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​Best of Both Worlds
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The night Ray brought Kaila and her selkie pelt home, he let her sit in the living room for less than five minutes. It was the first time she'd been inside of a building. She didn't have time to take it all in—the faux wood paneling, the worn but rough upholstery, the carpet that hid a myriad of stains and sins—before he took her to her second building, the tattoo parlor. She was still finding her voice, so she could only shake her head in terror when they parked outside.

"It ain't for you," Ray said.

Inside, Ray handed a silver key and a stack of cash to a lean, dark-haired man with hunger in his eyes. The man took the key into a back room, then returned with a vial of shimmering silver ink, like moonlight across the sea.

Kaila practiced using her new-found voice to the hum of the tattoo needle, as the tattoo artist recreated the key on Ray's forearm.

She'd heard about how human men locked up selkie pelts so their selkie wives couldn't return to the sea. She was sure that was what Ray had done. But the stories that made their way beneath the waves always talked about selkies finding the key, unlocking the chest, and returning home.

If the key was within Ray's tattoo, she had little chance of retrieving it. This strange place would be her home forever.

~
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Ray expected the usual wifely things from Kaila—cooking, cleaning, and conjugal satisfaction. He had to teach her about all three.

She took each one in stride. While she worked on any of the tasks, her thoughts drifted to her home, flitting through her memories like minnows through kelp. Ray didn't seem to care if her mind was miles away.

Once she'd taken care of things around the house each day, and while Ray was at work or asleep in front of some sports game on the weekends, Kaila spent most of her time at the small rocky beach at the end of the road, the one where Ray had found her and her pelt. The Oregon Coast was cold and gray, and the beach was deserted nearly every afternoon.

The first time someone else was on what Kaila had come to think of as "her" beach, she recoiled, unsure if she should leave.

The person on the beach turned before Kaila had made up her mind and gestured for her to come over.

"You're Ray's wife, aren't you?" the elderly woman asked.

Kaila nodded, unable to form words.

"I've seen you out here before. I'm Gladys Evans. Last house on the left is mine." She gestured behind her at the dull tan house with a yard overflowing with flowers.

Kaila didn't know a lot about flowers, but she enjoyed the riot of colors that reminded her of the many-colored fish she'd once swum among. "Kaila," she said, her voice quiet.

"Hope you don't mind me intruding on your beach time," Mrs. Evans said. "I've been coming out here every day that I've lived here, but when I noticed you out here as well, I timed my trips so I wouldn't interfere with yours. But you look like you could use someone to talk to now and then."

"I don't know a whole lot of people here," Kaila admitted. She knew a few faces at the grocery store, but the few sentences Mrs. Evans had just said to her were about the most conversation she'd gotten out of anyone, even Ray. "And no, I don't mind."

"Glad to hear it," Mrs. Evans replied. "My husband was a sailor. Not lost at sea, mind you. No, he died on land. But he always talked about the water with such passion. I come out here to remember him."

"I'm sorry he's gone," Kaila said. She'd heard people on television shows use a different expression, but she thought she'd gotten it close enough.

"I reckon you're a bit like him. You love the water with all your heart."

Kaila understood that wives were supposed to love their husbands, and vice versa. She opened her mouth to protest.

"No, no, I understand. I'm sure you love Ray, too, just like my Jimmy loved me. It's okay to love a person and a place. It's different."

Kaila nodded, unable to form the right words at that moment. She felt like she shouldn't be having this conversation. "I should get back home. It was nice to meet you, Mrs. Evans."

"Gladys, please."

Kaila nodded and murmured, "Gladys."

~
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When Kaila had lived in the water, any time she or one of her kin became aware of a human having shed seven tears into the ocean, one of the selkies would go to them.

She wasn't sure if it would work for a selkie without her pelt to cry into the ocean, but she figured it was worth trying. The effort of creating sufficient tears to drop seven of them into the water led to Kaila sobbing, her shoulders heaving.

A warm arm wrapped around her shoulders, smelling faintly of peppermint. Though the arm was slender, it was sturdy, and Kaila leaned into the embrace as her sobs subsided.

"You want to talk about it?" Gladys finally asked.

"Talk about what?" Kaila asked through her sniffling.

"You were just bawling your eyes out for no reason then?"

"Oh." Kaila blushed. "No. But ... I just ... I miss my family."

Gladys nodded. "Makes sense. Young bride from out of town. Do you get to call them now and then?"

"No, they ... my family doesn't have a phone."

"That's a shame." Gladys shook her head slowly, seemingly not surprised that someone might not have a phone. "You should ask Ray to take you to visit them more often, then."

"Oh, I couldn't," Kaila replied.

"Well, you ought to. Young brides still need their families, now and again. Or if he can't take you himself, he ought to at least let you catch a bus or plane or whatever it takes."

Kaila shrugged. "He wouldn't know what to do without me, he says."

Gladys scoffed. "That's probably true. I'm not sure how he got along before he found you. But it's not fair now, is it? Not how they promised it'd be when I was a girl. Women were going to find a place in the working world, and stop being housewives. We were going to have real freedom." She sighed.

Kaila wanted to tell Gladys that she'd had freedom once, before Ray took it from her. But she couldn't speak those words, and she was on the verge of tears again. She only managed, "I should get back home."

"You feeling better now?"

"Much," Kaila lied, forcing a smile.

She hurried home and cried into a pile of towels that needed to be washed. When she'd finally cried out enough of her sorrow, she tossed the sodden towels into the washer and started the cycle.

~
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As Kaila walked to and from her errands in town, she passed the tattoo parlor, her second building, regularly. She went in one afternoon, looking at the pictures of mermaids and anchors and hearts.

The girl at the counter had red hair, spiky like coral. Kaila liked her immediately.

"Hey there, I'm Ash. Can I help you pick something out?"

"I'm not sure," Kaila said. "I don't know a lot about tattoos. Is all tattoo ink made from ... things?"

"Things? You mean like minerals and chemicals, right?"

Kaila shook her head. "Solid things."

"Solid? Like what?" Ash asked, standing up straighter.

"Keys."

Ash opened her mouth several times, then beckoned Kaila closer. "Where'd you hear about that?"

"My husband has a tattoo of a key, and I think the ink came from that key."

Rubbing her face, Ash nodded, just barely. "Yeah, okay, what are you looking for?"

Kaila's shoulders slumped. "I don't know. A key of my own?" She shook her head. "No, that wouldn't do me any good. I need the key he has, not my own."

Ash inclined her head. "Ah. You need him to get his tattoo removed. Extract the key."

"Can that be done?" Kaila asked, eyes wide.

"It's difficult, taxing for the artist and the client, but yes." Ash shook her head. "There are easier ways, though."

"He's locked up something dear to me, and the only way I know to get it back is to have the key."

After studying Kaila's face, Ash nodded. "I can do it. You need to bring him to the shop, after hours. And you'll have to figure out payment."

Kaila had little money. Ray kept a close watch on her credit card statement, and only gave her spending cash on rare occasions. She hadn't kept much of that, either. "What sort of payment?"

"Money or valuables, generally."

Kaila only had a single thing of value, and it wasn't something she wanted to give away. But if solid things could be made into tattoo ink, maybe that included her pelt. "What can you do with a selkie pelt?"

Ash's eyes widened. "Are you serious?"

Kaila nodded.

"That's a literal goldmine." Ash's gaze went distant, but she nodded, rubbing her chin. Then her gaze snapped back to Kaila. "Yeah, I can do it. One selkie pelt is enough for half a dozen tattoos, so you'd be paying for his tattoo removal more than adequately. And I assume you'll want one?"

"A tattoo? Of what?"

Ash grinned and gestured to one of the pieces of artwork on the wall, a mermaid with a tail that looked more like a seal's body than a fish's fin. "A transformation. Seal, woman, and something in between. Entirely under your control."

Kaila didn't have to think about her answer. "Yes." Then she paused. "I need two tattoos."

"You only need the one," Ash said, frowning.

"One for me, and one for a friend."

Ash hesitated only a moment before sticking out her hand. "Deal."

~
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Kaila had found that Ray was much easier to deal with after he'd had a good meal and a few drinks. She suggested his favorite buffet for dinner as a treat for their upcoming anniversary.

He wobbled when he rose from the table, but he'd never let Kaila drive his truck, and she'd never learned.

"Let's take a walk around the block while you drink some water," she suggested.

As they passed the tattoo parlor, Kaila smiled. "Do you remember bringing me here the first day I was on land?"

Ray smirked and nodded, tapping the key tattoo on his arm. "Sure do."

"Do you ever think about getting more?" Kaila asked. "Tattoos, I mean. Not ... keys."

"Don't know that I need any more. This here's the most important one. It means I've got you."

"Oh, that's sweet," Kaila said with a forced giggle, ignoring the bitterness in her throat. "Hey, let's go look at the art for a few minutes?"

"Yeah, okay. Maybe I'll see something I like."

Ash smiled broadly at Kaila and Ray as they walked in, treating them both like she'd never seen them before. "Hey, I'm Ash. Can I help you with anything?"

"Just browsing the art," Ray said, though his gaze stuck to Ash and a partially concealed tattoo on her chest. "So what's that one?"

Ash looked down. "Oh, just an anchor." She pulled a bit of her shirt aside to give Ray more of a view of the tattoo and her cleavage.

Kaila glanced between the art on the wall, which she was supposed to be browsing, and Ash, unsure what needed to be done to get Ray from ogling Ash to having his tattoo removed.

She stepped a little closer, and Ash flashed an OK gesture, out of Ray's line of sight. Then Ash dropped her hand, grabbed something that looked like a cleaning cloth, and jammed it in Ray's face. "Get ready to catch him."

Ray swooned backward, and Kaila managed to mostly support his weight as he began to fall.

Ash moved past both of them to lock the door and turn out the light over the reception area. Then she slung one of Ray's limp arms over her shoulders and inclined her head toward the back of the shop. "Help me get him into a chair."

The back of the shop had a variety of chairs and tables, and Ash and Kaila maneuvered Ray to one with a wide armrest, which Ash propped his tattooed arm atop.

Ash then produced a series of straps like seat belts and belts for pants. "Okay, we're going to restrain him in case the chloroform doesn't keep him under once the pain starts."

"This isn't how you normally do tattoos, is it?" Kaila asked as she helped Ash with the restraints.

Ash laughed. "Oh, gods, no. This is for special circumstances only. We're going to want to gag him in case he starts screaming when he wakes up too."

A slight pang of guilt struck Kaila. "We're not going to ... kill him, are we?"

"No, not kill him. It will hurt." Ash shrugged. "Him and me. But I've got painkillers, and this is all going to be worth it." She paused and looked at Kaila. "Right, you need the key to get the pelt?"

Kaila nodded.

"Alright." Ash pulled her phone from her pocket. "It's up to you if you want to watch me do this. When I'm almost done, I want you to use my phone to call the emergency contact, right there on the lock screen. My friend Jorge is an EMT. He'll come and take your husband to the hospital, just in case there are any complications."
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