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Seal Skin

 


I had told myself that I would not cry. That
I would hold on to my anger so tightly, there would be no space for
pity. And I did not cry, until the plane was in the air, and I was
alone, and he was with her.

It was just a single tear, dropped because of
a second of distraction—the remembrance of how much he had loved
me.

And then there was another tear, and another,
and another, and the man sitting next to me told me it was not an
uncommon thing. People often cried on planes. Human migration
tended to coincide with physical and emotional turmoil. It is not
an uncommon thing, broken hearts, he said. His voice was like the
waters surrounding a sacred temple, ancient, primordial; his voice
was that ancient thing inside of me. I needed to hold him.

He asked me my name. Lily. He laughed because
he could have guessed it, it was so natural to me, and for the
first time, I felt it was my name and I was glad.

His name was Brenn. There was so much of him
that seemed old, so much of him that seemed young, I could not
guess his age. He was a beautiful listener and he listened to every
part of me so that I was telling him my entire story.

I was all brittle fragments:

Love had shattered me, and that love was
locked deep inside the other part of this plane, locked deep apart
from me. Every cell in my body cried out that this separation was
wrong. That this separation did not make sense. He loved me, but
suddenly, he loved her. Quick, like a gasp of air, they were
married. And now they were on their honeymoon. A European
honeymoon, London, Paris, Berlin, Santorini. A honeymoon he and I
had imagined for us. This was why I needed to hurt them. Because
they had torn asunder this part of me. I will follow them, hound
them without pity. In silence. They will only see me out of the
corners of their eyes. I will be a black shadow, the mourner’s
weeds to blacken their happiness. They will not forget my death is
their happiness.

Brenn nodded and smiled and I knew he
understood, that he appreciated. You are so much like someone I
once knew, so very long ago, he whispered. I think a part of me was
healed then.

I did as I said I would. Day after day I
followed them. But it was not as I had expected. They were not what
I had expected. Each time they glimpsed me, there was a look in
their eyes, of sympathy, of pity. There was even love in his.

It broke me.

A month later I was back in London and out of
money. Out of everything really, since I’d given up my job and home
for this one revenge. And I didn’t even have revenge.

In my pocket was Brenn’s phone number. He’d
given it to me as the plane had landed. Call me, he’d said, promise
me you will call me if you ever need my help.

We met at Somerset House, at the ice rink. I
told him about the failure of my revenge and he was as puzzled as I
was. Perhaps a curse would work better, he suggested. There were
many kinds of curses. Curses involving love, business, health.
Curses that burn slowly, ate the soul like corrosive acid. Or make
one hungry, so hungry the soul is driven mad. Or, he suggested, you
can forget about him and everything you know and come home with
me.

I threw myself into his arms and held him as
if I were holding my own soul; I knew all I wanted was in his
arms.

 


***

 


I quickly learnt that Brenn was an
extraordinary human being. A polyglot, historian, philosopher,
engineer, musician, scientist, doctor, architect—he could quote
whole books. So much knowledge rested inside his head, it was as if
he were a living library. He was also unimaginably wealthy—money
he’d made exploring, collecting, trading, inventing. I’ve worn many
hats, he said, have had many lives. But don’t be too curious about
me, he warned. You might find out things that you don’t want to
know. I wouldn’t want the shine to wear off me too soon, he joked.
Oh, I did want him to stay nice and shiny! I made him laugh. He
wasn’t used to laughing. He hadn’t laughed with joy in many, many
years. It brought tears to his eyes. I loved him so.

We traveled the world together, in bliss, for
two years. His kindness and generosity astonished me. This was not
the way men usually treated me. In love, I’d always been the one to
give, to sacrifice, tailoring and subduing each tiny bit of me in a
bid for complete acceptance. To find myself already accepted made
me giddy. I’d never been giddy in love before.

And then, in the middle of a winter so cold
the Thames froze over, Brenn took me to Scotland. To a tiny island
he owned far up in the North Atlantic. I’d never seen an island so
flat. It'd been worn down to a nub by fierce Atlantic winds. There
were no trees. Only grass and a modest castle with some satellite
cottages. Brenn wouldn’t tell me why we were on the island, except
to say that it was an important time for him, something to do with
his lifelong scientific work. I must be patient. Somber men began
arriving—I sometimes spied them as I walked up and down the stone
stairs. This was my main exercise. Gales of sixty miles per hour
made it impossible to step outside the protective shield of the
castle.

With so little to do, my imagination ran riot
and I began having disturbed dreams. Many of the dreams were fueled
by the ancient castle itself, the castle so dark and damp, life
gluey under heavy shadows. The only thriving thing was mold and
mold began to thrive inside me as well, settling deep within my
lungs. I hated the castle. And I hated the island. Most of all, I
hated the gales. At night I was terrified the gales would eat me
alive. It wasn’t just the gales—there were seals as well. Night
drove them into a frenzy and their anguished screams furnished the
evil winds with souls of the damned.

The gales are as much a part of this island
as the rocks and sea, Morag, the housekeeper, told me. There’s a
beauty to them, she assured me. And strength. I would see,
eventually. Morag was like my nurse, watching over me. Watching me.
Wherever I was in the castle, she was there too. I began to think
of Morag as the living embodiment of the castle itself.

After my first week, I rarely left my room,
spending the few moments of daylight doing jigsaw puzzles by the
large stone fireplace. Even the sun seemed to hate the island. It
wasn’t such a bad prison, my room. Sometime in the Edwardian era,
the entire room had been enclosed in ash wood, the ceilings and
walls embellished with carvings of thistles and native animals. At
the windows were thick floor-length curtains that kept the wind
out. The pale wool fabric was embroidered with dark ivy
leaves—during certain times of the day the ivy seemed to come
alive, growing out of the curtains and into the walls and floors.
That same ivy wool hung from the four poster bed, the bed a massive
thing also made from ash wood. So much wood. So much wool. With the
radiating heat of the great open fireplace, the room was almost
like a womb.

Day after day went by. Nurse Morag brought me
my meals, played board games with me, found me books and magazines.
She was like Brenn in that it was impossible to tell her age. Her
body said she could be young, but I felt she was old. Wickedly old.
Every night, at ten, she came to tuck me into bed as if I were a
little child. There was no central heating in the castle, so the
tucking in was essential to my survival. Morag took care to embalm
me as tightly as possible inside sheets that had been heated with
an ancient bed warmer, a hot water bottle stuck to my chest. The
ritual ended with the closing of the thick wool bed curtains. But
even before this, she would give me a strangely scented milk which
she said would calm my coughs and help me sleep. I did sleep, the
wind, the seals, the movements of the castle all voices talking at
me night after night after night.

I complained to Brenn.

He promised we would leave soon. And to make
me feel better, he gave me a gift, a necklace with the blackest of
stones, so velvety, so alive. This is my love, Brenn chanted,
bequeathing his love around my neck. This is how much I love you.
This is how much I trust you. Never take it off. Never show it to
anyone. Keep it close and hidden inside your clothes. Its value is
immeasurable.

He’d come to say goodnight. In his presence,
every cell in my body was supremely happy again and I fell asleep
with his hand in mine. Even after he’d left, I felt him with me, my
hand in his, his heart beating with mine.

And then I felt a third heart. From deep
within sleep I sensed someone was observing me. I fought to wake
up. The bed curtains were drawn and a woman was staring at me. A
woman so radiant, her hair blacker than black, her skin whiter than
white, her eyes so profoundly brown—I thought I was in another
dream.

Lily?

I nodded.

She laughed. Like a lily, fair and pure, she
chanted.

I asked her who she was. Ula, she said,
stretching out her hand to meet mine. She was feverish, hot to the
touch. I asked her to get into bed with me, afraid she might freeze
to death. She agreed, not because she was cold but because she was
dizzy.

This happens when I am being bled, she
said.

Bled? I saw her arm, bandaged. Brenn’s stone
was resting close to my heart; it was scorching my skin. Without
thinking, I drew it out from underneath my nightgown, the pain
unbearable. Ula gave a sharp gasp.

Put it away, she cried! Cover it up. It might
be a shew stone. A crystal ball. It might be spying on us. Cover it
up!

I slipped the stone back inside my nightgown.
It’d grown cold again.

Ula was calmer now. She caressed my forehead
and said, "Listen. Listen to my story."

 


***

 


I am being bled, milked, for what my blood
gives Brenn. What it gives people. Immortality. Every hundred years
I am bled. Here, on this island, where I once lived with Brenn all
those many years ago. We were happy once.

He and his servants, a dozen of them, gather
at this castle and drink the essence of my blood. A potent
distillate which Brenn never stops refining in hopes of making me
nothing more than cellular memory. Do you realize that you too are
drinking my blood? Every night Brenn hides a drop in your milk. He
wants to make you immortal, Lily. Because he loves you and wishes
you to be with him always. Brenn has finally fallen in love! After
all this time. I began to think it was no longer possible. I began
to think immortality had destroyed his heart. How I’ve waited for
him to love again! Listen to my story. There is so little time. I
must return to my room before they discover I am gone. I may never
have another chance. Listen. I am not a woman. I am not a human
being. Humans have a word for us. They call us the selkie. Seal
people. The seal is our distant cousin. And so are humans. We are
primarily creatures of the sea. But from time to time the land
beckons and we feel compelled to come to shore. And when we do, we
take off our sealskins and become like human beings.

How old do you think Brenn is? He is
thousands of years old. And I am older. We selkie saw the coming of
humans and thought they were funny, precious things. Adorable. My
friends and I thought Brenn irresistibly so when we first saw him.
Brenn was someone to play with. Not to love. My mate, my true mate,
was and is Fin. I met Brenn because Fin had fallen in love with a
fairy and had followed her into the fairy world. I knew he would
return to me, but I was bored waiting. We selkie fall in and out of
love easily but always are true to our mates. With our mates, we
have a bond more primeval, more powerful than love.

The earth was a different place then, a place
of endless summer. I had my friends, Ala and Whin, Lyi and Fa. The
tip of this island, where the castle now is, was a large sunning
rock in a bright blue lagoon. My friends and I flattered ourselves
and said the lagoon was our secret place, that only we knew of its
existence. Here, we laughed and played and told each other stories
and compared admiring lovers, the congenial sun showering us with
warmth.

One day it came to me that we were being
watched. I was being watched. A pair of shy eyes spying from
the thicket across the water. I pretended that I did not know and
continued playing with my friends. But clever Ala nudged me and
said, "Will your lover never come out and show himself?"

This made me mischievous. I called out to the
eyes.

"You! Come out and play with us! We will not
harm you. Much."

My friends giggled uncontrollably.

Surprised, the eyes stood up, stepping
backwards. The eyes were part of a human man, young, tall, thin. He
was not handsome, but I thought he could be one day. He burned so
brightly, like fire. Seeing how we smiled at him, he came to the
water’s edge.

"Come," I beckoned. "The water is shallow.
You can easily wade here and sit next to us."

He took off his shoes, rough leather things,
and came into the water. He had an easy grace that made the water
ripple lovingly around him.

"Sit here," I said, making room for him. He
was shy and held himself very close together. "What is your name,
human boy?"

"Brenn."

"I am Ula. These are my friends." Each
introduced herself to him, each shamelessly trying to bewitch the
boy away from me. But the boy’s eyes never left me and this
devotion moved me.

"Where are you from?" I asked Brenn
gently.

"A village close by."

"Why do you come here day after day? Hiding
like a thief?"



"I did not mean to offend. It is just that
you are so beautiful. You are all so beautiful. I have never seen
women like you."

There was so much awe in his voice, we
giggled, amused and flattered.

"He is very diplomatic," Whin teased.

Brenn blushed very prettily.

While Brenn and I talked, my friends quietly
slipped away. So enamored of me, Brenn did not even notice.

"Do you wish to kiss me?" I asked Brenn.

He was startled.

"Have you never kissed anyone before?" I
asked, amused.

"I have kissed a girl," he said shyly. "On
the cheek."

"Then kiss my cheek," I said, turning my
cheek to his lips.

He hesitated before giving me a chaste
kiss.

"Did you like it?" I teased.

"Yes. Very much."

"Then try my nose," I said.

He kissed my nose, like a little boy.

"And here, my forehead," I said.

We continued until he became less and less
chaste, until he found my mouth and lost himself completely.

It was quickly dark, surprising us both.

"I must go," I said.

"Go where?"

"Back into the sea."

"You live in the sea?" he asked,
confused.

"Yes. Have you not seen us swimming in the
sea?"

"I saw some seals. That is all. Can I
come?"

"You cannot come. You are human. You are with
the land."

"You are not human?"

"Watch."

I slipped on my skin and swam into the
sea.

The next day I came alone to the rock. Brenn
was waiting for me. He was hungry to know everything about me, so I
told him about the seal people, how we lived in the sea and
sometimes on land, how we must always return to our mother, the
sea.

That night Brenn would not let me leave.

"You must not leave me," Brenn said. "I think
I will die. I cannot sleep because I am always thinking of you. I
cannot be parted from you. I beg you, please, stay with me. Stay
with me until this sickness is over."

"Brenn, Brenn, how often must I tell you? I
cannot leave the sea."

"I love you. Marry me. Come home with me. If
you marry me, I will make you forget the sea."

"Why? What spell is married?" I asked,
worried.

"It is not a spell," he said, laughing. "We
humans marry. And have children. We live together and spend our
lives together until we die. Men and women. It is our human way. We
cannot live except in this way."

"Until you die!"

"Do not the seal people marry?"

"Not in this way. We bond and have children
and for as long as we live, we are bonded. But we are also free.
Free to go where we want. Free to love who we want. Live together
until you die! Why, that is such a long time."

"Yes. Seven hundred moons if we are
lucky."

"Seven hundred moons? Oh, Brenn, do humans
only have seven hundred moons? How sad. Seal people live a greater
time than that."

"How long?"

"We lose count. And then we know we are old,"
I said, laughing.

"I cannot live without you, Ula," Brenn
repeated.

"We can always meet here. I like spending the
days here with you. It is very nice."

"It is not enough." He was filled with
anguish. And then he tempted me: "Ula, if I built a house, here,
near the sea, could we not be married then?"

"A house? A house?" I was delighted with the
idea. A house to play in. To play like a human. "Yes, build a
house!"

It was late, so I slipped on my skin and swam
away. I could hear him calling to me, wailing, "Ula, Ula, Ula."

But the sea was stronger.

I came the next day, but Brenn was not there.
Nor the next. It did not matter. My friends had found another
lagoon, this one full of mermaids; we had a merry time exchanging
stories and trinkets with those lively girls. Soon it was the
Festival of the Red Moon and I forgot I had ever known Brenn.

The festival is a wondrous time, twelve days
and twelve nights of rites and revelry. Even the oldest of the
selkies will groom themselves until they are quite beautiful,
wanting to impress the Red Goddess. The goddess can grant you your
dearest wish, bring you love. I thought she’d brought me my
Fin.

I saw him in the crowd and my heart jumped,
but he hardly noticed me. His heart still belonged with the fairies
and he didn’t even see that I had a pretty new coral necklace. This
filled me with melancholy and I swam away by myself until I was in
the lagoon where I had played with Brenn.

He was sitting on the rock, patiently waiting
for me.

"Brenn!"

"Ula! Where have you been?"

"At home. It is the Festival of the Red
Moon."

"I have been waiting for a very long
time."

"I came. And you were not here. So I thought
you had forgotten me and I went away."

"Forgotten you?" He was hurt. He took me in
his arms, but so hard and rough. "Ula, Ula, how could you think I
could ever forget you? I love you."

"But you were not here."

"I was building our house. I told you I was
going to build our house. That is why I was not here."

"The house! Have you built it? Show me!"

"It is over here."

It was a pretty round house. A large room
with a fireplace in the middle. And doors to open and close. The
tiny doors Brenn called windows.

"I built it as close to the sea as I could.
So you would always have your sea."

"It is very nice," I said, playing with the
furniture. He’d built a table and chairs, a bed. Brenn was very
clever and could make most everything he needed.

"Then you like it? Then you will marry
me?"

"Yes, of course," I said, teasing.

We had a pretty life for a long time.
Swimming in the lagoon, playing in our house. The days were warm,
the trees tall and green. So many colorful creatures on land and
sea. Nothing like it is now. This was not an island. The wind did
not howl. The sea was not cold. Humans were few. Some days I helped
Brenn catch fish. He took the fish into the villages and brought
back many interesting human things. Toys, musical instruments,
strange grains, jewelry. These things were to amuse me. It made him
anxious whenever I was bored.

And then one day, while Brenn had gone
trading, Fin came to the lagoon.

"Aren’t you bored with your human land
house?" he teased.

"Aren’t you bored with your fairies?" I
teased back.

"Very bored. Hurry! I don’t want to wait
long."

I ran into the house, put on my sealskin, and
swam back into the sea, merry with joy.

My life with Brenn was a dream I quickly
forgot. How I’d missed my sea life. How I’d missed my friends, my
family, Fin. Fin was a part of me and I a part of Fin and the sea
our soul.

Strangely, it was the sea that brought me
back to Brenn. More precisely, a fish, one streaked with gold and
blue, its wings like liquid glass. I’d never seen such a fish and I
longed to catch it so I could show my friends. The fish was clever
and led me on a long, looping chase. Worn out, I surfaced for fresh
air and saw that I was back at my lagoon, the lagoon where my
pretty house was. I suddenly wanted to see it, the house; I
wondered if it had changed or was the same. I did not think of
Brenn. And I was startled to see him, inside the house, in bed,
ill, emaciated. I ran to him.

"Brenn, what is wrong with you?"

"Ula? Ula? Is it really you? Have you come
back to me?" His voice was so stale, as if he had been trapped at
the bottom of the sea for a very long time.

"Yes, Brenn, it’s me, it’s Ula. Oh, Brenn,
how ill you look! I’m frightened."

"Don’t be. I was ill because you went
away."

"Because I went away? How is that
possible?"

"It happens sometimes, to humans, when we
love."

"How awful it must be to be human. How awful
it must be to be you, Brenn."
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