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  Sea, base greys, moving, writhing, at eye level and unseen: writhing, rolling, in excitement or turmoil? She, signing, stood there and intimated it was all depth and weight. Dreams, she shared, of depth and weight. A mermaid, I saw her, adrift and free. The answer – a whim to wind, tide and the moon – all water is subject. In the caverns, she painted, dancing, her drifting mime up and down the shore, the beloved shore – the sands corrugated, black speckled, dusted with millions of coal grains, dotted over with lug-worm casts – in the caverns, she boasted, there would survive the sweet drone, the groan of a single vowel. Smiled, she, and said, whispered but announced, my name is E. A tiny figure, small, faceless, drawn of lines and circles, she made in the granular sand and sang aloud E, her signature, that of the artist, though she would not look for credit. Smiled, she, wicked and a-wing, witnessing the drowning moment, E lost beneath the drape of sea. Again, the claim, the sea says, E, my name, E, Eeeeee. Vibration, no lip movement, one chord, the most common of all vowels, Phoenician E, Greek E, Etruscan E, Roman E, Silent E, Magic E. My name is, coastal is, writhing, ecstatic, E.


  Chapter One


  The last time I stood here I was twenty-five and pregnant and determined to kill someone. I remember so clearly getting off the bus and strolling through the village, surprised as one always is by both alteration and continuation. There were more houses, new houses, where before there had been prefabs, and little cul-de-sacs built behind old terraces, the old houses that had known so many raised voices and beatings, so much primitive noise.


  Walls don’t contain sounds, though, whatever ghost hunters might say. They deflect sound and it goes off diminishing, losing voice, until it is no more and the violence that birthed it is rendered ridiculous and slightly obscene in the transformation. I think it was that which stuck in my throat, all those dead sounds, those dead aggravated calls.


  By the time I’d followed the old, still familiar paths – the quarry rail-line across the bog land, navigated the old sandstone bridge with the coastal rail-line over it and the river beneath, then onto the dunes and finally the shore – the tightness in my guts was unbearable.


  As I stepped awkwardly down the shingle towards the amphitheatre of rock-pools the possibility had become a certainty. Someone was going to die. Someone was going to pay. It was a vendetta, a need for restitution and justice, and she was the reason, the person the sea named, E, but who was it going to be? Martha, Harold, Agnes, Mr Drake? They were all guilty, in one way or another, all culpable. In fact, as that roar got the better of me I had the fleeting vision of them all dead. Was I capable of being such a nemesis? I believe I was. Centuries of abuse could be rectified and the morality of the conscript, those born without any voice to their name, constituted.


  
    *

  


  From the moment Abby was born she was claimed and had to go and live in someone else’s home. Mother Sempie, the matriarch, Martha, claimed to have been too long alone, too long struggling against the senility and decay loneliness engenders – though still relatively young, Harold being born when she was still in her teens. She possessed Abby not with love but ownership. She watched over her in her crib, the bottom drawer of what had been Harold’s chest of drawers, the matriarch not wanting her home unduly disfigured, and told her tales, family stories, stories of feuds, vendettas and acts of revenge. She even told her the one thing that no one knew, the identity of Harold’s father. She laughed fiercely at the comedy of witness and told ever more daring things, the secret fantasies of her inner most thoughts.


  
    *

  


  You are a Sempie. She was told that until there could be no more doubt. It was a demand and an accusation. Of course, it wouldn’t have been the case if Martha had told the truth. But a Sempie it was. Semp-ie! Abigail Sempie who later Grace named Abby.


  
    *

  


  Never go back.


  The old maxim tends to hold true. Of course it’s something of a nonsense. How could such a thing exist anyway? Time erases the possibility. Looking at the sea today on this filthy, junk swept coast, could not be looking at the same filthy, junk swept coast thirty-five years ago, or twenty-five years before that, together making one lifetime at least. The weather, the tide-line, the herring gulls, the oystercatchers, the plastic barrels, the dead, will not permit it.


  The planet is round, though, the universe round, science proves impossibilities. Time must be round, probably a spiral. Points of likeness, of shimmer, of recognition, line up. The seer looks across them. Looking is greeted by a sigh. Is it repudiation, resignation, despair or wistful pleasure? Of course, it’s impossible to say, unless you get closer, much, much closer, within better hearing distance, which really would be something.


  So, I did the impossible. I disregarded the maxim, even though I steadfastly believed its truth, and returned, but I came as an invader. I came with a mission, a mission to correct time. Looking across these waves then – hard to believe it was thirty-five years ago now – I remember saying, I was born here – uttering the phrase aloud with slow, mannered syllables, making that declaration of origin, of beginning, into something of a challenge: a challenge for me, certainly, but more specifically, a challenge for all those I had never really left behind.


  Of course, they would not have guessed I had any purpose at all, would not have imagined it even possible, though if they’d only had the skill to hear, the sea whispered the clue.


  
    *

  


  We usually ended up here. It was one of Abby’s favourite places, not the only one, but special. Not that she ever felt particularly safe here, the beach is too exposed for that to be the case, but it’s such an ugly shoreline very few people ever ventured here.


  It is one long expanse that stretches in either direction like a long straight road. A narrow stretch of shingle attaches to a filthy strip of sand. Where we went – because that’s where the interior quarry rail-line joined the coastal rail-line – there is a great bowl of rocks and rock-pools where we often watched giant crabs scuttle for shelter. It looks like the archaeological remains of an amphitheatre. The sand is corrugated and dark, flecked with coal dust. The shingle has lines of seaweed and flotsam.


  The short tract of land on the seaward side of the coastal rail-track is composed of sand-dunes and tough scrub. It isn’t difficult jumping down onto the shingle from it, but climbing back can be fraught. The bank is at least five feet high and has only been worn away into pathways in a couple of places, and they are forever collapsing or filling with rubbish.


  The litter used to bother Abby. I don’t know that it was because she was a tidy person; such notions didn’t exist then, not around the dilapidated little farmsteads we understood as home. I think it was more the fact the litter was so outlandish. It suggested a life going on somewhere completely alien and hidden to us. The fact that that life was vulgar in some way we never questioned for a moment. Why an empty plastic barrel should announce such a thing I don’t suppose I will ever understand; but understanding is so often like that, intuitive and prejudiced.


  Of course we knew what attracted her, the roar that signalled her, and the persistence that guided her. It was the sea. That thing that was moving, writhing, sounding from some indefinable depth, spelling out her name, the only name she would have for herself.


  Name, hers, E.


  
    *

  


  By the time Martha rescinded her claim Harold and Agnes were two children better off with another on the way and so were not best pleased to be landed with a deaf-mute, particularly one so reviled by the matriarch. Once the realisation hit home that her secrets had fallen on such infertile ground Martha was consumed by rage. When the nurse came round to confirm in her most diplomatic, concerned tones what was patently obvious to everyone, that Abby had never heard a single word of the family saga and was not ever remotely likely to repeat them, Martha flew into a fit of temper and flung her entertaining cups – the ones with saucers, produced for the nurse’s benefit – right across the room, fortunately before any tea had been poured.


  She went on to lash at everything within reach, condemning a tongue in brine she was pressing and a flank of bacon she was about to hang to the green flags of the kitchen floor. At first the nurse tried to reason with her, ridiculously pointing out the obvious that it must have been something of a shock. With that Martha rounded on the messenger and glared at her as if it were all her fault. The nurse found Martha’s close attention more frightening than her previous eruption. She began to excuse herself, saying she had a number of visits to see to, she was also in the middle of immunisations, but promised that the doctor would call and someone from education, but she had only just begun to button her coat when the matriarch screamed at her to get out. The nurse defended her dignity for just a few seconds more, but as that merely resulted in a barrage of the previous injunction, she decided it was better to beat a hasty retreat without another word, leaving the child to the fury of the woman who had claimed her.


  For a while Martha simply gazed at the back of the door through which the nurse had gone, and then slowly she rounded on Abby. Her eyes burnt with hatred. Her expression suggested betrayal. Abby had simply viewed the scene with amusement, tickled by the nurse’s embarrassment, fleeting pluck and then hasty retreat. She had seen it all before. The matriarch was renowned for her temper. She had seen worse when Martha claimed Harrison the butcher was trying to undercut her, or Addison was overcharging for the use of his boar, but she had never experienced it. Martha had treated her like a favoured pet, something to stroke and feed with occasional tid-bits, though she was never unduly pampered. She had certainly never seen Martha eye her like that before, with malice and distaste.


  Instinctively Abby backed away, aware that something had irrevocably changed in her master’s manner. At that movement Martha smiled vindictively. She began to mouth things towards Abby, things she now knew the child couldn’t hear, couldn’t interpret. In all likelihood it was yet another family secret, possibly something very near to Martha herself, something very near indeed, but she was no longer gloating, pleased with herself for confessing to an infant, but tormenting herself with it. – Was that the insult, the complaint, that the child had made a fool of her and her confessional game? Or was it altogether blander than that? – As she began to mouth at her, mixing her last confession with threats and expletives, Abby scurried across the floor trying to find some place of safety in the kitchen.


  She had found safe havens there before. Her memory was full of them. There was the space between the back of the small horsehair settee and the wall with the embossed flowers. There was only room enough for her to crawl in and no space to move, so she simply lay there, often with her eyes closed, touching the flowers, inhaling the dank rug that covered that half of the room, feeling the coarseness of the cloth of the settee against her. She didn’t daydream there, didn’t imagine vast open spaces, plateaux with sunshine, but was content in the confinement as it was.


  It was the same in the lid of the enormous Singer sewing machine the matriarch produced from time to time. Occasionally Abby sat in it and paddled as if it were a boat, an ancient wooden galleon paddled by hand, but the seas were always stormy and she invariably looked for a port, any creek or cove large enough for her vessel. More often than not, though, she twisted and contorted herself until she was entirely contained in the lid, and she liked nothing better than to be able to pull over a covering, a pillow-case or tea-towel, so she was completely hidden. She liked the fact that the light still came through so she could see her own snakelike shape, and she loved the sense of her own breathing, even and moist in the confined space.


  Indeed, the smaller the space the better. The matriarch often found her coiled around the bars of a stool or under a heap of sheets, her head under a pillow, her eyes peeping out now and again as if she were navigating some vehicle into ever narrower spaces. She imagined her bed was surrounded by four walls and she had to stay there forever, her food appearing mysteriously through a tiny hatch. She never thought for a second she might be bored, her imagination, which was as subterranean as her behaviour, would sustain her – which when the time came to need it, I hope it did, but by then the spaces she sought were far greater.


  Of course, no matter her contortionist’s acumen, her mole-like skill, she never uttered more than a syllable; purrs and grunts of delight or frustration depending on her level of achievement. So there is no reason that it should have come as such a shock to the matriarch when it was indicated and confirmed that Abby couldn’t speak because she couldn’t hear. After all she was five years old, in fact nearly six, when the nurse came to inform her of the outcome of the audiology tests they had conducted in the surgery. Martha had been against any investigation into Abby’s lack of speech, and had somehow managed to keep all professionals at bay. She told the health visitor, who insisted on it, that it was simply a matter of time. Harold had been a late speaker. All her children were slow off the mark – by which she was presumably claiming Abby, as she had no other child than Harold. The health visitor was not to be gainsaid. It didn’t matter that Martha lost her temper and accused her of being an interfering busybody, adding it was better before the war when people could get on with things themselves. The tests were carried out, the result scarcely in doubt. Abby was deaf and had not acquired speech. Perhaps the matriarch had simply refused to believe what was patently obvious, and thought as long as she could deny the evidence then everything would be all right. Her acquisition could remain her pet. The truth of it was presumably in the speech she made as she descended on Abby in that small kitchen, but Abby was never one to repeat that.


  Abby had managed to entangle herself amongst the legs of the table, but Martha seized her and dragged her out, and whilst holding her firmly with her left hand began slapping her with the right, across the buttocks and thighs, all the while ranting at her as if she had wilfully deceived her. All round the small kitchen she beat her, barging her into the furniture and the grate, so that her body would be bruised for weeks, and the only sounds Abby made were mute screams of incomprehension.


  Agnes was feeding chickens when Martha threw Abby across the yard, sending her skidding over the black cobbles towards the dung-heap, scattering the chickens as she did. Martha evidently thought it better to bring her to the rear of the house where there was less chance of the neighbours seeing – Harold having acquired all the land behind a small row of houses. Martha held herself upright and declared, as if she were personally accusing Agnes: ‘‘Your bitch is deaf.’’ When Agnes made no reply Martha marched up to her and glared at close quarters, repeating: ‘‘Did you hear me? Your bitch is deaf, a deaf-mute.’’ Agnes evidently didn’t know how to respond and simply stood there squinting at Martha as if the sun were blinding her, though in reality it was a dull, cloudy day, the cobbles beneath her feet covered over with a grimy patina of mud. Martha threw up her hands with impatience, and made to leave, but before she turned away Harold appeared on the steps. She didn’t hesitate but called to him with as much sarcasm as she could muster: ‘‘Your Shaughnessy woman has done you proud and spawned an imbecile, just like I told you, but you wouldn’t listen to me. Well, I hope you have the stomach for it, because I don’t.’’ Harold gazed with the same vagueness as had his wife, his expression denoting nothing of what he was thinking, except perhaps the fact that the matriarch didn’t frighten him, even if she had once. Infuriated by his silence Martha screamed: ‘‘I warned you, I wouldn’t care if I hadn’t warned you.’’ Harold gave a barely perceptible shrug, kicked his clogs against the frame of the door as if he needed to kick off mud, though he hadn’t made it into the yard, and disappeared back indoors. Martha rounded on Agnes, defying her to comment, then when Agnes said nothing, screwed up her face and said: ‘‘I thought not.’’ With that she took herself back out of the yard and was gone.


  Agnes wandered over and peered down at Abby as she lay hunched up, her clothes smeared with mud, chicken shit and corn. She held her head to one side, weighing her up, as if the idea that she couldn’t hear or speak was just too great for her to understand. Of course she was aware that her own father, Aidan, was partially deaf, but with him you wouldn’t know. He could speak and was certainly no imbecile. This was new, incomprehensible, not something she would have expected in her own child. She skewed her face, shrugged, turned away and continued to scatter corn for the reassembled chickens, leaving Abby to find her own way inside, which she instinctively realised had to be the case.


  After that Agnes took a shy, diffident approach to her, keeping her distance as if Abby was a possessed child, something to be wary of, her silence somehow devilish. It was the silence she found disturbing. She was certain something went on behind it, something deceitful, untrustworthy, something bad. Besides, as a woman who would have insisted she was as religious as the next person, though virtually never venturing into her church anymore, she assumed that if Abby’s silence itself wasn’t sinful, then it must at least be a punishment for something. She was far from clear in her own mind what the logic of that thought was, but wouldn’t have argued against some philosophical notion of perpetual return. The child was guilty of some crime, some sin, some tremendous wrongdoing committed in indeterminate time. The question for Agnes remained as to what she was still capable of.


  Harold took an altogether more forthright approach and decided to beat language into her, reasoning perhaps that if he made the assault loud enough she would surely hear. Agnes didn’t argue with Harold, but nevertheless found the beatings upsetting. So, with unusual sensitivity to his wife’s feelings, he took Abby outside into the yard, and on occasion into the pig-sheds, where he slapped her with both sides of his hands across her thighs and bare buttocks. There was no logic to the cause or frequency of these beatings, which resulted whenever Harold suspected some impertinence to her silence, to her refusal to hear.


  It was after one of his beatings that I found her by the shore nursing her wounds, sobbing, probably in time to the waves, with scarcely any volume or any demonstration. Up until that point we had been kept apart, Abigail Sempie, Judith Salt and Grace Powers. Grace appeared like a vision. I would have to admit that I was unnerved when she materialised out of the blue, just standing, looking on, someway along the shoreline. She was the first to speak, to sign. She raised her hand. Hello. Hello, welcome, don’t shun me. It was a benediction. We didn’t know sign, only Grace knew then, but, looking along the shore towards her, Abby tapped herself on the right shoulder with the tips of her fingers pressed together into a claw, indicating herself, then she groaned a single sound, a vowel. E. My name is E.


  
    *

  


  One sentence to describe us then, one sentence to denote who we were, who we are, but which is the topic, which the central theme, the driving concern? Well, here goes. Deaf children, three, girls, all born in the same village, in the same year, in the last and final year of the war, 1945. A miracle, a coincidence, an omen, a tragedy, a triumph? All of those, to different people, not all to all, but how is the conclusion of this cosmic configuration to be seen? Eclipse, luminosity, nimbus, corolla, glory? But then, who is to say? Who is to decide? Me? Martha Sempie? Harold Sempie? Agnes Sempie? Mr Drake? Deaf children, three, girls, born in the same village, in the last year of an appalling war. Miracle, coincidence, omen, tragedy, triumph? Let’s see, so few can hear.


  We called ourselves sisters. Grace was the first to say it. She approached Abby and handed her a small doll she had been indifferently carrying by its waist. At first Abby was hesitant, but then took it and held it as if it were a real baby. Grace screwed up her face at that. Abby’s tenderness was too serious, too maudlin, by far. For a moment Grace considered snatching back her bruised and battered offering, but then smiled and said she was Abby’s, indicating it, her open hands signalling the gift. Strangely enough, once the gift had been given Abby considered rejecting it. It clearly crossed her mind to throw the little doll across the sands, but just as her arm moved to eject it she stopped herself, and with an edge of defiance roughly pushed it closer into her chest. Grace mouthed her name. The doll was called Poppy. She let Abby know with great inflexions of her lips. Poppy, her name, the doll, the little pot thing with smudge marks and knotted hair. Abby understood but treated the information, the name, as if it were of no concern of hers, nevertheless she hugged the thing ever closer, but with deliberate petulance, and then it must have crossed her mind that she really should have responded in some way, so she looked up at Grace, who was still standing over her weighing up her handling of Poppy, and groaned her own name again, E, E like Pop-py.


  Grace screwed up her face again in a show of indignation and irritation and told Abby that she was Abigail, a Sempie, she knew about her. She turned to me and told me we would call her Abby. To underline the point, she looked down at Abby again and shouted it aloud, Abby, name, her. Abby replied that her name was E. Grace was satisfied, content it was the confirmation of what she had just said. With that confirmation she said we were like sisters.


  Sisters, three, deaf, Judith Salt, Grace Powers and Abigail Sempie, Abby. After that day on the beach when we found her, found each other, discovered her sobbing against the force of the waves, the day Grace named her for us, we always called her Abby, Abby with a pleading, questioning affection on the second syllable, and it seemed to please her, more often than not eliciting a groan of approval, the confirmation of, my name is E. It wouldn’t have crossed Grace’s mind or mine that we were claiming her, claiming her in the same way Martha had claimed her, naming her for something, naming her in the same way Poppy had been named, for pleasure and ownership. Poor little Poppy. She had been treated roughly, scolded every day of her life, until she was given to Abby and Abby cradled her, hugging her scruffy little figure to her with defiant affection. Grace couldn’t have predicted how much Abby would love stupid, little feckless Poppy, but she did, loved her without hesitation. What could Grace have been expected to predict, though, she was just a child, headstrong, determined and impatient, but still a child, as were her newly discovered sisters, children.


  Grace was perceptive though; we were sisters, sisters of a kind in so many ways, three similarly made but distinct patterns, three shades of deafness. Grace and Abby even looked alike, Grace being a tidy, well-groomed version of what Abby might be. The lines that made up Grace seemed more complete, more definite somehow, as if strength of personality was repeated in physical outlines. Even her colour was more striking. Of course, her clothes were so much brighter than Abby’s, brighter than mine, and her skin took on the sheen of her red checked pinafore, her face suffused with the tone. Abby was simply drab, her features washed of colour, her hair untidily swept across her head, her dress too large, hanging crookedly from her shoulders. Martha had kept her but never preened her. It is unlikely Martha would have known how. There was a quality about Martha that was neither masculine nor feminine but an aggregate of both, making something new, not asexual but hermaphroditic, epicene. She had never given any thought to the bringing up of a young girl, the only issue being possession. Abby might as well have been a species of chicken or pig. It was all the same to Martha. Harold and Agnes had not seen fit to improve on that.


  Funnily enough, although I had as much in common with Abby and Grace as they did with each other, I looked nothing like them. I was already noticeably taller, and even then stiffer, with my plumb-line back, and my propensity to purse my lips and screw up my eyes, and whereas they were fair with smooth skin, albeit one pink and one drained, I was dark, my skin mottled, its surface rough and blemished. I felt older than my sisters, even then, felt a responsibility for Grace’s playfulness and impatience, and Abby’s desire for confined spaces. I was the big one, awkward and exposed, but with enough physical strength to stand up for myself, for them, to some extent anyway. Isn’t that how sisters are though, no matter how close, particularly when there are three, two alike, one different, one the elder.


  It wasn’t surprising that we were related, everyone in the village seemed to be related in one way or another, there wasn’t enough population for it to be otherwise, and it was rare that anyone travelled, not then, except in desperate circumstances, which meant unemployment or homo„sexuality, never simply boredom. The village was a mile from the coast, one of a number of small hamlets, made up of farmsteads and terraced houses, ex-mining houses when the coast was pitted with coal and iron-ore mines and quarries, and on the fringes estates of post-war prefabricated houses which, despite their oddity, we took for granted. The prefabs meant nothing to us, nor did the disused railway escarpments, the spoil banks, the flooded workings, the tumbledown red brick walls that criss-crossed the countryside. They had always been there. It didn’t mean anything. Nor did the fact that we had been kept apart; but we found each other out and discovered we were sisters of a kind.


  My mother, Flora, was a Sempie. Her grandfather Jim Sempie and Martha’s father, Wilfred, were brothers. We didn’t know what that made us except sisters. Grace Powers’ grandmother, Nora, was a Shaughnessy. Nora’s brother, Aidan, was Abby’s grandfather, Agnes’ father. Again they didn’t know what that made them, but assumed it could only be sisters. Besides, Aidan was deaf, as was his Auntie Honor, as were Grace’s uncles Peter and Paul. – It was Aidan who taught Peter and Paul how to sign, then all three taught Grace, which was the only way it was taught then, through families, through clubs, then Grace taught us. – There was a lot of deafness in Grace’s family, but Grace hadn’t been born deaf. She had acquired it at some point in the few years leading to our discovery on the beach, as I had. It might have been scarlet fever, influenza, measles, no one said, not then. Perhaps we were ill at the same time, feverish together, dreaming vivid dreams – I remember a whole tribe on camels chasing me through a desert and my mother trying to hush me, not the camels, nor the men, but me, her frantic child, not realising that shouting out was for my own sake because that’s how it would have to be from then on, shouting to be heard. At least we could talk a bit, Grace and I, awkwardly and amateurish, and hear something, in fact, quite a bit, all told. We were Grade II deaf, but whether that was Grade IIa or Grade IIb was still to be discovered. Abby was Grade III deaf and had been from birth, but whether Grade III a, b or c, who could know? Of course, there was no deafness in the Sempie family, certainly none the matriarch would lay claim to, but then Abby’s grandfather was a Shaughnessy, a deaf Shaughnessy, deaf Aidan. Whether Aidan, Honor, Peter or Paul were born deaf or acquired it no one will ever be sure about. Certainly Martha detested the Shaughnessys, but that wasn’t because they were syphilitics or defectives – the way the deaf were usually seen – not that she ever claimed anyway.


  Chapter Two


  There was a tradition in the Shaughnessy family that Owen’s sister Moyna, Owen being Grace’s great-great-grandfather, had been the first victim of the Great Famine to be recorded as died of starvation. It was said how she bought a love-token, a charm of some kind, from a tinker man she called Panax. She confided in Owen that Panax had promised her that Michael Hoy couldn’t fail but love her. They were teenagers at the time. Owen himself went out onto the bog, but whether to chase the tinker man away or purchase his own token, his own charm, is no longer recounted. He remembered that the curlew and snipe were silent, and that he had never known silence like that before. He thought he saw the tinker man, someway in the distance, like a hunched monkey he said, described him, lolling off in the distance out of their lives.


  The next morning there was frost in July, a frost that wasn’t cold or crystal but powdery, forming a sheen on the potato leaves. Memory jumps then to the stink of rotten tubers. After that all the dreams of Panax were over. It didn’t matter anymore that Michael Hoy, handsome youth that he was, was the illegitimate child of Catherine Hoy, and that she had brought him up in the teeth of the most fierce opposition, shunned and excluded by unforgiving neighbours. Except, at the end, Owen remembers how a crowd went to feed them, but found they were already dead, and that someone else fell down beside them, relieved to have the permission to do so.


  Most people tried to sit it out, just waiting for the inevitable evictions when rents couldn’t be paid, but Owen decided that emigration was the only hope they had. He remembered Moyna’s reluctance and the terrible scene she made being taken away from Michael Hoy, the possibility of Michael Hoy, in a place that wouldn’t have allowed it anyway, and he could never remember it without, in his own mind, seeing her famished face with her thin lips, toothless mouth and purple gums, though he insisted to any audience that she was beautiful right to the last.


  She told Owen that Michael Hoy wasn’t dead, he was famished, and that wasn’t dying, it was a mistake. In the end she went with him, though. What choice did she have? There was no one else. On the road they passed bodies in the wayside, crystal ornamented bodies, frozen in brief time. From that time on Owen always maintained that wandering into the snow, into the cold, scarcely believing they would find the coast, was dying. Don’t look at me and believe I am not dead, he lectured two more generations, because I am, and I died in a place where there was food to feed them that had to be exported. He never said when Moyna died. The Shaughnessy myth was that she died en route and Owen carried her across his shoulders all the way to Wexford where a coroner registered that she had died of starvation, not disease but hunger.


  There was a scene in the snow that Owen kept to himself for most of his life, only telling his daughter Honor, whom he claimed was the image of Moyna, when he was dying himself. At the point when Moyna was certain she could go no farther she started cursing, swearing and blaspheming, then moaned and cried without ceasing that Michael Hoy had never made love to her, that no man had ever made love to her. She then ripped at her clothes, which were little more than rags anyway, and revealed her shrunken, wizened breasts and her childlike hairless sex, after which, she refused to cover herself, her rage never allayed.


  Whether it points to a cruel streak in Owen to have divulged the secret to Honor is not part of the Shaughnessy myth, because history would have it that Honor was a virgin, a deaf virgin, at the time, though Martha did scoff at the notion of any Shaughnessy being pure, even their imbeciles.


  Owen Shaughnessy in England didn’t exactly prosper but survived, though as everything is relative, survival to Owen seemed profound. He stayed in Liverpool for a while and considered America, but couldn’t face the prospect of another voyage with a boat full of corpses. In the end he drifted north with a group of farm labourers, who dwindled en route until he found himself alone at the extremity, the North West Cumberland coast. They were still digging iron-ore in bell-pits at the time, then taking it up into the nearby fells for smelting. He met Eistir and decided to stay. Eistir’s family worked in the nearby coal mines in Whitehaven.


  Nothing much was said about Eistir’s family, other than they found themselves in England in the hold of a coal-boat. Owen said she was a more sophisticated person than he was and even knew Dublin very well, though he never explained how. She died whilst Honor, their third child, was still young, there being something of a gap between Honor and her brothers, Dermot and Edward, called Ed.


  Apparently, before Eistir’s death Owen was quite a grim, humourless man but afterwards became quite the opposite. Of course he was drinking by then. At the time she died he had already finished with the mines and had been renting a small plot for a few years, having previously been forced to move his family on three separate occasions when the mines laid people off. As his drinking worsened and his health deteriorated Dermot, Edward and Honor kept it going. By the time he was ready to admit to Honor, his deaf child, how Moyna had died half-naked, completely starved, he was considered a bit gaga. After all, what was the sense in confessing to Honor? Except, of course, Honor was a marvellous lip-reader and wonderful signer, which she had learnt before oral education was made compulsory in 1893, by which time she was already twenty-three.


  When Dermot married, another coal-boat migrant like his mother called Maura, Ed and Honor stayed on. Obviously Honor was deaf and didn’t have an opportunity to leave and Ed was either simple or lazy. Given the scale of the house it was evidently a crush when Nora, Christian and Aidan were born, once again the third child being deaf. Presumably Honor taught Aidan to sign because he could certainly do it, though there is no account of Aidan sharing any of his newfangled oral education with her, in fact it is very unclear whether Aidan had any schooling at all.


  Martha was surprisingly diffident in complaining about Aidan, her future daughter-in-law’s father, though for some reason no one could fathom was quick to brand his eventual wife, Hazel, little better than a whore, pronouncing it so that it rhymed with sewer. Nora, though, Aidan’s sister she hated absolutely.


  I learnt all of this later, not when we were kids, sisters, working out who we were, what our sisterly ties amounted to. I was a woman before I realised I had to confront that hatred, though even when we were just kids it was obvious she did hate them, despite her insistence that she had nothing against them, certainly not for being Catholic – an irrelevance above all other irrelevancies, she said – claiming she simply didn’t want them as her neighbours.


  As far as she was concerned the Shaughnessys were from somewhere else. It didn’t matter where. The difference was what mattered. The problem was they were making here there, stamping themselves on everything. Honor with her quiet devotional ways symbolised the complaint. She was so childlike in her submission to the practice of her faith she was altogether in her own world, devoid entirely of nostalgia or regret for any other. There could be no real telling where she came from because her reality was always the here and now. In truth it wasn’t God who was with her, who was altogether too great an idea for her to comprehend, but candles, saints, the altar – trappings.


  Of course, Martha refused to concede that Honor wasn’t actually from anywhere, but lived in the village in which she was born. Nor would she concede that Honor could be anything but a simpleton, an imbecile, despite having never made any attempt to really know her. Honor’s only saving grace was that she hadn’t married, because as Martha proclaimed it, her sort should never be allowed to marry, never bear children, then as if to excuse Aidan blame of that indiscretion added, certainly not with each other, anyway.


  
    *

  


  With Poppy held firmly, if roughly, in her arms Abby watched the tide close in, green, turquoise, with filthy cream streamers, the wind blustering across the coal pocked sands. She felt exquisitely alone, triumphant, released, though none of those words would have come naturally to her. The only natural word would have been no word at all – a groan, a groan of recognition, a groan of non-recognition. She had an undisclosed knack, call it a talent, for ambiguity. It was the essence of her charm.


  After that we always knew there was a place to find her. She had discovered her element. She was drawn by depth and weight and farther still by the defining and containing horizon. It all rose in her mind from below and formed itself into a note, a voice and ultimately a vision. She lived between pig-shed and shingle, between punishment and pleasure, and the mid-ground was a sequence of discovered confinements. We were all to learn more as time progressed.


  We never realised at first, even though we were sisters, that she could hear the sea, at least its floor, the lowest notes it could sound. We had no inkling that it called her name.


  The frustration was that it sounded from such a depth, the tragedy that it called to her more and more, time after time.


  It is certainly the persistence of time that brings me back here, having served my time, my long hours in so many hallways, work-rooms, behind locked doors, each space as absurd as the one before. In time everything returns, though never the same, never freely, always with intent, as I have returned, as I returned, with the certainty that someone was to die, something I felt, sensed, as only someone with a special sense could, because reading time is a special sense, very special indeed.


  
    *

  


  My name is Judith Salt. I am sixty years old. My hair is dyed supposedly pale russet-brown, but tends to have a copper, metallic, unnatural sheen. I have been advised by my hairdresser, who is an incredibly talkative young woman who seems to find the greatest pleasure in the minor skirmishes of life, to soak it with avocado and vegetable oil, which she reliably informs me will bring back the natural tint, texture and shine. She assures me that thirty minutes soaking is enough, followed by thorough washing of course; but my natural tint is grey, my natural texture like wire, and I have no recollection of shine, so I politely decline her well-meant suggestion.


  Standing on this shore it is something of a relief to bring her to mind, visualise her posturing around me, talking to my reflection in the mirror, though well aware of her own alluring presence in the glass, generously listing the options for new styles, new images, a new me. I know what she’s getting at, what she means without actually saying it. Why don’t I hide my hearing aid? Why do I simply sweep back the hair from my face into a neat little bun? As she says, there are so many possibilities.


  I listen appreciatively and even smile from time to time, warmly, without pique or embarrassment, as if to say, no it’s just not me, and all the time I watch as she sweeps back each strand from my face and think, it doesn’t matter, I have worn much worse, a small behind the ear device is really nothing at all and, after all, wouldn’t I be something of a let-down if I started hiding it now? My God, what would Donald’s face look like, knowing I had listened so quietly to such beauty tips? Even after all these years – can it be so many? – I can hear the storm of rage.


  It is almost comical letting it wend and knot itself with the waves. The waves are so simply suggestive of time, and yet also of time’s opposite. That is such a pleasing thought.


  I am sixty years old. I have been deaf since I was four or there about – scarlet fever, influenza, measles, I don’t know which, no one said. I have hidden it, hated it, denied it, hugged it, loved it. I have never been without an opinion. I still have an opinion.


  I smile at my hairdresser, who really is so vivacious and lovely in a clumsy, informal way, with her blond and black hair cut so waywardly around her head that it always brings to mind a cactus, which isn’t fair on her at all. I think I get my hair trimmed so regularly simply to enjoy her company, her brazen certainty and her ridiculous incredulity. Why should I abuse her? Besides she is so gentle as she eases the comb behind my ear, around my aid, as if she were afraid of hurting me, which is misguided, but kind. Really I would like her to be rougher. I like my face pulled slightly tauter than it is.


  To be honest, I don’t think my face has ever looked better. I am obviously thin enough for its natural shape to emerge without looking ill and skeletal. The cheekbones are smooth and look almost polished beneath the somewhat reptilian eyes. I suppose I look as if I have had a face job, but I haven’t. I am lucky though. I smoked far too much as a young woman. I guess that accounts for the yellow, mahogany tint the skin has, but at least it hasn’t wrinkled up like most. Maybe I gave up in time. Funny but I never missed it. Absurd that I should ever have started, but people did then, started things they couldn’t easily stop, though we didn’t call ourselves addicts, or even consider there might be a problem. Funny how easily everyone forgave themselves.


  I was still smoking the last time I was here. In fact, I was frankly chain-smoking. In my memory I see myself calmly taking a cigarette from the pack – I smoked Rothmans in those days – and putting it to my lips so slowly and thoughtfully that the whole process is charged with deliberation. I strike a match – always matches never a lighter – and guard it from the wind, then inhale so deeply that it feels like drawing a life breath. The mind reels with it. I am capable of anything. I can kill what it is necessary to kill. I can stand up for my moral right. To hell with it! If there was a God he left us to it when we took to residing in caves. Besides, the existence of evil doesn’t assume the necessity of its opposite. So, I had few qualms. I had to be right, though. I had to work it out.


  Donald was always trying to get me to quit. I knew I should have. I was pregnant for God’s sake, but then no one stopped smoking because they were pregnant, not then. I don’t know if it was the baby that prompted him. I can’t remember that. I just remember his attempt to smile as if I were being a stubborn teenager, though behind that easy gesture I knew there was real anger. Donald was always smiling and angry. It was a disastrous combination really. I don’t mean angry over smoking, but angry over everything, everything and anything that didn’t fit with how he wanted things to seem, and I believe it was the seeming that mattered, the surface of things, the bright shiny outside of existence.


  I had already been living in London for almost five years when we met. I was seeing someone called Michael at the time, a well-meaning, churchgoing boy who collected for Christian Aid and took me to church dances in a large basement hall in Somers Town where I was noticeably made to feel welcome. The small world of Christian charity throws wide its arms to all who are heavily burdened. Of course the very welcome points to your difference, points to the fact that you are being owned.


  It gives me goose-bumps now to think I finished with Michael because of Donald. It stands for something, even if it is only prestige. That Michael was hurt doesn’t subtract from that. – Was he hurt because he couldn’t even keep hold of a poor little deaf girl, or because his charity was found wanting? Or am I being deliberately uncharitable and he was hurt as a human being can be, as human beings learn to be, let down, disillusioned, betrayed. What would we ever feel without our knowledge of suffering?


  I felt physically sick at those dances. He thought I was shy and nervous. On the contrary, I was overconfident. One of the many things I believe is that there is an absolute lack of separation between mind and body. I suffered from nausea because of the overfullness of mental capacity. I still suffer from bouts of nausea, nausea being far worse than actually vomiting, but perhaps not with the frequency I once did.


  I was living in a rented room in a house in Camden Town, sharing with a midwife and a nun. They were good women. On the night I moved in I wrote on a piece of paper: Tonight as I lie down to sleep I have never been happier. I had eaten fish and chips and drunk a couple of glasses of London Gin. I slipped the piece of paper inside the lining of my suitcase. I still have it to this day. Tonight as I lie down to sleep I have never been happier. Such an amazing sentiment really. It points to the ability to sleep – with or without the assistance of London Gin – and to the ability to feel at peace, not removed from life, but as a participant, a willing traveller.


  Of course, it also points to a past where such a feeling of excursion was impossible, points to the stunning panic of childhood, the abysmal hours of its unwinding filled with the filthy images of Victorian and Edwardian sentimentality. Nothing quite provokes nausea as much as those horrible colour plates in children’s nursery rhyme books. There is nothing I hate more – unless, it is childhood itself, anybody’s, everybody’s.


  I would like to kill it, but then resurrect it, see it live in exactly the same sentimental plate. After all, I was pregnant, stuffed with the happiness of Donald’s child, possessed of the genes of Donald’s dark brooding, and my own fiery, quiet temper.


  Did Donald ever realise how much I detested nursery rhymes?


  He came from a solid Scottish Presbyterian background, which maybe didn’t take nursery rhymes quite so seriously. He spoke about his parents, his life in Argyll, with fondness and regret, his regret one of disappointment and anger rather than nostalgia. He was always at war with himself, contradicting himself. His father was at once sincere and sham, too easily instilled in the Calvinist dogma that there was no salvation outside the church, yet principled, holding an idea that went with the name, McCloud: his mother, a nurturing compromise of pleasure and virtue, a person constituted by time and place, yet befitting it. History had made them, and they knew it, trusted it and bequeathed it, but the younger son needed to disclaim it, Donald’s elder brother staying put whereas he had to go.


  Donald didn’t know what to make of my assertion that my family believed in nothing, nothing except perhaps a permanent present, time fixed forever and ever, recounting the same stories day after day. He would insult me with his mother’s reading – how many books a week was it? – and his father’s speeches and maxims, such as the whole world’s inability to hold the stick by the thick end. What did I have to put up against that?


  My name is Judith Salt. My father is Robert Salt, an iron-ore miner who worked permanent nights in a paper-mill when the mines closed in the early seventies. My mother’s boast was that her man never drew the dole. There is contempt for existence itself in that assertion. There is no salvation outside survival. There is no past or future, just an endless struggle with time present. My mother would have been ashamed of anything else, the same way she would have been ashamed of love, the same way she would have been ashamed of any sentiment other than contempt for those who drew any sort of dole.


  Not that she was ashamed of me. I was like the mine, the paper-mill, or the thermometer factory where she worked, another factor of the permanent present, simply her disabled offspring on whose part she was never angry, down-trodden or in love – nothing to resist, nothing to condemn, nothing for which to hope, nothing to stand up for. I was another of the life events that you just had to get on with, though I suspect there was an inkling of pride in her ability to say such a thing, another version of never drawing the dole; after all she was a Sempie, Flora Sempie, she couldn’t help but be proud.


  Donald didn’t believe it. I was overdoing it, the primitive world from which I had fled to eventually lay down to sleep happier than I had ever been; but then, he didn’t trust anything. He certainly didn’t trust my happiness, and never trusted his own. I have to take much of the blame for that. At first I refused to believe. I berated myself, devalued myself – though I never meant a word. I openly declared my doubt and distrust of his wanting to date a deaf girl. It wasn’t about the ears at all, though. In fact the ears were attractive in their own way, not too large, nicely hugging the side of the head. It was the face, the plumb-line stance, the whole essence of Judith Salt, clerical assistant in a social services office, fulfilling the 3% rule of disabled staff, the whole essence that I had learnt to love and hate, pity and revile, respect and reject.


  You don’t love me, I accused him, immediately regretting the use of the word, the presumption of it, the scale of it, wishing I had said something else. Of course if I had said, you don’t care for me, he would have flashed me his impatient, energetic look and told me plainly that I wasn’t a candidate for care. I was relentless though, picking up his unguarded looks, the expression of wistfulness, pleasure, pride. You don’t love me, I’d say, you love some ridiculous image you have of yourself. I cast him in the role of twisted, holy pervert, his martyrdom my deafness.


  He could see through me though, but then, he was a radiologist. He worked in the basement of small hospital on Hampstead Road. He complained of never seeing the daylight, of not knowing one season to the next. Sometimes he would rant about it, but I never believed it. He wanted to be in a small space complaining about the urge to a wider world. He was domestic and conservative, but couldn’t bear that in himself, couldn’t bear to be seen in that light. When I said the only reason he wanted me was for the conspicuous fact of my hearing, he looked me over with his eyes as only a radiologist could, boring right through the skin, right through soft tissue and flab, to the naked core, the grey bone, and uttered: But you love me pitying you, though I don’t, not for a second.


  The trouble was, his great flaw, his human reversal of fortune, was that he did pity, pitied greatly. In fact he was worn-out by pity. I remember on one occasion sitting in a café with him when he couldn’t eat, and finally had to give up and leave, because on the next table there was a man with an almighty tic and twisted face who kept letting morsels of food drop from his slack lips. There was no way Donald left because he was in any way offended or disgusted. His pity drove him away. The radiologist wanted the world to be a beautiful place for all of its teeming life, but as that struck him as impossible he instead chose to hate it.


  Pity like that stinks of bigotry.


  He took my head between his large, yet sensitive hands, making sure his great fleshy fingers hugged my hearing aid and said: You have to let me in, trust me, believe me.


  And then there was the baby. It took away all the other questions and concerns, such as: why he didn’t turn up for days and when he did was so morose and timid? Why he had so many nightmares, shouting aloud in the night and waking panicked, insisting the next day that he couldn’t recall a thing? Why he drunk quite so much, helping himself to copious amounts of my London Gin? Why he was so flirtatious with the midwife and the nun? They all vanished away, sucked up into the one great question: Will this child be deaf?


  But you weren’t born deaf, he said, reminding himself, reassuring himself, convincing himself. Nor was one of my sisters, I replied, teasing him with it, taunting him, but the other was. There was a great deal of deafness in my family.


  I believe I wanted him to say, get rid of it, get rid of his own child taking form within me, the radiologist who couldn’t examine it in its amniotic pool and shout at it to see if it would turn its head or not. I wanted him not to want it, to reject that portion of himself, to give up and deny his enormous pity. I know I wanted it.


  Why else would I have crawled over him, naked, the child yet hidden, tiny in the womb, and licked his easily masculine body, his solid, down enriched body, from belly to chest to neck to earlobe then whispered, as if it were an intimacy, a secret sexual desire: Of course, it might not be able to hear; then immediately deserted him, my lips wrapping around his penis, surprising him, shocking him, providing him with dubious pleasure?
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