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THE SELKIES

In the distance, four searching eyes lift above the water and gaze toward the land. The darker of the two creatures makes a snuffing sound as she clears water from her nostrils and sniffs the summer air. The sun cuts through the low-lying clouds, blazing across the sea in dark, watery jewels.

The two animals float motionless on the surface, then in tandem, they dive deep beneath the water, their bodies gliding effortlessly through the waves to a cooler layer of the sea. Their movements mirror each other perfectly, two becoming one.

At a silent signal, they swim again to the surface and look toward the shore. Just ahead lies the skerry, jagged points of black rock jutting above stones made smooth by the pounding of the sea, its only inhabitants squawking puffins and cormorants. But the two animals looking toward the skerry know that soon it will be dotted with hundreds like themselves. They are selkies, the spotted seals that call the northern waters of the Orkney Islands home. Lying in the sun, their sleek coats glistening, mouths pulled up at the corners as if to say, I belong here, too, for the seals make their home on both land and sea.

Beyond the skerry, the rocky coastline gives way to the beach that borders the green and gold of Shapinsay Island. The island rises, sheer cliffs circled with beaches, rolling up to grassy hills and fields of wildflowers.

“It is time,” the red-spotted seal whispers to her sister.

“The waiting is over,” the darker selkie replies in a language only the seals can understand. “Now it can begin.”

The two dive a second time, and as they plunge through the water, their noses point purposefully toward the skerry that stretches between the North Sea and the coastline of Shapinsay Island. There is a new urgency in their movements, for just ahead, on a huge rock jutting out above the channel, stands the small figure of a girl looking out to sea. As the selkies watch, in a single movement, she dives into the icy water and swims toward them.







[image: image]



CHAPTER ONE

Heart beating hard, breath ragged and sharp as thorns, I run toward the beach, where all the world is water, calm and safe and whole. Blood pumps through my legs as I jog down the path, and the wind, not to be outdone, races with me. The damp of sea spray stings my face, but I welcome it. The sound of water playing on the shore feels like home.

My feet splash in the shallow ripples that wash up blue-green seaweed, cold but woolen soft, dark and deep with secrets. I stand knee-deep in the sea, content. Breathing slowly, until my heart quiets and my eyes clear, I search the horizon.

The selkies are nowhere in sight.

I shove back the annoying curls that cover my eyes and scan the shoreline to the rocky cliffs. The day is unexpectedly clear. I can see for miles. Even through the mist, the tip of the skerry winks at me. Visible only at high tide, it points a stony finger out to sea, the final extension of the island.

I begin to run again, and the pounding of my feet drums a rhythm in the sand that keeps time with the waves.

I know they will come. I know they will come.

Could I have missed them? What if they were looking for me and I wasn’t here? Devil take those annoying chores.

I know they will come. I know they will come.

What if they think I forgot them? As if such a thing is possible. I’ve thought of little else all year.

The sand gives way to slippery boulders, jagged in disarray, as though they have been thrown in anger by some huge hand. Perhaps they were the expression of some giant’s temper, once upon a time. Oh, to have the power to hurl such boulders, to hear the crack and crunch of stone meeting stone at the water’s edge. That would make them listen, and I would change everything.

I squint across the ocean’s surface, hoping for some sight of them. My hand has found its way to my mouth, and I feel a single sliver of fingernail that I’ve somehow overlooked. One quick bite and it is gone. Mither tells me it is a horrible habit, but I can’t help it. Besides, I never bite my fingernails when anyone else is around. It draws too much attention to my hands.

I carefully arrange the extra-long lace sleeves Mither has sewn onto my dress to cover my hands. Gathering the extra fabric in my fists, I settle myself on a huge boulder worn smooth by the pounding waves. It thrusts out over the sea, a flat extension rounded into a hollow with a curved backrest, just right for perching above the waves. I have named it Odin’s Throne, in homage to the great Viking god of war.

Here I can dream undisturbed, high above the concerns of the others. I wonder who else has sat here as I do, dreaming of other worlds; a young woman who traveled with the Pictish armies that invaded from the south or perhaps a Viking warrior once rested here. I close my eyes and imagine his approach in a huge carved ship, sails filled with the frigid north wind. I stand with the warriors, leaning into the hard gale.

But I am not a killer. I am not like the others. I am glad not to be a destroyer of innocent creatures.

I think of the latest argument with Grandpa, and my forehead wrinkles into a frown. Why is he so stubborn? Why won’t he listen to me?

“We must stop the cull,” I told him. “Why don’t they call it what it is—the kill? The selkies have a right to survive, as we all do.”

I pictured the yearly birthing of the selkie pups, the beach littered with their bodies, white and new, the darker forms of their mithers nestled nearby. The pups must be born on land and suckled for six weeks until they are old enough to swim. But many never have the chance to reach the safe harbor of the sea. Before the pups are old enough to be led into the water, the island men gather for the cull in the cover of fog where the helpless babies lie on the beach with their mithers. The men raise their clubs over and over, bringing them sharply down on the heads of the pups, killing them one by one. A well-placed blow to the head is all it takes, and the pure white of their coats is stained red with blood. A hundred pups die before the killing is over, the beach transformed into a crimson graveyard. By the time Midsummer arrives, the rain and the ocean damp have washed away all traces of the slaughter and the beach is pristine again, as though the cull never happened. The others can have their Johnsmas Foy without giving a thought to the killing that took place only weeks before.

“Some pups survive,” Grandpa argued. “No one wants the selkies to die out completely.”

“No?” I answered him. “They have a strange way of showing it.”

Each year as the cull approaches, I make my argument, and each year Grandpa calmly explains to me why the seal babies have to die. “Selkies are greedy creatures, you see, and hardy, too, with few natural enemies. If we didn’t kill some of the wee ones, there’d be so many they’d eat all the fish. We’d have no herring to fill our nets. And with no herring, we’d starve. It’s a question of survival, Elin Jean.”

“We could eat bread and vegetables,” I always counter. “That’d be food enough. We are the greedy ones, killing the selkies to have all the herring for ourselves.”

“The selkie pups must die, and that’s the way of it. Always has been the way of it.”

I care nothing for the way of it. I only want the selkies to be safe. “It’s wrong to kill defenseless babies. I don’t care what you say.”

That’s when Grandpa falls silent. His rocking chair wears a groove in the beaten dirt floor. He continues in a softer tone, “I don’t like it any better than you, Jean.” Grandpa sighs, and his sadness pours into the room. “When I was young, I was all for the money the pelts would bring, like the others. Now I’ve no stomach for the killing.”

Like Grandpa, Fither never takes part in the cull, a fact that makes me proud. But when I try to tell him, he offers me a strange, crooked grin and turns away without reply.

I bite at the remaining bits of nail on my thumb. It has begun to bleed. I suck on the wound to make the bleeding stop and drop my hands in my lap. Stay there, ugly things. Why must you always be in the way? I rearrange my sleeves over my hands.

Still no sign of movement on the horizon. I glance at the quiet of the beach below me. The others have gone home to prepare for the Midsummer’s Eve festivities. Good. When the selkies come, we’ll be alone and peaceful-like.

Where are they?

Maybe now that I’m sixteen, they’ll think me too old to swim with them or that I don’t care for them anymore. They might think that I’m like the other girls, busy dreaming of a handsome lad to come courting, of making a good marriage and settling down in a crofthouse big enough for a family.

I imagine the scenario and it makes me laugh.

Excuse me, sir, you’ll have to take the other road; there’s a line of suitors blocking the way here. Haven’t you heard? They’re lining up to ask Elin Jean’s fither for a dowry of land and the privilege of her hand in marriage. We’re all waiting by the road here to see who she’ll choose.

Hah! Not bloody likely. As if I’d want any of those dullards. I’d rather be an old maid.

An image of a dark-eyed boy walking up the road slides into my mind and will not take its leave of me. I close my eyes and see his shoulders squared against the wind and his hair blown off his face, revealing the dark skin and high cheekbones of the travellers. Tam McCodrun, who appears in my dreams, both waking and sleeping. Uninvited, he makes himself comfortable in my thoughts even though I know there is no hope that I could ever nestle into his heart and find a home there. I’d as surely be courted by a king. Did he not rebuff me at Sinclair’s yesterday?

I hated to be sent to Sinclair’s store. I always ran into someone I knew, or some witless children had a fine time giggling and snickering at me. Once I was chased home by several girls who tried to rip the sleeves of my dress so they could gape at my hands.

But Mither needed a needle, and I could not begrudge her that, so I agreed to go. I had a bad feeling as I trekked the distance over the soft hills to Sinclair’s, so when I arrived, I waited for a bit before going in, lurking around the side of the stone building to watch the comings and goings. My hope was to enter the store when no one was there, buy the needle, and make a hasty exit before I was seen. After watching several shoppers leave, I took a chance and entered the store.

I scanned the interior, but it was empty except for old Widow Sinclair, the proprietor, standing behind the counter.

“Good day, Mrs. Sinclair,” I mumbled, and ducked out of sight behind a row of goods, heading for the books displayed at the back of the store.

“Elin Jean?” she called to me. “Will you not be asking after my health? And you such a polite girl, too. Well, I won’t make you beg. The swelling in my joints never stops reminding me that I’m half in the grave, and I’ve a nasty toothache, but I’m as well as can be expected at my age, praise St. Magnus.”

Ignoring her, I lifted a book off the shelf and felt the tooled leather alive in my hands. I ran my fingers over the leather cover, wishing for the thousandth time that I could disappear into one of these stories. The pages would lift apart, revealing a pathway to a world beyond Shapinsay Island where no one knows me, anywhere no one stares or whispers about me.

I felt his presence before I saw him. Standing not ten feet away, Tam McCodrun was staring at me. Held loosely in his hands were several kitchen knives. I turned away, unable to look at him, bracing myself for the anticipated round of taunting. I prayed he would go away. I prayed he would stay.

When he spoke, his voice was low, meant only for my ears.

“It’s always the books you’re wanting to see.” I could not tell if it was a question or a comment, but it was offered without a trace of cruelty.

I ventured a glance over my shoulder. He held my eyes for a moment, then stuffed his hands deep in his pockets and looked away, studying the jars of nails gathering dust on the shelves.

“Tam!” called Widow Sinclair. “Those knives won’t sharpen themselves. You’ve work to do.”

For a long moment, he stood defiantly, a smirk stretched across his lips. I saw his knuckles go white as he gripped the knives and strode off toward the front of the store.

Hands shaking, I slid the book back in its place on the shelf and traversed the back of the store until I was in the aisle that led to the exit, thinking only to be quit of the place. I peered around the tall shelves to the front of the store. Tam was poised at the door.

“What say you, Jean?” the widow called to me. “Will you walk with this ruffian and put him out of his misery?”

I felt my face go red, and my chest thumped with a heart that had grown too big to fit there. My mind raced for some way to stop her blathering. I charged to the front of the store, where she stood enjoying herself as if watching a troupe of street players in Kirkwall town.

I opened my mouth to speak, but Tam was quicker. “If I wanted to go walking with the Selkie Girl, I’d ask her myself. And I mean you no disrespect, Widow, but mind your own business. I’ll be bringing your knives back tomorrow.” And he was gone, the door slamming behind him, end of story.

I dig my toes into the pebbly surface of the hill. Giddy God. I’m a fool and half again a fool. Surely the selkies know I’ll not be thinking of such things. No young man will come courting me, certainly not Tam McCodrun. Not even one of the lowest status. None would dare. My life will not be lived in the world of men and women, the world of families and babies and belonging. The outcast must find another way.

On the horizon, the light glints off the misty rocks of the skerry. And then I see them and my heart lifts.

I know them straightaway, even at this distance. Their spotted coats mark the sea in bright ovals, weaving in and out of the dark water of the voe. Once, twice, they dive and resurface, traveling toward the rocks that form the skerry.

Scrambling to the outermost reach of the cliffs, I wave my arms high over my head. “I’m here!” I shout, but the selkies continue to swim doggedly toward the skerry as if they haven’t heard me.

Impatient with the waiting, I shrug out of my woolen dress, careless of my misshapen hands, now naked in daylight’s unfriendly stare, and I dive up and out, plummeting into the icy water. The leap takes me safely away from the assemblage of jagged rocks below, and I enter the water like the cut of a knife.

It feels warm.

Eyes open, I eagerly navigate the distance that separates me from the selkies. I know they will be waiting.

I am the one they have come to find.



CHAPTER TWO

Near the end of the skerry, I search for movement below the water, disturbances in the tides that signal the selkies’ presence.

Nothing. Where are they?

Then I feel them slide alongside me in the water. My heart is thudding so hard it pounds the bones of my ears. I turn on my side and gaze at the Red. She gently touches her nose to mine. Through the rush of liquid that surrounds us, I can see the Red’s kind face, gently sloping curves, and huge emerald eyes filled with affection. The Black, who flanks her sister, offers me a nearly imperceptible nod of welcome.

Together we swim, traveling out past the calm waters of the voe into the churning tides of the North Sea, circling around each other in random patterns, enjoying the freedom of the water. Then we break the surface to breathe the sweet ocean air, and dive again. Navigating down to the deeper water, I imagine I can remain underwater as long as the selkies beside me. If only I could. I would stay in the sea and never return to the land.

Through the shifting tides, we spin and glide, facing each other, then drifting apart, my hands reaching out to touch their feather-soft fur. I swim to the surface to breathe when I must, then dive again and again to be near them, until I am exhausted. Reluctantly, I climb onto the rocky sanctuary of the skerry. I’m shaking the dripping tangle of chestnut hair out of my eyes and concentrating on taking great gulps of sea air so that I can rejoin the selkies when a marvelous event holds me transfixed on the slick surface of the skerry.

The Red and the Black haul out onto the rocks, fur ruffled straight up to catch the sun. They maneuver their round bodies carefully until they lie on either side of me, their eyes wide with feral kindness. I can hear their breathing.

“You’ve come,” I whisper, quiet as church, still afraid to move. “I knew you would come.” I look from one to the other, drinking in the nearness of them, on land beside me for the first time.

“You are my true friends,” I whisper, although I had not meant to say it out loud. “Let the others have their sport of me. Let St. Magnus show them the way to hell.”

The selkies blink their languid eyes and tears run freely down their cheeks. Cautiously, I reach out, fearing that even the smallest movement might frighten them away, but the Black pushes a cold nose into my palm. The Red lays her damp head on my arm, and her tears fall on my water-cooled skin.

I run my fingers along their smooth bodies, their rounded animal heads. My heart is near to bursting with renegade love for these quiet creatures who never come near humans, no matter how curious they might be about the ways of the land. Selkies are curious by nature, but they know too well the dangers that follow the path of humans—the harpoon, the sharpened spear, the impenetrable net that foretells a swift and certain death.

And yet they lie here beside me.

Trust me. I will keep you safe. “Don’t be afraid,” I soothe. “I pledge on my life. I will not let harm find you. Not now, not ever.”

The Red’s sloping head swivels toward her sister with a knowing look. The Black meets her gaze, and the two creatures turn to me. In that moment, I realize that my life is tied inexplicably to theirs.

“Tell me why you are here,” I ask, looking from one to the other. “I want to know.”

The lapping of the waves on the rocks is the only answer.

“Why have you never come near me before?” I persist. “Why now?”

The selkies exchange another look, and fresh tears flow.

“Why do you weep? Whatever you want of me, I will do. Anything.”

The intelligence in their faces leads me to expect an answer. If they could speak, their voices would be sweet, gentle with understanding, but they lie silent beside me.

I lean my head on the Red’s sloping back and drink in the wonder of her. I am aware of the sharp smell of the sea, the cool north wind, the uneven surface of the rocks on my back. Most of all, I am content to be so close to the two selkies who have returned to swim with me each year.

A circle of sunlight moves across me. I close my eyes and listen to the selkies’ breathing.

The Red’s supple head lifts up from the curve of my arm and she sniffs the air. Her body stiffens, and she moans the long, low bellow of her breed, a sound that signals danger. The two creatures turn to me for a last look, dipping their huge heads in a ritual of goodbye, and in a single twisting movement, they dive and swim swiftly away from the skerry.

“Wait,” I cry out. “Wait for me.”

I search the horizon for danger but can see nothing of concern. Diving into the sea, I swim as quickly as I can to catch up. I sense them just ahead, navigating their bodies ever deeper toward the North Sea. As I plow through the water, the need for air expands my chest until I think it will burst, and I know I have to surface.

My head breaks the water. Air rushes into my lungs. Taking deep breaths to prepare to dive again, I spy the cause of the selkies’ sudden flight. Rapidly approaching the skerry is a wooden fishing boat, its sails tipped deeply aft in the wind.

Giddy God, I think, ducking under the water. I mustn’t be seen.

The selkies are nowhere in sight, far beyond the voe by now, safely in the North Sea, thanks be to St. Magnus. I swallow the bitter disappointment of losing my friends until next year. It swells in my throat until I think I will choke on it.

At least the selkies are safe. For now. I think of them in danger and my body tightens. “I will keep you safe,” I whisper to the North Sea, the tides curling under me. “No matter what, I will keep my promise.”
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