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One Saved to the Sea

 By Catt
Kingsgrave


 


The oar sliced the air with a whirring
noise, and clipped the side of Durn Helzie's skull neatly. Not a
killing blow, but it was enough to spin the man like a top and
sling the gray pelt from his fingers as he measured his length on
the mossy stones of the holm. Mairead put herself between him and
his prize, kicking the skin well behind her just to be
sure.

Around the seaward edge of the holm,
seals were diving from every stone, speckled gray and honking in
alarm at the sudden intrusion in their basking night. In only a few
seconds, the tiny islet was empty of all but herself and Helzie,
who was curled up tight as a limpet, clutching his head and cursing
her soundly.

"You mind your tongue, Durn Helzie,"
she snarled at him in the very voice that had always reminded his
sort at school that she'd three older brothers and a very
protective Da waiting on her displeasure. "You've no business out
here but for thieving, and we both know it!"

"You cow, you bloody cow!" he spat,
making as if to rise until she brandished the oar again. "This were
no business of yours--"

"And isn't it my business when you come
poaching on Meur lands then?"

"Poaching!"

"Aye," she said, choking short her grip
on the oar so she could stoop to catch up the sealskin one-handed.
"There's other names for it too, but as I'm a lady, I'll
refrain."

"You, a lady?" He spat and grimaced.
"It's you're a--"

"It's I'm well prepared to soften that
skull of yours again if you come at me, and I'll thank you to
remember that," she called over the crash as the sea battered the
holm, filling the air with salt spray and the promise of a turning
tide. "You're drunk, you're poaching, and you're trespassing. I
won't have you insulting me into the bargain. Now up you get. Back
to the trink and off our land before the tide comes in, or see if
my Da and his gun don't have something to say about it."

He snickered, then yelped as she sliced
the air just above his head, so close the oar snagged in his fair
curls. "Augh, you're as mad as he is, you wretched cow!"

"Furious," she agreed. "Now
march!"

He did stand, and carefully, holding
one hand against his head while the other crept toward the pocket
of his mac. Mairead hefted the oar again, and he thought better of
it, though bitterly. "Aye, I'll go," he said, "but not without
what's rightful mine."

Mairead shook her head, clutched oar
and pelt tight in her fists. "You're taking away only what you
brought, Helzie. Nothing else here belongs to you by any
right."

"That skin's mine," he said, taking a
single, wobbly step. "I won it square--"

"You wasn't born wearing it," Mairead
replied, "and her that was will be wanting it back again." He took
another step, teetered again, and clutched his head, but even in
the moonlight Mairead did not miss that canny look in his eye. She
was not surprised when he sprang at her, arms wide to tackle her
down.

Her second swing at his head was not
quite so polite as the first had been. This time when Helzie spun
and dropped, he lay crumpled where he'd fallen, panting and moaning
as the spite leaked out of him along with his ale. "Been robbed..."
he mumbled against the lichens as his eyes rolled
closed.

"That, I'll allow," she answered,
"though you've had it coming for years." Then she turned and left
him there.

The moon was full and high, fat and
silver in a sky dark and clear of cloud--a rare night indeed in the
Orkneys, which saw cloudless skies a bare handful of times in any
given year. The moon offered light aplenty for Mairead to search
the holm for the seal girl, and return her skin.

She knew which it had been--the
freckled hide had one hind fin slightly ragged, as though torn in
some fight, and one of the seal girls always danced with the ghost
of a limp when they all came ashore on the holm. It was easy to
pick her out among the whirl of flashing limbs by the way her moves
did not quite match, and so it was she whom Mairead usually
watched, hid in a crevice of rock above the steep path from the
trink.

The moonlight revealed no soft curve of
white skin on the river-mouth island; no trembling whorl of
wood-dark hair in the shadows of sea-carved stone. Mairead quickly
crossed the holm, peering into every crack of stone she could find,
knowing there could never have been an extra skin among the seal
folk, knowing that her limping girl must surely be hiding somewhere
close by.

But soon she had to admit defeat. There
were not many places to truly hide on the narrow spit of stone. The
sea was relentless, and polished all it could not swallow down to
smooth humps of rock where only weed and lichens could cling. Even
the sandy beach on the lee side, where she dug cockles in the
summer, was empty and white as a shell beneath the moon, marred
only with the beached rowboat that must have brought Helzie down
from the fisheries upstream. She climbed back to the top of the
holm one last time, soft-footed as she could go, just in case the
girl might have crept out of hiding while she'd been
below.

And there she was, perched on the
seaward edge of the holm, looking beautiful and forlorn with her
dark hair carving waves down the soft curve of her shoulders. She
made no sound, did not shiver or moan, but Mairead felt sure her
lovely girl was weeping. And before she thought better of it, she
found herself drawing the silky pelt from beneath her coat, and
calling soft, "It's all right, I've got it right here--"

In a flash of white skin and dark,
startled eyes, the selkie girl was gone, over the side and into the
thrashing sea below without so much as a squeak of alarm. Mairead
rushed to the edge, stared down the thrust of stone, twenty feet or
more into the water, but the moonlight helped her pick out no human
shape against the foam.

"Come back," Mairead called to the
restless wind, knowing it useless. "You can have it back, I don't
want it, I promise..."

She was disappointed to get no reply,
but she couldn't say she was surprised.

 


* * * *

 


"Ow, mind me head, woman!"

"Quit your bleating, or I'll make you ride in
the back," Mairead grumbled, wrestling the old truck square on the
coast road again. "You'd deserve it if I did."

Eager as she was to be rid of Helzie's company,
there was only so fast she dared drive on the hilly, pitted track
from the lighthouse promontory down to Ramphollow. The slant of the
setting moon made shadows tricksy things, and her father's old
truck could only handle so much punishment. Breaking an axle out
here would only prolong the torment. The dinghy in the back scraped
and bashed about the bed with its oars, but made less aggravating
noise than her passenger.

"And now you'd crush me to death under a boat
as well?" He shook his head, and shot her a snide look from under
the plaster on his brow. "It's a cold welcome you are, Mairead
Meur, and no mistake. Small wonder no man on the island will have
you."

I have every man I
want, she thought angrily, swerving to hit
a rut square on and jounce the man into the ceiling again,
and that's none of them! But aloud, she offered only, "It's a piece of luck for me that
all the men on the island worth having have gone off to do their
rightful duty then, isn't it, Durn Helzie?"

"Here then," he said, voice taking on the
wheedling tone of excuses not even he believed, "Me
asthma's--"

"Your asthma didn't stop you sneaking out to
the holm and raiding my lobster pots in a stolen boat by moonlight,
I notice," she said, gearing down to take the rising ground. Ahead,
the Freystane split the moon disk like a knife thrust up from the
hill crest. Not far now, thank God.

"Lobster pots!"

"Aye, seeing as how you'd no other business out
on our land in the dark of night."

"I had!" he spat, going red in the dashboard
glow as the great standing stone's shadow painted the road black
around them. "I had and you know it, you cow! You'd no right to
interfere, and I'll see you pay--"

She stomped the brakes, setting the truck's
back end wobbling about madly on the gravel. Durn's threats
evaporated into a wheezing screech, and he grabbed the dash in both
hands as they slid to a stop at the crest of the hill. The truck's
headlamps blazed square at lichen-stained granite from an arm's
length away, until dust billowed up to soften the glare.

"Get out," Mairead said in the ringing, dust
settling, metal pinging silence that followed. "Get out of my
truck, Durn Helzie," she said when at first he didn't move, "I've
had enough of your company for the night."

He blinked. "You'd set me out in the middle of
nowhere, just for spite?"

"Two miles from the Freystane to your sister's
pub," she clipped, glaring at the headlamp splash on the stone.
"You're not too drunk nor too ill to walk that far."

"But..." he set his hand to the latch, but
didn't pull it. "My boat. How--"

"That's never your boat, and we both know it,"
she rounded on him, crowding him into the door with a merciless
pointing finger. "I saw Jane Embry's name engraved on the oarlocks.
She'd no more give you leave to take it than I'd invite you to
Sunday supper!" The wind gusted from the sea, clearing the dust
from the air, and making the great stone keen softly above them.
Helzie glanced up at it, swallowing hard. "Now get out," Mairead
said again. "I'll take it back to her place, and if you take care
not to vex me further, I might even not tell her, or Ben Skerrien,
who it was that nicked it in the first place!"

Invoking the constabulary was, apparently, the
key. Durn popped the door and slithered out onto the road quick as
an eel, looking sour and spiteful between the headlamps and the
setting moon. "This en't over," he said.

"Oh, it is," Mairead assured him. "Because
you've gone and scared them off now. The seals'll not come back to
the holm now they know the likes of you are lurking around to make
off with one of their own. Not for a dozen years or
more!"

"There's one that'll have to," he said, teeth
flashing. "I got her skin--"

"And I threw it back into the sea, where
it belongs," she lied, hoping he was too drunk or too angry to spot
the flawed logic. The Freystane sang again in the shocked silence
that followed.

Then, "You didn't! You bloody cow!" Face
purpling with rage, Durn lurched forward, but Mairead leaned over
and hooked the door out of his reach with a bang.

"So you go on and
tell the old uncles down
the tavern that you went hunting for an old wivey's tale down the
Selkeness holm, and that I went and stole your luck," she cried,
heart banging at her breast. "You just try it, and see if they
believe it better than any other of your tales. All Ramphollow
knows you for a liar, a lofter, and a sot who stays home while
better men go off to war."

Then she keyed the engine to life with a roar,
cranked the wheel, and drove the man from the road in a spray of
gravel that was not half so spiteful as she really felt.

 




* * * *

 


It was nearly four by the time Mairead made it
back to the lighthouse. The sea wind was freshening up in
anticipation of the coming dawn, but the night was still clear and
fine when she pulled the old truck into the shed and turned its
engine off.

She sat for a moment and
faced the truth head-on, letting the smells of salted wood, diesel,
and despair settle around her in the gloom. She'd never see the
seals again. Her seals, for hadn't she gone to
watch them dance in human skin every fine moon-graced night since
she'd turned sixteen? Hadn't she guarded their secret, breathed no
wondering word, and led no following eye to their private spot? Not
even her brothers, who'd seen through her every ruse, had ever
learned this one that she had loved all these furtive years. The
seals gone now, and she'd told Helzie the truth of it; they would
never come back to the holm to dance again.

Damn the man for his greed!

She wrenched the door open, jammed the keys
over the visor, and then kicked it closed with all the savagery she
could muster. It wasn't as satisfying as she'd hoped--the anger was
giving way now, realization setting in.

What need to comb the almanacs in search of
clear weather now? Why bother to hold her breath when the moon
swelled, to hope that the clouds might lift and call them in to
shore just one more time before the winter? Why augur the storms
and calms in the passage of sea-birds, fish, or beetles now that a
clear night would bring her nothing more than stars? What would she
look forward to now her one bit of magic in a gray-sky island life
was at an end?

Or nearly at an end,
anyhow.

A velvet tickle beneath her shirt reminded her
as she turned up the path to the lighthouse proper. The lame girl's
pelt, her private lie, and the secret she hardly dared consider.
She would find a way to give it back somehow, as she'd promised
herself out upon the holm. She'd realized then and there that she
daren't just throw it into the sea. The tide would have swept the
precious pelt inland up the river mouth, and into the hatchery
nets. Or worse, all the way to the shipyard. The poor girl would
never find it then.

Mairead shivered at the thought of that
dark-eyed selkie girl shackled to some sooty dockside welder with
knuckles like conkers and a temper to match. No. Never, if she
could help it. Never.

She slipped two fingers beneath her coat,
wormed them between buttons of her oversized shirt, and stroked the
dense, silky pelt for a moment. "Come and find it," she said aloud
to the wind scraping in from the sea. "Come find me. I'll keep it
safe till you do." Then the light flashed round overhead, reminding
her of her duties, and with a sigh Mairead squared her shoulders
and headed for the lighthouse's kitchen door.

She was overdue for the fuel check by about two
hours, but the reserve tank held enough to see the light through
till dawn. She flipped the shunt and topped off the main tank all
the same. She checked temperature gauges, then rested her head
against the shaft housing to listen to the rumbling heartbeat of
the engine that kept the light sweeping sunwise over the sea. It
was steady, as measured as the soberest drummer; there was no grind
of dust in the gears, no counterpoint tick of metal heating too
fast, no squeal of dry shafts rubbing. The turning engine snored
along peacefully, and after a moment or two longer than her
reassurance strictly needed, Mairead pulled herself away from its
lulling song and climbed the stairs into the house
proper.

The bulkhead door shut out
the engine's song, but the vibrations, as always, carried through
the kitchen floor, chiming two glasses in the open cupboard until
she nudged them apart on her way to the parlor stairs. At the
landing, she paused by the window to watch until the light's
sweeping beam caught the painted side of the Ursilla Meur, still moored off the
jetty, her masts stepped, her sails neatly tied, and her rescue
boats tenting the decks with strong-sloping keels to the sky. Just
as Deen, Tam, and Jean had set her before they'd left the islands
for war; waiting faithful as a dog for her man to come at need or
whim and lead her from shore.

Mairead turned from the window and went to
check the man hadn't died while she'd been out.

"Da?" she called as she opened the bedroom
door, letting him hear her voice and go on sleeping, rather than
wake in fear at her quiet steps beside the bed. She'd moved his
service rifle from under his bed to the linen cupboard by the
stairs so she wasn't in much danger, but still. There was no
telling when her father would muster the strength to get up and
about the place, or what his delirium would suggest he get into
with nobody near to stop him. Just yesterday she'd returned from
cleaning the lamp and mirrors in the tower to find the old man on
hands and knees in the pantry cellar, digging up the dirt floor
with his fingernails. Tonight, though, his thin, thready snore wove
through the room unchecked, unobstructed, and she allowed herself a
smile. Mansie Meur hadn't left the world just yet.

He grunted and tried to roll over in his sleep,
fretting under the blankets until she caught his bird-thin
shoulders and helped him along. "I'm here, Da," she told him,
settling the bedding over him and pressing his pillow clear of his
nose and mouth. "I'm home. It's all right."

The glass of water she'd left beside his bed
was still full, but the whiskey he insisted upon by way of medicine
was empty and dry. She kissed his temple and headed down the hall,
thinking wistfully of just shucking her kit and falling straight
into bed to sleep herself out.

Mairead knew better though. Tense, fractious,
and smelling of sweat, rust, kelp, and blood, there was no way she
could sleep. She didn't even want to imagine touching clean sheets
without a good scrub first, so she passed her own door and went on
instead to the bathroom at the far end of the hallway. There, she
turned the taps and set about stripping down while the tub filled,
tossing her damp socks and Jean's old flannel shirt into the
hamper. She considered her dungarees for a long moment before
consigning them there as well.

Unwrapping the sealskin, she set it carefully
on the vanity as she stripped away the rest of her smalls and tried
to ignore the sticky state of the underpants. She couldn't leave
the pelt alone for long though. Its velvet gray folds shone in the
light, luring her fingers in to stroke, then to pet, then to knead
the dense fur.

How could it be so soft when it spent so long
in the harsh brine? Bespelled, she lifted it to her face, shivering
as the long, heavy folds draped along her breasts and belly. How
could it smell so rich and warm, like smooth skin and clean sweat,
and not at all like fish and piss and rotting weed? Her searching
fingers found the facemask, long whiskers bristling against her
thighs, nose a cool spot of pebbled leather in the hollow of her
hip. Mairead took a shaking breath, closed her eyes, and smoothed
the fur tight against her skin.

God, how she would miss it. The dancing, yes;
the flash of limbs in the moonlight, lovely girls pale as foam and
plump as plums, their dark hair glimmering as they danced under the
moon, but later. Oh, later. When they danced in pairs and threes,
tangled like driftwood in a restless tide. They kissed and stroked
and sported themselves without a lick of shame, and dear God how
she'd watched and yearned for their ease. For the way each chose
whom they wanted, whether man or maid, and no bitter old priest
appeared to shame them for the joy they took together.

Another shuddering breath--one that rubbed her
breasts fiercely against the thick, furry nap, and drove her
fingers down past the realm of pretense to stroke at her own sex
even as her thumb rubbed circles around the sealskin's empty lips.
It wasn't a sin for them. It wasn't a horrid obscenity, and proof
of moral dissolution for them, as it was for the likes of her.
They'd never face a village full of scorn and smirks for it. They'd
never weather slights that struck like pitiless stones. They did
not have to live on the island, with no escape from those
smoke-dried, strangling moralities. Their secret was the where
only, never the what.

Her lot was not theirs, and she knew it could
not be, but... oh dear God, but draped in that lush, musky borrowed
freedom, Mairead couldn't resist one last pretense. She settled to
the toilet seat, one foot propped up high on the tub's rim to
spread herself to the humid air. They'd done it thus: fingers
teasing, slipping gentle and swift through skin as slick and wet as
the sea, curling and tracing and diving deep. She bit her lip,
turned a cry into a whimper, then added another finger and did it
again. The pelt slid, whiskers scraping a delicious streak of pain
across her exposed nub until she gasped and clutched it higher. One
leathery flipper draped by chance across her gasping mouth, its
scars rough and hushing against her lips. She could feel the nose
just at her belly, whiskers pricked, as though her lovely girl were
watching, rapt and hungry as Mairead delved and stroked and
wrenched release from herself with her spindly human
hands.

She bit the scarred flipper as she came, the
taste of salt and dust filling her mouth even as sparks and tears
filled her eyes. Her sex spasmed against her fingers like a wounded
thing. A moment; two breaths scraped past the pain lodged in her
throat, and then Mairead became aware of two things at
once.

First, that the tub was brim-full and about to
swamp the bathroom with tepid water. She lunged with a curse to
twist the taps closed and yank the plug from the drain. Flood
forestalled, Mairead allowed her thoughts to turn to the second
thing.

Her memory would not serve;
she had to see.
Bundling herself into a towel, Mairead slipped back down to the
window on the stairway landing, peering hard into the darkness
until the great light swept it briefly away. But no, there was
nobody out there, and nowhere for a selkie girl to hide in the
lighthouse's wide and windswept garden. She'd imagined the voice,
and the short, sharp cry matching hers as she'd spent under her own
hands.

She'd wished it so, wished the
selkie near to her passion; no less deluded herself than the old
man asleep down the hall.

A sorry little madness, but honestly come-by,
for what small comfort that could be.

 


* * * *

 


When Ben Skerrien came round to the Selkeness
light the next day, Mairead wasn't surprised. Annoyed, yes, but
hardly surprised. The old Irishman had a sense of duty long as a
trawler's lines, and it was doublesharp now the younger men of the
island had lighted off and left the Law in his care
alone.

He was a good man, and a fair one, if a little
inflexible in his ideas of what was just and right, and honestly
the village was lucky to have him willing to come out of retirement
to do his bit. Still, watching the tall man come striding down the
path to the shingle wall, Mairead found herself wishing with
annoyance that the ferrylouper could remember that he was not
actually one of them: that coming to the isles to fish and get fat
in his twilight years didn't make Skerrien an Orkneyman any more
than going to a St. Paddy's Day's piss up in Belfast made one of
them Irish. That there were things the islands taught a body over a
lifetime that couldn't be picked up in a few easy years of fishing
off the harbor jetty, and the picking up of an empty uniform when
the need arose.

Still, she rose to meet the man, brushing
mortar off her fingers to shake his hand. "Ben."

"Miss Meur," he said, letting go quickly and
brushing his own hand after. She hid a smile, and was glad of it
when he gave a nod at the patch she was mending in the shingle
wall. "That's tidy work there," he said. "Shall I wait inside while
you finish it up?"

She shook her head, drew a lap of canvas over
her mortar bucket and weighted it down with a large stone. "No
need. This bit's got to dry the day before I can skim it with the
final coat and paint it. Otherwise the first storm after a
freeze'll have it out whole and bring the wall down
besides."

"Oh," he said, and Mairead wondered if the
startled look he swallowed was at the potential damage to the wall,
or at her being competent to judge it and mend it right. After a
moment though, he caught his wits and squared his jaw. "Well then,
I suppose if you don't mind, we might talk a bit about what passed
between you and Durn Helzie last night."

"Durn Helzie had no business coming round
here," she said, gathering up her mortarboard and trowel to rinse
them off at the tideline.

Ben followed, but stopped well back on the
shingle. "So he was here then. And did you assault him with a
stolen oar as well?"

She turned an outraged look on him as she slung
brine and sand from the trowel's edge. "And is that what Helzie
told you then? That it was me who stole that boat he turned up in
last night? And I suppose he told you why he'd come creeping round
while he knew my Da was too ill to run him properly off, did
he?"

Ben shook his head, grave and stern. "No, Miss
Meur, he didn't. When I spoke to young Mr. Helzie, he said he
couldn't remember a thing about last night, and from the look of
the bandages on him, it seemed he'd good reason to be
forgetful."

"Aye, if you call not having to give an account
of himself a good reason!" Mairead sneered. "There's nothing wrong
with Helzie's memory, nor with his head unless he went and did
something stupid after I ran him off here last night. You just ask
for a look under those bandages and see if there's good cause for
them at all!"

"Mrs. Embry reported that her son's boat was
moved last night," Ben went on, following her up the shingle to the
garage, "One of the oars did appear to be damaged a bit. So let's
have it straight, Miss Meur. Did you steal the Embry's boat and
wallop young Durn with the oar?"

"Is it straight you're wanting it, or just
simple?" she challenged, putting the tools on their shelves with
more force than was strictly necessary. "Because I can tell you
that Durn stole that boat, which is straight and true, and I can
tell you I took it back where it belonged last night, which is
straight and true as well. So did I assault him with a stolen boat
oar? Well I suppose I did at that, but you just ask yourself why
before you point your glower at me, if you please."

"Suppose you just tell me why," he answered,
stepping aside with a sweeping gesture toward the house.

"It's because he knows my Da's not well and my
brothers are away, and he thinks he can come and make free with
anything that's to his liking," she ground out, blinking fiercely
to keep the angry tears back. "And when I instruct him
otherwise--when I defend what's mine, he goes whimpering to you
about it, and says he can't remember what happened, but surely I'm
to blame?" Damn her eyes, why did she have to weep when she wanted
to spit with rage? Why did tears always turn her anger soft and
soppy and silly? Mairead dashed her cheeks dry, and stormed up the
path to the house.

Ben followed, his measured strides sedate, and
long enough to keep up with hers, though he didn't seem to hurry at
all. That was warning enough for Mairead--she was as trimmed in by
the truth of things as Durn. More so, truth be told, as she was a
woman, unmarried and without prospects, and setting her word
against that of a man who knew better than most how to play for
sympathy. She took a deep breath as she fetched out her key at the
kitchen door, and resolved to be merciless.

"You keep it locked even when you're about the
place?" Ben asked as she slipped the key in and turned it. His face
was amused, but not wholly inclined to laugh once he met her sober
stare. "Most folk on these islands don't take the
trouble."

"After last night, I hardly dare leave any door
unlocked," she said, perversely grateful now for the wetness of her
eyes, if a little shamefaced to see Ben's hardness soften as he
noted it. "Come in and have a seat. I'll put the kettle
on."

He did, and if his thoughtful silence followed
her about the lighthouse kitchen, Mairead tried not to let it
rattle her. She had the right of it, and if the truth whole
wouldn't serve her, that didn't mean she had to lie. Let that be
Helzie's trick--he'd more experience with it, after all. She held
her own silence until the kettle sang, and kept it through the
tidy, civilized dance of cups and saucers, milk and sugar, spoons
and a few biscuits. When she finally sat down to pour the tea, it
was Ben Skerrien who looked ruffled and unsure of
himself.

"His sister's in a state, Miss Meur," he told
her as he accepted the cup. "Mrs. Crimmon said he came home
bloodied and half dead last night as she was closing the pub down.
Says he'll have to be taken to the hospital down on Hoy, lest he
die in his sleep, and won't hear a word Dr. Kerrow has to say about
it. She's stirring up an awful fuss, and you must understand I do
have to inquire."

"Yes, I do," she said, every word as calm as a
cup of tea. "And as I've said, I did hit him with an oar last
night."

His shaggy eyebrows went up, not in surprise,
but perhaps in exasperation. "Good lord, girl, whatever
for?"

"He got fresh with me, and I didn't like it,"
she replied, giving a shiver as she remembered the cunning glitter
in his eyes just before he came at her.

That made the constable's eyebrows go
slantwise. "Fresh? So you clipped him one with an oar?"

Mairead unbuttoned her cuff and slid back her
flannel sleeve to show a nice line of bruises along her inner
forearm. They could have been made by an angry grip, or perhaps the
rail of an unbalanced dinghy being loaded into a truck without any
help. She let Ben draw his own conclusions, saying only, "I very
much did not like it."

Ben gently took hold of her wrist, urged it
toward the watery sunlight coming through the window, and peered
close. His hand was warmer than she'd expected, and while callused,
surprisingly tender on her skin. "This is quite a bang," he said,
looking up with concern. "Tell me, did he come down here without
his boots on?"

She blinked, then thought for a moment. "Yes,
now I think on it. His shoes were in the boat when I found it, but
he had them when I drove him back to town and returned the boat.
Why, has he lost them again?"

"Not that I know of," Ben answered, still
holding her arm. "It's just I had a brief look 'round before I came
to find you on the shingle, and there were footprints at the parlor
windows. Footprints, not bootprints. Seemed odd that a man should
come courting without his boots on," he mused, then flashed Mairead
a startled glance when she yanked away.
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