should write down the details, so I don’t forget them
before I have time to compose the story for the
festival.”

“Denise, I don’t think
you’ll be able to tell a story. The speakers have already been
chosen.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t
write it, does it? I’ll send it to Mom. Maybe she can talk to aunt
Lizzie and get it published.”

“Didn’t we just agree we
would not whisper a single word of this to mom and dad?”

“Silly Ethel! It’s
fantasy! You have absolutely no imagination, that’s your problem.
Maybe I should embellish a little, you know, for
authenticity.”

“Yeah, definitely.
Authenticity demands you add up stuff we didn’t see.”

“Maybe we didn’t,” she
said, with a chilling lack of interest.

And
that’s why we don’t share experiences that
lay outside the accepted norm.

Even the most open-minded of us are
perfectly content to believe they imagined everything, so they can
go back to their familiar understanding of reality with no strings
attached.

 



Chapter 29

Telling Tall Tales

Night falls quickly in Orkney at the end of
October, and we drove quietly past the lochs and the stones to
reach the Storytelling Centre, braving a bone chilling rain that
promised to turn into ice soon.

We advanced through the darkness in silence,
lulled by the rhythmic motion of the windshield wipers, like the
last two people on earth, who reached the limits of their familiar
realm and dared to venture into uncharted territory.

After a while we lost track of time and
distance, immersed in an inky darkness whose substance was uniform,
unmeasurable, and thicker than molasses, and which closed behind us
as we passed through it, like the depths of the sea.

The passing of time is a measure of change,
and it does not apply to a medium that stays the same, which shows
no sign of differentiation or movement.

In the blackness of that
night we were outside of time itself, traveling to another
dimension maybe, I couldn’t
tell.

“How long till we get
there?” Denise broke the silence.

“Ten minutes, I
think.”

“You said that ten minutes
ago.”

“Just keep driving,
Denise. This is the only road that leads there and we’re on it.
We’ll get there when we get there.”

“Are you sure we didn’t
pass the place? We should have arrived by now, the directions said
half an hour.”

“It’s only been fifteen
minutes,” I surprised myself.

The watch said fifteen minutes, but it felt
like forever and no time at all simultaneously, like the beginning
of the world.

The clouds parted and a giant full moon cast
its rays on the Loch of Stenness, turning its waters to shimmery
quicksilver.

“See? We’re just past the
lochs. Ten minutes.”

The moon went back behind the clouds and we
were immersed in the inky night again, and time stopped passing
altogether, turning minutes into centuries. It could have been any
moment in history. I almost felt your kin, my princess, human or
otherwise, watching us drive past the Ring of Brodgar, protected by
their silence.

I started worrying I
won’t be able to adjust to the long arctic
nights which twist daily living in ways we’re not accustomed to,
turning consciousness into a series of quick flashes of light
between long stretches of sleep.

“We’re here,” Denise
uttered, relieved, her eyes pinned on the little light in the
distance like to a beacon of hope.

Her relief upset the winter spirit, which
turned the chilly rain into noisy ice pellets.

The light in the distance
felt a lot closer. We underestimate distances in the dark, and have
a completely altered experience of space and time in the absence of
familiar sensory experiences. I had the strange feeling, after a
while, that we were chasing a Will-o’-the-Wisp and we were going to end up stranded in a bog as
punishment for our boldness.

We kept driving, and it felt like an hour
had passed, while the watch got stuck in a different time stream,
one much slower and obviously divorced from experience.

“Louise,” Denise started
hesitantly, “maybe this isn’t such a good idea. Maybe we should
turn around and go back.”

“Don’t be a wuss,” I
retorted, not very convinced. “We’re almost there.”

“Almost where? Sister, we
drove for hours! I don’t care what your watch says, this is not a
normal place we’re in anymore. I don’t think we should venture
here.”

“What, now you’re worried
you’ll be taken with the fairies? I thought you didn’t believe in
this stuff.”

“Believe, don’t believe,
this doesn’t feel safe. It was your idea, you know. If we get lost
in the Otherworld, I’ll hold you responsible.”

“I see you already
mastered living in an alternate reality, Denise, where this was my
idea, and I dragged you here by force. Just keep
driving.”

The night ride had started
feeling kind of creepy, to tell you the truth, and way too long to
justify rationally, and I half expected to see stuff that
didn’t belong to normal reality at any
moment.

“We’re out of gas,” Denise
said in a white voice devoid of all emotion.

“Don’t even joke about
that.”

“I’m not
joking.”

I love my sister dearly, but there are
moments when I want to choke her. They are rare, but they happen,
and this was one of them. I kept telling her to fill the tank, but
she got mad at me for nagging her, so I had to trust she'd act
responsibly.

And
that’s what makes me
delusional.

“You didn’t fill the
tank?” I jumped, outraged.

“I filled the tank right
before we left.”

“Denise, the trip is 15
miles. Don’t lie to me.”

“I swear on my life. What
do you want me to swear on? I’ll do that.”

I looked at the gas gauge,
which said the tank was empty, and at my sister, who looked
terrified, and put off the rear whooping for later, when
we’re safe, preferably inside a place with
a door and a roof.

“What should we do?” She
asked in a tiny dry voice.

“Well, at least we’re
within walking distance. We’ll go towards the light and find
help.”

“That’s exactly what the
last person who ended up in a bog thought.”

“There are no bogs in this
area.”

“The loch, then. I’m not
getting out of the car.”

“Denise, we can’t stay
here all night.”

“Why not?”

“It’s freezing. With the
engine off, we’ll be encased in ice by morning. We won’t be able to
get out of the car.”

“Have you not heard the
story of the Spunkie? Serves me right to follow you around
enchanted places in search of long-lost ghosts. Your dead Fiona is
carrying her lantern on this road and we’re going to end up in the
lake. Nobody will ever be able to find us again.”

“Since when are you an
expert in ghosts? Besides, Fiona wouldn’t lead me into danger.
We’ve known each other too long.”

“I’m not getting out of
the car. What if something is waiting for us outside?”

“Something like what, pray
tell?”

“I don’t know, a
nuckalavee. They’re out and about now that the equinox has passed,
you know?”

“Of all the times to brush
up on Orcadian folklore, you chose now to entertain the local
superstitions? There is no such thing as a nuckalavee.”

“Yeah, and there is no
such thing as a ghost, either. And yet we both saw one.”

“I thought you said you
saw nothing.”

“Please, sister! Please!
Can we just stay in the car? We’ll figure things out in the
morning.”

“What if your mythical
malevolent spirit grabs us car and all and dumps us in the
loch?”

“Do you think they can do
that?” Denise asked, her voice shaking.

“How old are you?” I
asked, amazed. “Can you try restarting the car? Maybe we get lucky
enough to make it to the Centre on fumes. It’s not that
far.”

Denise’s face was devoid of hope, but she obeyed. The engine
started at the first key, purring like a contented cat. I looked at
the gas gauge again: the tank was full.

“I told you I filled it.”
Denise forgot her existential terror and returned to her old self
with an emotional elasticity that made me think of a rubber
ball.

She started driving, blabbing like a
chatterbox and making me regret the sudden return of her wits.

An unexpected turn ended our journey
abruptly, dropping us at the front door of the Storytelling
Centre.

“See? Piece of cake,”
Denise took credit for the successful journey, which lasted indeed
a little over thirty minutes.

I gave her a dirty stare
and looked for the doorbell. There wasn’t
one, so I tried a timid knock on the door before I opened
it.

Six smiling faces, cheeks flushed from the
mulled heather ale, and the proximity of the peat fire welcomed
us.

“Welcome, welcome. Come
sit by the fire and warm up. It’s really coming down, isn’t it? Did
you have trouble finding the place?”

By the time I started thinking how to
answer, a steaming cup of mulled ale was placed in my hand.

The story we interrupted resumed, describing
the eerie lights, said to be not of this world, which appear over
the lochs or try to lure stranded travelers to roads used for
funeral processions, or which may be the very ghosts of those whose
souls once rejoiced among the living.

“We hope you liked our
story,” the lady next to me chuckled, pleased, with a knowing look
in her eye, and sat down, leaving the seat by the fire empty for
another storyteller.

The next narrator settled in it and cleared
her voice before starting to recite a traditional ballad written in
the old language.

We
couldn’t make out much of its subject, it
was hard to understand, something about an unfaithful lady who got
rescued by her selkie lover the night before she was sentenced to
be burned at the stake.

 


"An' whin dat dey cam tae de ha',

Dey got a gluf ye may be siir,

For ilka door stud open wide,

An' de door o' de toor lay on de fliir.

 


An' dey ran ap, and dey ran doon,

An' glowered aboot wi' a' deir een ;

De lathie fair wiis clean awa',

An' never mair bae mortal
seen."28

 



Chapter 30

The Gray Gull

There is an entire obscure half to life, one
we avoid, forget, overlook.

You can’t overlook it in the northern realms, not during winter,
when the nights are long, and where people sought refuge
underground to escape the harshness of the weather for
centuries.

The dark half of the year, finding refuge in
the earth, embracing stillness, these customs have been abandoned a
long time ago, and because they became unfamiliar, they make us
apprehensive.

There is power in this dark half we avoid;
it has its own laws, its creations, its wealth of stories told by
the fire during the months when there is nothing to do other than
cozy up and wait for the sun to return.

The dark is the keeper of
stories, songs, and magic. It is the place and time for
contemplation and refining thought. It affords freedom from
distraction and a cocoon inside which one can turn
one’s gaze inwards.

Magic and mystery thrive in the dark half of
life, because the latter is endlessly patient, focused and
unswayed.

Refined thought requires silence and
solitude, while wisdom is gained away from distractions.

I see you by the fire, Fiona, quietly
carving sigils and runes on a little tree bark heart. You are alone
in your tower, during your dark night, waiting for the next day to
come, which is meant to be your last, but you are not grieving, my
princess. You are focused, assured, your ceremony demands it, your
life depends on it.

The power and wisdom
Jorunn passed on to you upon her death has made you a priestess,
and taught you secret knowledge, the knowledge that links mystics
to heaven and earth and the ways of the gods. It gave you access to
the chthonic realm with all its power, which mere mortals shun and
fear because they don’t understand
it.

But not you, Fiona. That power is the one
thing that could never be taken away from you and it is your way
out of bondage.

You took the little bark heart and singed it
in the fire, chanting softly the old words you heard in your
childhood, back in your native land of fjords, before your journey
here.

The little heart gleamed
softly, but didn’t ignite, and you held it
to your chest, to bind it to your own, while you watched the bloody
tinge of the sunrise break the horizon.

You called upon the birds and they listened,
because you knew how to speak in the tongue of the animals, and
when the gray gull approached the narrow opening that brought
meager light into your cell, you reached out through the bars and
thrust the heart inside its chest.

The bird wavered a little, confused, and
flew towards the sunrise, and when it left, your body
disappeared.

The guards came in the morning to take you
to your ordeal and the trial of fire, and all they found was left
of you, my princess, was your white woolen garment lying on the
floor in front of the window.

In vain searched the guards, in vain wailed
the rulers, all in vain, because your destiny was always to be
free.

Most people live to die, you lived to escape
the human condition.

“Betty,” Denise
interrupted my daydreaming.

“Hm…”

“I can’t believe I’m
saying this, but do you want to go to Maeshowe for the winter
solstice? It’s supposed to be very special: the light enters the
tomb at sunset to illuminate it.”

“Maeshowe,” I said,
growing a shade paler at the memory of my claustrophobia attack and
how I made a fool of myself in front of a lot of nice people I
didn’t know.

“Well, if you are going to
do this lady of the underworld thing, might as well do it right,
no? Get the genuine experience.”

“Do you want to
go?”

“How long have you known
me? Is there any circumstance where there’s somewhere interesting
to see and I don’t want to go?”

“Even after you clung to
me white knuckled out of fear of the nuckalavee?”

“Are you ever going to let
that die? You said the old island inhabitants’ relationship with
their dead was something very special, which needs direct sensory
experience to understand.”

“Ah, sure.”

I looked out the window,
and although it wasn’t even four in the
afternoon yet, it was already night. North, winter, night, cold,
silence, senescence, wisdom, earth. The gifts of the dark half of
the year, the time for distilled wisdom, reflection and
sleep.

“So, are we
going?”

“I suppose. Denise,” I
started confessing what happened to me the last time at the cairn
and changed my mind half way through it.

“What?”

“Never mind.”

“Did you hear about the
new Viking burial site? Everybody is talking about it.”

“What burial
site?”

“The one they found on the
northernmost island. Maybe they found your princess after
all.”

“But,” I was going to say,
and stopped, because I heard in my mind how odd that would sound. I
was going to say that can’t possibly be my Fiona, that my Fiona
transferred herself into a bird and flew free.

There is very little distinction between
fairytales and magic. The main difference is magic comes true.

“It’s from the tenth
century, and Viking, the first people to come over here on a boat,
that’s got to be connected to your princess, right?”

“I guess.”

I got up and got dressed with automatic
gestures.

“Where are you
going?”

“The Heritage Society. I
have to find out more about this, it is something directly related
to my research.”

“Can’t it wait until
tomorrow? It’s already dark.”

“It’s four in the
afternoon!” I protested.

“Do you want me to come
with you? We can stop by the shops on Victoria Street on our way
back. I need mittens.”

It is December, and
it’d been raining a lot lately. I expected
Orkney to be a frozen landscape in winter, since it is so far
north, but it’s never cold enough to snow here. It’s the ocean’s
influence, I suppose. The winter is cold; it rains a lot, and loud
angry winds sweep the islands, the days are only a few short hours
and the nights are long, but no, it doesn’t snow.

My inquiries at the Heritage Society yielded
critical information which reorganized my schedule to include a
very ill-advised boat trip across the roosts to Papa Westray to
visit the new archeological dig.

I’m not thrilled to have found you, Fiona, I’d rather you
escaped into immortality just as I envisioned, although a Viking
burial all but guarantees your life didn’t end condemned, and by
fire.

The thought of going to
Maeshowe again brings mixed feelings: I don’t know if I’m excited or afraid of what I feel will be a
deeply compelling experience.

The vision of you dancing and laughing
inside the tomb while holding human bones still haunts me. There
are folktales that say spending time inside the cairns can drive
people mad. They say the Fay folk do not look kindly on intruders
disturbing their realm. The memory of being slowly squeezed by
giant slabs of stone quickened my breath and numbed my chin and
fingers.

“We won’t be alone there,”
Denise reassured me. “Solstice at Maeshowe is a big event on the
island.”

“Yes, I know.”

“We don’t have to go if
you don’t want to.”

I want to. I want to know
what it feels like when the light of the sunset enters the tomb. I
don’t know why it is so important to me,
but I have to be there to experience it.

“Yeah, you’re weird,
Ethel. And I am enabling you.”

“This is why I came here,
Denise! I’m not on vacation!”

“Whatever you say. I’ll
make arrangements.”

 



Chapter 31

Winter Solstice at Maeshowe

I always thought my life
would be like the novels I liked to read when I was a teenager,
where the heroine’s life was a constantly
unfolding drama, replete with emotionally charged moments and
anchored in the importance of her actions, where every meaningful
event was anticipated well in advance and everything turned out
more or less as planned.

Finding you was supposed to be a glorious
professional moment, and I daydreamed of basking in the glory of
compliments and approval, and savoring the pith of a prestigious
career which would be undeniably earned.

And then I found you.

There is nothing more disorienting than a
dream come true: all your struggles, your planning, your entire
focus, is thus brought to its end.

Nobody thinks through what
they want to do with that fulfilled dream, because unconsciously we
don’t believe it would happen.

It never looks like you
planned. It feels so alien from your cherished vision you can
barely recognize it and it changes you, in ways opposite from what
you’d expect. It opens you to the sudden
revelation you do not know what you’re doing, and you didn’t when
you were sure of your goals either, and the terrifying clarity that
life is not what you thought.

Accomplishing your dream makes you unsure of
everything, trying to catch a glimpse of a future you can no longer
see, and feeling your way through the unknown with fearful,
trembling fingers, the same fingers which used to have surgical
precision in your very secure and accomplished phase of chasing
your dream.

There is no wisdom in the over-hyped drama
of life: wisdom has to be earned through meekness and acceptance of
your ignorance.

It lives in silence and in darkness, in the
larger continuity of being, beyond the struggles of navigating
social life, beyond the biological realm even, in the invisible
connections that bind reality into a cohesive whole.

I have a feeling if Denise
didn’t make me stay here for the dark half
of the year, I would have missed this completely.

There is equilibrium in
this world of duality in which we’ve been
thrown with no directions, a harmony which demands everything to be
balanced by its opposite, even the light.

The time of the Shadow is heavy with
meaning, so much so I feel like stopping every few steps on the way
to ponder its weight on my life. There is not much to do in the
dark but think. We retreat from the glare and the noise of
activities to find our souls.

Denise insisted we go to
Maeshowe at sunset for the winter solstice29 and in very uncharacteristic fashion she did all the
preparations for the trip: got the tickets, packed, got the car
ready, picked up warm clothes and provisions for the
road.

I don’t know why this trip means so much to her: I always thought
Denise’s life ran completely on curiosity and a thirst for new
experiences, and had very little room left for contemplating the
mysterious, especially in stillness and silence.

“Wake up, Ethel!” She
jumped on my bed while the sun was still struggling to breach the
horizon.

“What in places, Denise!
It’s the wee hours. Go back to sleep!”

“Not at all, my liege.
It’s past eight. Get up, we need to get ready. Come on, wake
up.”

She pulled off my comforter and grabbed the
pillow from under my head. I got instantly aggravated and fully
awake.

My irritation, which meant
I won’t be able to go back to sleep,
satisfied Denise.

“Why?”

“Get dressed. We’ll get
breakfast and coffee and then we’ll be on our way.”

“We have the whole day,” I
groaned.

“Yep, the shortest one.
All of six hours.”

I wonder if
you’ll still be there, Fiona, now that you
have been found, and your ghost no longer needs to haunt my
dreams.

Denise was unusually cheerful, pouring lots
of joy and excitement into the world, and yet the latter felt still
and silent.

The sun is very low in the islands in
winter, barely ten degrees above the horizon, and in the rare
moments when it breaks through the cloud cover it casts long
ethereal shadows, like a vision from another realm: the world of
violet twilight.

A ray of sunlight
glimmered on the loch of Brodgar, painted inky shadows behind the
Stones of Stenness, and smudged splotches of gold on the
perpetually green hills behind them. I was so taken by the
mesmerizing image it didn’t occur to me to
ask Denise why we were taking this circuitous route, but I didn’t
mind. I was meant to be there to witness the transformation of time
and light and be initiated in the mystery of the Stones’
shadows.

It turns out Denise was right: we arrived to
the cairn with barely enough time to park and walk in before the
sunset, and rushed as I was not to miss the extraordinary
phenomenon I forgot my existential dread of being encased in a
narrow passage, feeling the pressure of tons of earth and giant
slabs of stone bear down on me from all sides.

There were people already inside the cairn,
waiting with excitement for the first ray of light to enter and
illuminate the tomb.

A sliver of brightness, thinner than a laser
beam, hit the wall behind me, incredibly intense in the darkness of
the chamber, and kept growing wider and more diffuse, until it
illuminated the entire wall.

Tomorrow the days will start growing longer
again, always the same, year after year, in a circular continuity
of being, while we insist on measuring our lives in linear fashion,
for God knows what reason.

This living story happened over and over,
from the beginning of time, and in every iteration, light always
returns.

We live in this eternal seesaw of darkness
and light, oblivious, tending to our urgent priorities, making
plans, too blind to share in its beauty and majesty, which has no
such concerns.

 


“Wake up, Groa,

Wake up, good woman

I wake you at the doors of the dead,

Maybe you remember

That you told your child

To come to the
grave-cairn.”30

 


Did you summon me here, my princess? Did you
ask me, your blood, to come to your grave-cairn too?

I’m in the doorway of your realm, Fiona, pondering the ironic
message that it is the sunset of the shortest day of the year that
illuminates its darkness.

“How long do you think it
will take?” Denise whispered in my ear, flattening my lofty
awe.

“Why? You have somewhere
to be?”

And the answer came,
reliably, the expected answer, which always brings me back to the
here and now and reminds me we’re nothing
but a bunch of biological processes purporting high-mindedness. And
I have my sister to thank for that reality check.

“I’m hungry.”

“We ate three hours ago!
Babies eat less frequently!”

“I’m not a baby, and the
hike burned a lot of calories.”

“I thought we were going
to stay for the poetry reading!”

“We missed that. It
happened before the sunset.”

She looked at me, victorious.

“See, Ethel? That’s why I
woke you up early: if I didn’t, you’d have missed this
too.”

How was that possible?

We intended to spend at least an hour here,
we sure accounted for it in our over-planned trip, and yet, somehow
time got condensed and distilled, and all that was left of it
turned into the thin sliver of light which burned bright on the
back wall.

Have you ever noticed, Fiona, that our sense
of time differs greatly from one experience to the next?

Being here now altered my perspective, and
for a moment, just a glance, I saw reality from the other side of
the Veil, and it looked very different.

I don’t know what to do when I’m back to my normal life with this
perspective of timelessness, in which our restless mundane efforts
make no dent, like the churning of the same grains of sand caught
in the desert wind.

Why do we live, my
princess? I never asked myself this question before, life is
something you take for granted while you’re in it, so much so you don’t see it in its entirety,
finite as we all know it to be, and plan it as a whole, rather than
follow its random sequence of day to day choices with no
direction.

 



Chapter 32

Northern Lights

Have you ever drifted into an experience so
foreign you lack the means to communicate it and all the rules you
relied upon to guide your life become useless?

My sister and I ventured
into the boreal night again, only this time it
wasn’t dark. In the absence of light
pollution, the sky burst open to reveal a profusion of stars,
clustered tight along the bright path of the Milky Way.

The night was a lot colder than we had
gotten used to.

The ocean air carries a lot of moisture to
the islands, which traps warm air under its cloud cover, but
tonight there were no clouds, and the sky was full of stars, which
felt close enough to touch, and looked so brilliant.

We can no longer imagine a sky so bright
with stars that even on a dark moon it illuminates the earth enough
to see its every detail, cast in cool hues.

I looked at Denise and
almost didn’t recognize her: she had a
light blue halo in her hair, and her demeanor was so serious it
made her look wise beyond her years.

We decided to go back to Birsay, to see the
Northern Lights, a fitting ending to my search for you, princess,
which started here.

The broch is not accessible in winter. We
contented ourselves to watch its contours in the distance,
highlighted by the glow of the stars.

The tide was retreating, slowly revealing
the underwater stone path to the broch, too dangerous to engage
this time of year, for humans, anyway.

As the waters receded, their shiny surface
gleamed like a mirror, reflecting the Milky Way.

It got colder, but we
didn’t care; we instinctively kept quiet,
quiet enough to hear the eerie chirping and twittering, while a
green glow blanketed the surroundings.

Suddenly, everything we knew about reality
melted into the mesmerizing scene in front of our eyes.

The sky shifted with surreal colors of
green, electric blue, yellow, rose, and purple, making us forget to
breathe.

The colors danced among
the stars, with playful sparkles reflected by the sea, chirping
like unearthly colonies of birds. I can’t
imagine what people must have thought about this spectacle worthy
of the gods in your times. How does one explain the sky suddenly
coming alive like that?

A strange energy creature watched us from
above, pulsating with curiosity.

It must have felt like a god to you, Fiona,
an all-powerful entity with fingers of light touching the earth and
sky.

We lost the wonder.

Well, many of us never had it: you have to
live this far north for this awe-inspiring experience to become a
part of your normal reality.

The lights swirled around us like playful
fires, and we were drunk with their magic, and unafraid, welcoming
their presence and their touch with gratitude, giggling like
children.

Denise opened herself to the gift of the
sky, and she looked iconic, like the priestesses of old. Even her
white parka reminded me of a ceremonial garment.

I watched my sister, as I did since we were
children, trying to glimpse the secret fire that animated her life.
She was not like me, Denise, there was always this other her, this
larger her, just bursting to come out when the situation warranted
it.

Behind the histrionics and
the willingness to allow herself to be possessed by the emotions of
the moment, there was a quiet power, a spark I
can’t explain, and I’m sure she doesn’t
understand either, the glow of her higher self.

We are not in time
anymore, a thought surfaced, clear as a bell. We’re everywhere, beholding the future and the past, so much
more than human.

 


"Now are come to the
king’s house

Two prescient damsels, Fenia and Menia;

They are with Frodo,
Friedleif’s son,

The powerful maidens, in
thraldom held."31

 


I kept asking myself what
brought me here and never once realized the question
isn’t just about me, it’s about both of
us: what was it that brought us here together? Denise didn’t need
to construct a reason to follow her calling. She just answered it,
instinctively and without doubt.

Set against this extraordinary experience,
my rationalizations are just a pitiful excuse for allowing me to
surrender to this unexplainable wonder.

We have no idea how much larger life,
experience, and meaning are than our limited understanding of them,
as allowed by our convictions about what is or is not possible. We
know nothing.

“Aren’t you cold?” A voice
whispered in my ear. I would have thought it was Denise’s, but the
latter was ten feet in front of me, facing away.

I turned around to see a
young girl with flaxen hair, who couldn’t
have been older than sixteen, look at me with knowing eyes,
smiling. I was too shocked to react, so our ad hoc host
continued.

“Lots of people come to
Birsay for the lights. Where are you from?”

“America. Wisconsin.” I
clarified.

“What brought you here?
I’m Freya, by the way,” she extended a friendly hand to make our
acquaintance.

We introduced ourselves and I gave her a
quick explanation for our visit here, which sounded so bland
compared to the actual experience. I was still unsure, in my
altered state, whether I was talking to a human girl, my beloved
princess returned, or the goddess herself. I half expected to catch
a glimpse of a golden chariot pulled by cats behind a hill
nearby.

“I heard about the new
dig, exciting, isn’t it? You came all the way here,” she
smiled.

We chatted for a few minutes and she took
her leave, not before giving us advice.

“Don’t stay too long. The
Lights are mesmerizing and make you forget the cold. It’s going to
sneak up on you, and you’ll end up with frostbite.”

We didn’t want to leave, but we eventually succumbed to our human
frailty and let go of magic and wonder in search of a hot cup of
tea.

Denise reflected, her hands wrapped around
the steaming cup to warm up.

“What do you think it’s
like growing up with this? Do you think you just get used to it,
like there’s nothing unusual?”

I didn’t know what to answer. Your native land certainly shapes
your perception of life, one you take for granted going
further.

Everything in Orkney has a story to tell.
Every rock, every mound, every wild path down the beach, even the
sky.

It’s a different setting for life, that alters your
perspective, and it sneaks up on you, slowly, under the guise of
daily life, and here you are, one year in, living in a world with
dancing lights in the sky, and myths, and ancient monoliths,
steeped in legend.

The language is different too, and you get
used to it after a while, hard as it was to understand when you
arrived, and it speaks to you in poetry, taking you out of
time.

Orkney is an immersive
experience, something you don’t get if you
don’t stay long enough to appreciate it.

You have to stay long enough to feel the
changes of the seasons, the moods of the sea, the call of the
underground, the power of the stones.

The
islands’ quiet mystique reverberates
everywhere, in common and surprising ways, in the middle of
breakfast on Victoria Street just as easily as during a spiritual
retreat at the Stones: it is simply part of living here.

“What time is it?” Denise
asked, sullen.

“Seven thirty.”

“No!”

“Oh, yes.”

“We came. We saw. We took
pictures. Can we head back now? I want to get a good night’s
sleep.”

“Your wish is my command,”
I joked, bowing obediently. “Do you want me to drive
back?”

“Yes.”

Have you ever driven through the night,
guided only by the Milky Way, which looks so close you could touch
it, in a place where everything not blessed with its own inner
light melts into the background, and there is nothing else to gaze
upon but a profusion of stars?

 



Chapter 33

Sailing in Winter

We left Kirkwall hours
before dawn, under the glacial rays of a crescent moon, barely a
sliver, whose glow was often veiled by passing clouds. Denise
insisted on coming with me, although I knew the journey would be
long and challenging in winter, and wished she could stay in
Kirkwall so I wouldn’t have to worry about
her.

“Worry about yourself,
Ethel. What makes you think you can handle yourself better than
me?”

I chose to not respond, partly to avoid an
argument, and partly because I was still not fully awake, and even
though the hot coffee I was drinking helped, my mouth was still
numb from the cold.

If you were never in the
middle of the ocean at night, it’s dark,
even with the moon and the stars. The surface of the water turns to
ink under the black sky. There are no familiar sights and no sound
other than that of the waves lapping softly against the hull of the
boat.

The departure was timed so
we’d be crossing the channel at slack
tide; the sea was flat like a mirror and the air was perfectly
still, something that must have felt like a curse to you,
Fiona.

I see the knotted rope you
tied around your waist, the one you’re
absentmindedly touching with your fingers, seeking into the winds
whether it was time to undo any of the knots just yet.

You saw Jorunn cast a spell on the rope
before the journey, softly chanting as she worked on each knot,
holding them in her hands to fill them with magic, calling out
runes and ancient secrets to strengthen their power to control the
winds.

She looks at you intently
and you untie one of the knots, and the surface of the water
quickens. You can feel its drag on the boat fasten under the inky
sky. The clouds moved in, covering up the moon, and although you
can’t feel it, you can see the wind in the
distance herding the clouds along like sheep.

The
ship’s sails billow as if suddenly full of
spirit, only to quickly fall limp, like clothing hung up to dry.
You reach for the rope again, but Jorunn stays your hand. You have
to learn patience, young apprentice, patience, assurance, and
control.

As the far-off winds come to you from the
east, the ship lurches ahead, creating a commotion. The men hustle
to alter the rigs and their breath is more noticeable in the dark
of the frigid night than their faces, which are coated with kohl
and antimony and adorned with tattoos.

The boat starts moving fast across the still
water, heading towards the dark outline of the island in the
distance, illuminated by the purplish-gray light of dawn.

“Look!” Denise shook me
out of my reverie, pointing towards the horizon.

A thin dusting of light highlighted the
boundary between water and sky, slowly growing wider before our
eyes.

“We made good time,” a
member of the crew announced, proud. “We’ll be there in fifteen
minutes.”

The sky went from dark gray to a softer
lavender hue, which was oddly chillier than the inky black we had
been navigating through. It made Denise shiver.

“Someone walked upon your
grave,” I thought, but said nothing out loud. The mere thought of a
distant time in the future when my sister would no longer be the
embodiment of life itself seemed impossible and absurd.

“It’s getting colder, eh?”
she mumbled, displeased. “You’d think the sunrise would do the
exact opposite.”

“It’s the thermal mass,” I
started to explain, but my sister’s attention had already veered
off.

Nothing compares to the feeling of being in
the North Atlantic during winter in the darkest hours of the night,
a feeling of being trapped and alone in the tiny bubble of safety
that is your boat.

Where are you taking me,
Fiona? I followed you so far from home, to the edge of the earth it
seems, but now we have crossed that edge, and I’m afraid, because this doesn’t look like we’re in reality
anymore. I am afraid I have gone beyond a boundary that humans are
not supposed to go beyond, or even know exists, and I feel a heavy
responsibility for bringing Denise, the goddess of joy and light,
along with me for the ride.

Whatever this is, my princess, this is not
my world anymore.

I glanced over at Denise, expecting to see
the same frustration I'd seen on my sister's face when things
didn't move quickly enough for her, but there was no sign of
it.

It’s as if she wasn’t even inside anymore, leaving her body
behind with a blank expression on its face.

She felt my gaze and looked back.

“What?”

“Are you ok?”

Denise got instantly
aggravated by my interruption of something which,
I’m sure, was a lot deeper and more
meaningful to her than she cared to acknowledge.

“You know, Ethel, you
always ask the stupidest questions. Why on earth wouldn’t I be
ok?”

“You look forlorn. You
don’t do forlorn.”

“I’m cold, dumb wit. You
know how I hate waking up early. We’re in the middle of the
Atlantic in winter, with no lights. We lifted anchor at four in the
morning and we have however many hours of darkness ahead of us
before that sliver on the horizon turns to actual light. How do you
think I feel?”

“I told you not to
come.”

“And miss this?” She
stretched her arm to sweep across the vast expanse of the dark
substance unknown. “Experience, Ethel! Experience is all that
matters in this world. That’s why we’re alive: to
experience.”

“Speak for yourself,” I
mumbled grumpily. Denise wasn’t the only one who felt tired,
uneasy, and cold.

“Did you bring
snacks?”

“You must be joking!” I
replied, half relieved there was at least a bit of the old Denise
left to recognize. “We’re docking in five minutes. Can’t it
wait?”

“I’m hungry,” she
frowned.

I reached in the bag and found a candy bar,
which she gulped down eagerly.

The closer we are to the
island, the more something holds me back, because I
don’t want to see your tomb, my princess,
if that’s where you truly are.

It took me my entire life to figure out that
the burial boat, and whatever remains are left on it that time has
not destroyed, are just empty vessels for something else, like the
cracked shells that are of no use anymore after the baby bird comes
out of the egg.

I will complete my
research, of course, and I will get accolades and the respect of my
colleagues for it, I’m sure, but that’s
not why you brought me here, Fiona.

The pages I'd have to write to chronicle
this experience don't fit into any known template.

This is an intimate journey.

“Why don’t you write about
your feelings in your excitable little girl journal, Ethel? Seems
fitting, since you’re moping around like you got lost in time and
can’t find your way back to the nineteenth century, where you
belong,” Denise mocked. “Dear Ethel! I’m talking to myself in the
third person. I’m so misunderstood.”

“Shut up,
Denise.”

“You shut up.”

Maybe
she’s right. Not everything is fit for
sharing.

No matter who the body belonged to that was
discovered at the new archeological dig, there were numerous more
unearthed at the larger burial site, and each one's inhabitant
lived for a short while and experienced things that were too
personal or mysterious to talk about.

I don’t believe in fate, Fiona. My whole life I looked for facts
and proof, and worshipped the scientific method. Because I have
such a strong bond with you, my princess, I am ready to take a leap
of faith and join you on your journey, even though I don't know
what to expect and feel completely unprepared for it.

People like to laugh at you when you tell
them something different from what they are sure is true, but
certainty is the enemy of knowledge.

You don’t deserve the truth if you aren’t willing to look silly and
contemptible for espousing it, and you are going to get no prizes
for being afraid.

Once you know something to
be true, you can’t unknow it, no matter
how many haranguing voices insist otherwise.

It was a surprise to find myself on this
journey with my sister, who is as different from me as night and
day, but maybe that wasn't random. We live in a world of duality
where nothing can exist in the absence of its opposite.

“You want to see
something?” Denise whispered in my ear while we were on the bus, on
our way to the site. She opened her parka to reveal a colorful
piece of knotted rope, small enough for a keychain, maybe? Or a
rearview mirror decoration.

In time, these small coincidences start to
haunt you; this world of reflections where the slightest action,
even the most modest thought, creates ripples and projects itself
onto other people, things, and events in unexpected ways.

“Where did you get that?”
I asked, laughing.

“The fair,” she bragged.
“The lady who sold it to me said it could tame the
winds.”

“Did she now?” I eyed my
sister intently, to get more details out of her.

“Yeah. I figured we’re
going on a boat in winter in the northern seas. The roosts are
brutal, the winds menacing, can’t hurt, right?”

“Aha.”

“Oh, let it go, Ethel, you
and your skeptic society. If it doesn’t hit you in the face, you
don’t believe it’s real. And if it does hit you in the face, you’ll
find some cockamamie reason why it can’t be something you don’t
know.”

“Aha.”

“It’s pretty.”

“Just don’t wave it around
on a sailboat. People may not have a sense of humor about
it.”

 


“Tell me this, Alviss,
[…]

what is the wind called,

that travels most widely

in every world?

 


Alviss said:

 


"It is called wind among humans,

but waverer among the gods,

the great regin call it whinier

Jotnar howler,

Alfar din farer,

in Hel they call it the
whistler.”32

 


Maybe poetry would have been a better
container for your story, Fiona, as it has been for centuries.

People like me, who are
guided by pragmatism and logic, don’t even
know an entire world is concealed from them.

An entire world of color, awe and secrets,
kept out of sight to protect the routine of their lives.

 


"Much we tell you

and remember more;

I reckon that you know so.

Do you want longer
still?"33

 


Tell us your secrets, wise ones of old. Tell
us your stories about the time when the gods were born, and the
sun, and the wind. Tell us about the things that have been veiled
from our sights after we lost our sense of wonder.

The bus continued on through the long night,
and when dawn was least expected, it burst over the horizon,
sending out bright beams of light and tinting the tranquil scenery
with rose, yellow and violet colors.

Our every thought halted, elated in this
mesmerizing mix of color and light, and all other worries were so
far in the distance we could barely make out their whispers,
disconnected from their significance.

We had made it through the daring journey of
the night and this was our reward for recognizing and respecting
the two sides of existence, the dark and the light, as one.

Everything was perfectly
still, and I didn’t notice it at first,
because it worked in such blessed harmony with the amazing sight
before our eyes.

“Denise, have you noticed
something strange?”

“What?”

“Look at the trees: there
is not one leaf moving, not one sound, everything is absolutely
still.”

Denise looked at me, irked but
vindicated.

“I told you the knotted
rope was working.”

 



Epilogue

 


There is nothing strange about me, and I
can't explain why I can sense people from centuries past talk to me
in my sleep and in my waking state. We are born with all sorts of
abilities, I suppose, and I wouldn't have known mine was weird if
it weren't for other people telling me so.

We use our unlikely gifts the best way we
know how, the best way they fit in the normal fabric of reality,
which they often do not, and since I'm talking to people long dead
anyway, I became an anthropologist.

It is a solitary journey during which you're
always surrounded by a crowd, always submerged in its beliefs and
convictions, to the point where they drown you out.

People who even entertain the thought
mediumship may be possible, and who don't drop me immediately in
the crazy or deluded category, often ask, what is the point of
speaking to the dead?

What is the point of speaking to anyone,
really?

Sometimes I think I made it all up too, but
if I didn't trust your stories, my fair princess, I never would
have found you, as I did. I found you on the northernmost island,
as you said - on your boat, with your sword, and wearing
jewelry.

The three extra months Denise and I spent in
Kirkwall proved critical in adding these essential details to my
research, the details I actually came here to find, even though
sailing the northern seas in winter to visit the site was not for
the weak.

Am I crazy? Who cares? This fleeting life is
too short and unpredictable to bellyache about irrelevant details.
I found what my Fiona brought me here to find, and that's all that
matters.

In years to come, I'll learn more about your
real life, I'm sure. Bone analysis and radiocarbon dating are just
beginning, and as time goes by, they will reveal more of your life
story, sister.

Most of the Orkney Viking burial sites have
been discovered in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and
finding a new one now is an extraordinary opportunity, even if it
just coincided with my visit and I had nothing to do with it,
really.

People at the Institute thought this
unexpected discovery nothing short of a miracle, and wondered if
there may be other gifts I hide, along with hearing voices from the
past, that would justify this incredible strike of luck.

Maybe they're right, who is to say.

For now, I can do no wrong, and dad, who had
serious reservations about this project in the beginning, is now
beside himself with enthusiasm for it. Who knew poring over old
bones would prove so exciting?

As for the future? I don't know. Every time
we accomplish something, we don't even take the time to acknowledge
it before we start asking ourselves what we'll do next.

My dear Fiona, it is possible my life's
purpose was finding you.
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