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Ophelia 

By Nancy He 

 

 

 

Some deaths are quick and merciful. But the death of a village four hundred strong, stubborn as 

the juniper on a crumbling cliffside – that is a slow, painful thing. 

There is a certain hollow-eyed hopelessness that seeps through, rusting through frail joys and 

withering faith. You could turn a cheek or trap it in the amber of the liquor bottle, but sooner or 

later the grey monster crept forth to drown you. 

Its name was despair, and it pursued them relentlessly, soaking through feathers and dragging its 

quarry down, down…down. 

A slow death indeed. 

But on rare days like this, with sunlight warm enough to melt the most frigid frowns, it was almost 

easy to forget one’s sorrows. Tristan grunted as he hauled the heavy nets. The waterlogged knots 

of it were a familiar chafe within his palms, and as his shoddy boots carried him upwards, the 

gleeful rays rained down, scattering into diamond-dust fragments against the cresting waves 

below. 

‘Twas a paltry catch, but even that did little to sour his mood. The sun was pleasant against his 

sweat slicked brow, and the salt spray kissed him fondly as he hummed an old ditty. Won’t be 

much for supper, nevermind for market, he thought grimly. The old man wouldn’t be happy to 

hear it. 

Rows of ramshackle houses greeted him on his return - teal and rust red, roofs more patchwork 

than proper shingle. Ol’ Miss Morgan squinted with her good eye, her wrists thin and gaunt as 

they peered out beneath her shawls. A flock of children darted by with dirty faces and bare feet. 

Weary smiles in wan faces… as the ocean offered less and less, so too did her subjects. Still, the 

town beamed with tired pride, shoreline-grounded with the sea lapping at its ankles, even while 

steel girders and iron spires slithered across distant lands and bellows of black smoke dotted the 

horizon. 

He hollered his return; the tall man stirred, but did not answer. 

“What’s wrong?” 

The set of his father’s face already spoke the answer. 
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“Seems the Müllers are a-leavin’.” His grizzled features were blank, but Tristan knew him well 

enough to understand. 

Some left, abandoning the shore to try their luck in the factories. Their tempers seemed as fickle 

as an applewood cutting; not so for men like his father, whose veins seemed to flow with saltwater 

rather than blood. Our roots run deep, boy, he often reminded Tristan. Uproot us, and you may as 

well tear out our very hearts. 

“Waters ain’ right.” The old man shook his head, running his fingers through the shaggy mess of 

his beard. “Poisoned, I say. That damned bloody mess of a city – foulin’ our waters, the air.” He 

spat, the wet glob striking the earth with a contemptuous thud. “It’s wrong,” he muttered. “All 

wrong.” 

Theirs was a life dependent on the capricious whims of the sea. For years she’d brought them fish 

and clams and life, but on that gold-streaked morning of his eighteenth year, she brought 

something strange upon their shores. 

It was MacNair that found her, collapsed like a beached thing, her hands and ankles snarled in 

resins. ‘A right sorry sight, she were.’ 

He’d called for Solomon, who’d called for Heinrich, who’d let out a pale-faced yelp and called for 

the priest; before long his own father was summoned, the whispering crowd parting deferentially 

as he strode through with Tristan in tow. 

Kelp-green hair and seafoam skin - a bare form shivered on the rocky sand. 

His eyes met hers, and the world splintered in two. 

 

 

 

One can hardly describe a rainbow’s triumph to a blind man, nor the sweet seductive wiles of the 

fiddler’s craft to the deaf. And such it was for myself; until this moment, I’d been deaf, dumb, and 

blind, trapped within a somber pictogram. 

Oh! Ophelia. From that moment, I’d been damned. 

A wide gash of a mouth, a feline nose, and above it, two ghost-owl eyes, hauntingly dark and 

piercingly sharp; her face was unlike any I’d seen, at once lovely and strange. My blood cried for 

her, my heart pined for her. A thousand wretched hands reached for her, cradling her pale grace 

in the hollow panes of their eyes. 

In the wake of that first bewitching moment, none of us could have guessed what would follow. 
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There’d been a brief tussle over what to do with the girl. Perhaps the authorities would know best, 

offered Simon, to which Solomon had spat angrily, while others jeered. Heinrich, ever Godfearing, 

claimed we ought to burn her – ‘a sea witch,’ he’d muttered, clutching his weathered cross. But 

the girl had trembled and shook, and pity stayed their hands. 

I’d tugged on his sleeve. “Pa. She needs help.” 

So - he had nodded, shrugging off his wool coat to cover her shaking form. He’d lifted her gently, 

silencing the crowd. 

“We’ll take her home, get her warm and fed at the very least.” 

And that was the end of it. 

 

She would not, or perhaps could not speak. They called her Ophelia, like the sea maiden from old 

songs, and now she sat before us, clad in an old tweed dress belonging to Miss Samara. The fire 

had warmed a soft flush back into her cheeks, but her eyes remained wary. 

She did not flinch as I dabbed at her raw wrists, though her eyes narrowed to almond-sliver slits. 

It was not pity alone that drove me to touch her cheek; while indeed a wave of pity swelled within, 

the edges of it were curdled with shame. 

Mindlessly, I reached for a melody. 

It was more mumble than merry trill, yet she seemed to unfurl as the gravelly hum rumbled forth. 

 

“They say in the sea 

There’s a lady so fair 

With winkles for eyes, 

Seaweed for hair.” 

 

“They say when she smiles, 

None can compare, 

Aye, her name, they call her -” 

 

I faltered as her face loomed close, mere inches away. 

“You’re safe here.” My cheeks grew hot as I remembered the sight of her bare breasts, round and 

soft beneath the seagrass fronds of her hair. 
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Ophelia, my heart breathed. Ophelia, Ophelia. 

 

 

It would be a lie to deny that some part of me feared her. 

She refused all food, save for raw fish, live and wriggling. It was a hard thing to watch. She tore 

into them with elegant savagery, pausing only to lick the blood and scales from her chin. 

Try as I might, I could not coax a word from her lips. It seemed her teeth and tongue were illshaped 

for it. Yet when I sang, her fingers would dance along the vibrations of my throat, and as her eyes 

fell closed all the world’s hues seemed jocund and sweet. 

I knew that the newfound fervor was not mine alone. I’d felt it – the slow thawing of spirits long 

dormant – longing…curiosity…and wonder - bursting forth in renewed splendor. She’d brought life 

back into our petty stretch of land. 

And beneath the gossamer sunrise, she brought miracle to us as well. As we stood by the cliffside, 

she opened her mouth as if to sing – though it was no song that left her, but an inhuman wail. 

My knees struck the hard earth. I clutched my ears in agony. 

“Thrice-damned by God,” my father gasped, recoiling. 

But lovely, terrible Ophelia – she only turned with her odd half-smile as the echoes of her unholy 

cry ebbed away. 

When the men rowed home that day, their nets were full, their boats heavy with fortune. 

 

“Praise be!” came the chime, again and again. “Praise be, O Saintess!” With full bellies came 

adoring hearts; women embraced her, men sang bold refrains, children scrabbled over every stone 

or flower christened by her touch. 

The waters were strange; the seas seemed to know we’d taken something of hers. The sealine 

prowled closer with disquieting stillness, whining in the night as she pawed in search of her pup. 

Yet at Ophelia’s bequest, she spilled her bounty forth until our nets were bursting with the gleam 

of thrashing fish, day after day. 

“She’s a goddess, I reckon,” MacNair whispered. “There ain’ no explainin’ it.” Reverent eyes 

followed her, her every footprint a sacred relic. 

Behind them, Heinrich shook his head. Sea witch, sea witch, fools and heretics. 
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There were some nights she could not sleep. I’d awaken to find her staring at the crashing waves, 

white skin gleaming in the moonlight. It was on such a night that I followed her to the ridge, my 

heart sinking as she raised her arms, a fledgling dove about to take flight. 

I grasped her, feeling brittle bones, cracking skin. Aye - she was a wilting seaflower in my palm, 

yearning for the ocean-foam below; yet I held her tightly, shameless in my love-drunk greed. 

“Stay,” I whispered. “I could marry you, take you as my wife.” My heart tore at the blankness of 

her stare, but her mouth was soft and pliant. “Ophelia,” I murmured against her lips. “Please.” 

A crackling branch pricked my ears, and I turned; by the dim light I saw him, the shadow of my 

father tall and dark as he retreated home. 

 

Even under the haze of halcyon days, they noticed as their Saintess grew thin and ashen. Behind 

that loyal refrain, something flickered in the dull blacks of their eyes: jealousy, and further 

beneath, desperation – and fear. Poisonous seeds, which, once rooted, strangle the pale lily with 

callous ease. 

O, Saintess, grant us your grace…lest you rot and corrode, spiteful wench. 

Their hisses and prayers carried in the wind, gnawing her to a husk. 

 

It wasn’t long until I awoke in a cold sweat to find her vanished. The sea roared a weary lament, 

the sky heavy with curtains of grey. Ophelia! they wept. 

“Where is she?” I demanded. 

My father offered a shrug, his square face impassive. “She’s left, boy. Skies or waters, God knows. 

This weren’t ever a home for her.” 

The stale air was suddenly treacle-thick in my lungs. 

“Don’t go lookin’ for her,” he added, shaking his head. “She won’t return.” 

 

 

 

It would have been better – easier, at least – if you’d listened. If only you’d obeyed his words. But 

you were ever the curious one, weren’t you? Always mindlessly scrabbling for the truth. 

In your bones, you knew it; the way the villagers never quite met your gaze, the way the weeping 

ocean continued to pay her heavy ransom. The fish came, and with it, the clink of silver, but even 

the sweetest wines could not muffle the bitter bile of guilt. 
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It was beneath the sliver of a waning moon that you crept to the crypt. Some ghostly cry seemed 

to urge you forth, dragging your feet westward even as mire and nettle-vine held you back.  

Tristan. 

The night gale whispered your name. 

 

 

You walked forth, torch alight, the damp chill leaching away all semblance of warmth. And there 

she was - a fading spectre. You gasped, sinking to your knees with a pained howl. 

You saw her wrists, blistered black beneath cold iron. 

“Damned fiends,” you cursed. She stirred, eyes widening hopefully as your hands cradled her. 

White-hot anger rippled through you. An angel…chained like a rabid dog. 

“I’m here,” you croaked. “I’ll save you, Ophelia.” 

Your fist closed upon a large stone. The chains were rusted, and you were strong – a few careful 

strikes, and she’d be free. 

Suddenly you froze, the rock poised high. An icy droplet of sweat trickled down your spine. 

Suppose you free her, boy, your father’s voice rang. What then? 

She’d leave you and your feeble heart. She’d leave and the nets would run dry, the children would 

go hungry, and the last thread of hope would die. 

We do what must be done. 

Coward that you were, you couldn’t even meet her eyes as you set the rock down haltingly. She 

crumpled, mouth open in an anguished silent scream as her chains rattled. 

Your voice shook - a feverish, beseeching sputter: “Another few months. Or a year - just a year. 

Then I’ll free her.” 

Yet you knew your words rang false. 

“I’m sorry!” you sobbed. A strangled whisper, a bitter plea. 

“Ophelia…. forgive me.” 

But she said nothing - nothing at all. 


