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A high cliff ran along the deep water of the cove,
the sea gently rising and falling on the craggy wall, sunlight
reflecting in moving webs over the rock face and a tuft of grass
along the edge—the farthest reach of Sheighly’s paddock. He’d
lost more than one cow off that cliff. He wondered if those fallen
heifers didn’t somehow explain the docile, bovine-mannered
seals. After all, drown fishermen were said to become seal people,
so why not drown cows?

Bother that, Sheighly thought; I’ve work to do. Can’t stand
here all day gazing at the sea. But he remained a minute more,
watching the gentle rise and fall, the easy undulation of the clear
water and the light dappling the wall. The cliff curved along,
bordering the cove and extending seaward, crumbling down to
a mass of rocks at the point. Even today, with the sea running
smooth and blue clear to the horizon, it thrashed and boomed
off the rocks, the larger surges cresting and rolling along the
broken jumble into the cove.

He’d see them every so often paddling the deep water of
the cove, paddling some form of boat—surfing boards they were
called—more in the water than out of it. Black rubber suits like
sealskins, they wore. And they paddled and paddled, making the
point after a time then sitting on their tiny boats, the surfing
boards, and waiting. Waiting for the surge that crested and
rolled—then magnificent—like riding the back of a dolphin, up!
up they went to their feet and rode the swell. Something kingly
in that, that standing upon the sea and riding.

Sheighly turned and started across the paddock, the rolling
hills deep green in the distance and misty higher up where the
mountain rose. He walked to the cottage. Another spot of tea,
he thought, then the fence. The red paint of the door had flaked
off in long strips revealing the faded paint of years past. Sheighly
left the door open to the sea air that mixed now with cow dung
and the smell of rust and oil. He opened the door of the stove
to stir-up the coals and add tender to the flame for the water.

On the other side of the room, Sheighly’s mother struggled
to push herself up in her bed. “Better to use the plug-in kettle,
Thomas,” she said, “you’ll make too much smoke with the
stove, dear.”

“So you’re awake?” Sheighly asked. He stirred the coals in
the stove, stood up and filled the kettle at the sink, then plugged
it in. “A cup for you, Mother?”

“Ta,” she said, easing herself back down. “Close the door
son,” she said, looking at the ceiling. 

“It’s too close in here, Mother,” Sheighly said, “the air’ll
do you good.”

“I know what’ll do me good,” the old woman said, irritated.
“Just shut the blessed door.”

As he swung the cottage door closed, Sheighly caught a
glimpse of Mara Martinson coming down the road. “You’ll
excuse me please, Mother,” he said and stepped outside.

“What about the tea, Thomas?” Sheighly’s mother cried
as the door latched shut behind him.
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He walked across the muddy yard to the picket gate,
opened it, and leaned against the post and put his hand in
his pocket. Sheighly inspected the sole of his gumboot, then
looked up and combed his hair over with his fingers as she
approached. “Hello, Mara,” he said a little too loudly, “beautiful
day, isn’t it?”

Mara stopped and shaded her eyes to inspect the morning
sun. She tucked a strand of fine black hair behind her ear and
replied, “Yes, Mr. Sheighly, ’tis a beautiful day.” She nodded as
if confirming the fact. “A beautiful day indeed,” she said, then
smiled briefly, turned, and walked on. 

Sheighly watched her long strides, her gray flannel trousers
and black sweater trim about her waist. He watched her, then
closed the gate and walked back inside. The kettle was whistling
vehemently.

“The tea, Thomas!” his mother exclaimed.
“Yes, Mother,” Sheighly said as he flicked the switch on

the kettle. He rinsed the pot and packed tea in the strainer,
leaning toward the dingy kitchen window to look down the
road after Mara.

“Who was that, Thomas?” his mother asked as he
brought the tea—one spoonful sugar, just a splash of cream.

Sheighly reached behind his mother and pulled her up
with a hand between her shoulder blades. “Mara Martinson,” he
told her as he adjusted her pillows and settled her back down,
catching the smell of her having been too long in her bed. 

“Ask her for tea,” Sheighly’s mother suggested.
Sheighly took a sip. “She’s gone,” he said.
“She’s a lovely girl as I recall.” The old woman lipped the

rim of her cup tentatively, like a horse feeling a hand. She slurped
her tea and said, “Oh, that is good dear, thank you.” She handed
her cup to him and Sheighly pushed some of her medicine
bottles aside to place it on the bedside table.

He took two long sips of tea then placed his cup on the
tray and stood up.

“Do you fancy her?” his mother asked.
Sheighly brought the tea service to the sink and put the

cream in the refrigerator next to other bottles of medication.
He placed the sugar bowl on the counter.

“She was walking by Ma,” Sheighly said, shrugging his
shoulders, “that’s all.”

“Oh, Thomas,” she sighed. 
“I’ve work to do Ma,” Sheighly said and walked over and

kissed his mother on the forehead. “I’ll see you a little later.”

The posts had rotted in the muck of the paddock.
Sheighly broke them off at ground level and used pliers to
pull the nails that secured the galvanized fencing. He then
worked three new holes with the post digger. Each cut with
the diggers brought up a large clump of heavy, wet earth that
Sheighly had to work free with his gumboot, then kick aside,
only to strike again with the double handles. He shed his
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sweater and draped it over the part of the fence that was still
standing. The work pulled at the backs of his arms and at his
shoulders; his dungarees were muddied all down the front. 

The heifers wandered over, mooing-out a lazy greeting.
Sheighly set the first post and backfilled with the mud and rocks
he’d dug. “Hello, girls,” he said, wiping his brow with his forearm.
One of the cows bellowed at him.

“Yes, Nancy, I know. You want love in your life.” Sheighly
stomped at the base of the post then bent to pick up the next
one. He cradled it in his arms and dumped it in the second
hole and began backfilling. “I’d like to have someone to stand
with in the paddock too,” he said to the cow as he shoveled
mud and rocks into the hole. 

He thought of Mara, her business-like “beautiful day
indeed,” hale and hearty like one crofter to the next, and of
himself—paralyzed, transfixed. I spoke to her at least, he told
himself, said beautiful day, isn’t it?

“Idiot,” he said, grunting as he stamped the earth. 
A lovely girl, his mother had said.
“Lovely,” Sheighly said, bending down to pick up the

next post.
Afterward, when he’d re-stretched the fencing and

hammered the nails back in place, Sheighly retrieved his sweater
and walked across the paddock. When he reached the cliff, he
sat down and let his legs dangle over the edge. Although the
wind blew stiffly out to sea, the water of the cove stayed smooth
with just the slightest ruffle in the lee of the high, protective
cliff. Sheighly leaned onto his hip and fished his tobacco out of
his pocket. He took a pinch and sprinkled it into the hammock
of a rolling paper cradled between his thumb and first finger. It
took two tries, shoulders hunched against the wind, for Sheighly
to light his cigarette. He took a deep drag and spit bits of tobacco
from his lips and regarded the cove anew, as if he may have
missed something in the minute it took to construct his smoke.

And there was something new. Two of them, the lads with
the small boats—the surfing boards—were paddling across the
cove, pulling steadily through the slate-like water toward the
point. Sheighly smoked and watched. When they reached the
point the surfers sat up on their boards, one fellow spotted
Sheighly and waved. Sheighly placed his cigarette between his
lips and waved back, smoke swirling up into his eyes. A swell
rose before them and the surfers paddled farther out. One of
them turned and caught it. He skimmed the surface like a bird

it seemed to Sheighly, arms outstretched, banking and dropping
down and banking again. The surfer rode almost all the way
across the cove and Sheighly shook his head slowly and smiled,
stretching his hand out like a surfboard cutting across the water.

He finished his cigarette, flicked the end and watched the
ember sail down to the water below. He gave the surfer who’d
just gotten the ride a thumbs-up sign. The surfer lifted his hand
above his head and kept paddling back to the point. Sheighly
turned and looked back across the paddock. He saw the tool
shed on the first rise then turned again to face the ocean. The
surfer was approaching his partner at the point and he sat up
on his surfboard, looking seaward. Sheighly watched them a
minute more then stood and walked to the shed.

Once at the open door, he peered into the gloom. His
father’s curragh lay on its gunwale—the oars, nets, and lobster
pots stacked along the hull unused these five years. Sheighly
spit on the floor and wiped his mouth. 

“Nothing between you and eternity but that stretched hide,
Da,” Sheighly said, patting the drum-like skin of the hull. A
bicycle leaned against the stone foundation wall and Sheighly
reached for it and hefted it over the curragh, catching the fender
on a coil of line. He yanked on the bike and cursed under his
breath to work it free. He found a rag and wiped the cobwebs
from the spokes and pedals, then oiled the chain and lowered
the seat. He found the pump and inflated the tires.

A stiff wind cut down from the mountain making the gate
clack against its hasp. Sheighly looked out from the doorway
of the shed. He squinted and regarded the cottage just across
the yard, the hills and the mountain beyond. Sheighly went back
inside and wheeled the bike out and leaned it against the wall
of the shed. It was in better shape, now that he’d oiled and wiped
it down, than he remembered. He reached down and tucked
the cuff of his dungarees deeper into his boots, then pushed
the bike across the yard to the gate.

Sheighly stood on Caffey Road holding the bike by its
handlebars, the wind tousling his hair. He squeezed the hand
brakes and swung his leg over the seat, then rode in a slow circle
testing the levers and cables. He glanced at the cottage then
pointed the bike downhill and pedaled with the inexorable
pull of gravity, feeling the steady acceleration. It wasn’t a
particularly steep grade and Sheighly pedaled hard then coasted,
the bearings in the back wheel making a precise, mechanical
buzz as he leaned into the first turn. A white-capped swath of
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ocean came into view and Sheighly felt his weight sink into the
springs of the old leather bike seat. He grinned and tightened
his grip on the handlebars. The road dipped steeply out of the
second curve and Sheighly crouched behind the handlebars,
tree branches blurring overhead, his shirt whipping like a
flag. He shot across the level blacktop at the bottom of the
hill and sat up in the seat with tears streaming from his eyes
with the wind, the speed tapering off.

Up ahead he saw Mara Martinson coming back from
wherever it was that she was going when he’d seen her earlier.
Shielghly eased the brakes on and they squealed like pigs at
slaughter.

“Hello, Mara!” he called, as he neared.
“Mr. Sheighly,” Mara said evenly.
He brought the bike to a stop in front of her and wiped

the tears from his cheeks with the backs of his hands. “That’s
a steep hill there,” he said, still breathing heavily from his
ride. “May I join you?” he asked.

“I believe we’re going in opposite directions, Mr. Sheighly,”
Mara said.

“Oh, no, Mara,” Sheighly told her. “No, I’m just giving this
old bike a bit of a test run—now it’s back up the hill.”

“All right then,” Mara replied and Sheighly got off his bike
and pushed it as he walked next to her.

They paused at the top of the steep hill. Neither of them
had spoken in the few minutes it took to reach that spot and
Sheighly said finally, “I notice that you walk to town each day.”

Mara looked down the hill in the direction they’d come.
“Yes, Mr. Sheighly, I do,” she said.

“Well, it occurred to me, Mara,” Sheighly said, “that with
your walking this road each day and with me just staying on the
farm, well it occurred to me that my father’s bicycle here, God
rest him, just sits unused. I thought that you might be able to use
it for your travels to and fro, I mean, to make your trip easier.”

Mara regarded Sheighly, the lids of her eyes pinching
slightly in appraisal of the offer. They started walking again
and continued for a time, as before, without speaking.

“I’ll have cleaned her up a bit, oiled and adjusted and what
not,” Sheighly said. “I thought, I mean it occurred to me, Mara,
that it might be a help to you.” The fence and shed at Sheighly’s
place appeared around the next bend.

“How is your mother, Mr. Sheighly?” Mara asked, running
her fingers over her ear to tuck her hair back.

A pained expression crossed his face. “She’s on in years—
in her bed now, Mara. A bit ill.”

Mara nodded, “I’m sorry.”
“Yes,” Sheighly said.

“Very kind of you to offer your father’s bicycle, Mr. Sheighly.”
They were at the front gate now. Sheighly turned to her,

“May I show you something, Mara?” 
“What would that be, Mr. Sheighly?” she asked.
Sheighly leaned the bicycle against the fence and unlatched

the front gate. “It’s the view,” he told her as he swung the
gate open.

“No, Mr. Sheighly,” Mara replied, “I’m afraid I can’t.”
She looked over his shoulder at the paddock and said, “Besides,
I can see the view just fine from here.”

“No,” Sheighly said, “you really can’t.” He held the gate
open with the toe of his gumboot, “You’ve got to see it from
the top of the cliff.”

Mara looked across the paddock again, then at Sheighly.
“Well, alright, Mr. Sheighly,” she said, relenting, “I’ll see the view.”

Sheighly held the gate for her then showed her across
the yard.

They were still out when they reached the cliff edge.
“Goodness,” Mara said with the unexpectedness of seeing

the cove. She leaned out slightly to look down on the deep water.
One of the surfers caught a wave and turned off the

bottom, racing along as before. He cut over the top and flew
backwards through the air. His partner let out a whoop that
echoed off the cliff wall and sparkling surface of the water.

“Wonderful,” Mara said, glancing at Sheighly. 
“Grand, isn’t it?” he replied, watching the sunlight in her

black eyes.
She crossed her arms and nodded, watching the water.
The surfer waved to Sheighly once again and Sheighly

waved back. “They come here every so often,” he said to Mara.
They walked back to the road after a time and Sheighly

gave her the bike.
She leaned forward and took the handlebars. “Thank you,

Mr. Sheighly,” Mara said.
“You are welcome,” he replied.
She pedaled up the road and Sheighly watched her. A

little farther on she looked back and waved.
Sheighly waved to her, then turned and walked to the

cottage. j
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