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The Lost Selkie

 

Eule Grey


 

Pretty selkie from the sea,

can’t you spare a kiss for me?

Guide me to a love sublime,

and a life wholly mine.


Chapter One

On a chilly morning, my sister drove me to the train station and pushed me out of the car. “Why? It’s not too late to change your mind.”

I stumbled into the dank car park, brandishing my precious toolbox like a shield to protect me from Becka’s fierce questions and whatever else lay ahead.

Somehow, I resisted the overwhelming urge to retreat into my sister’s warm car and admit she was right about Scarborough being a foolish idea even though I was terrified. “I’m going to be a TV electrician in Yorkshire. It’ll be great!”

My brave words hid a mountain of worries. Nine months, five hours ago, the soap opera director I’d served for twenty years had delivered the bombshell: “We don’t need old-style electricians anymore. Have a break while you think about what to do next. We’ve gotten old, Esther. AI has taken our place.”

Gotten old? I was forty, not one hundred. Romance scenes were my beating heart—first kiss, illicit liaisons, gangster couples, later life snogs—every storyline sustained me, however implausible. True, my own love life was non-existent, but why worry about what I couldn’t change? Women never paid me much attention anyway. To them, I was boring Esther Sparks; to actors, I was the leccy queen. Sparkie—Can you help me with this? Where’s Sparks? Perfect! No AI electrician would fix the wiring with as much love or dedication as me. They never could.

The advert for Scarborough became a glimmer of hope in a sea of despair, a chance to reignite the spark in my life.

Wanted! TV electrician for haunted hotel set in Scarborough. Lodging and board. Free screwdriver. Must be comfortable around snails and actresses.

I could have sworn my heart had stopped beating. Scarborough. Actresses. All I remembered from a childhood day trip to Yorkshire was beautiful seals peering from beneath the waves and vinegary fish and chips.

The memory was enough. Surely, on a beach set, there’d be at least one romantic plot with lines I could fall in love with and dream about.

I emailed my CV within minutes. A job offer arrived three hours later, train ticket attached. ‘Dear Ms Sparks, come immediately. We need you.’

Needed me… My trusty toolbox and I were packed within ten minutes. I could have cried with relief, envisaging a sunny set filled with laughing actresses and dodgy electrics. Esther Sparks was ready to help the actresses shine.

If beneath my excitement, an uneasy inner voice nipped at my consciousness—is this all there is to my life?—I ignored it and the gaping maw where a girlfriend and social life should’ve been. Down the hatch and switch on the lights had always been my motto. Why change now?

Unfortunately, my sister was anything but enthusiastic about my new venture. She’d spitefully tugged my hair, growling at passing trains as if they were naughty children. “Why can’t you be an adult? Scarborough is on the other side of the world. You won’t find happiness or a woman to love you there!”

A woman to love me? I probably went redder than a strawberry while my sister readied herself for another round.

I ignored Becka’s cat-bum expression and the nasty acidic acknowledgement in my throat that sis was right. “It’ll be great. Scarborough is only a few hours drive from Ramsgate, so stop nagging.”

She snatched up my suitcase. “Who are you kidding? It’ll be shit. A haunted hotel, for god’s sake. And on your own! Why don’t you get an ordinary job like everyone else—maybe in London? The whole thing is probably a scam.” She booted my toolbox for emphasis. “Stop idolising others and find a life of your own. Fancy-arsed actors who take advantage of your kind nature won’t love you how you deserve. I could give them a good slap.”

Awch.

Cruel, but not new. She’d been saying the same thing for years. I loved my sister dearly, though she could wind me up like nobody else. Yes, she’d brought me dinner when I was too sad to leave bed. I was grateful. But. Becka’s life had been a champagne glass of friends, exams, and jobs, whereas mine, more of a chipped, empty mug.

It was time to return to the safe world of soap opera romances. What hope did someone like me have of finding love elsewhere? Maybe the gaping absence inside me couldn’t be filled by yet another TV plotline, but you couldn’t have everything.

I smiled grimly, grabbing my suitcase from Becka’s iron grip. “What’s the worst scenario? It’s Scarborough, not the moon. I’m thinking of the next few months as a paid holiday.”

A bubble of excitement rose from my chilly bones. How I’d missed working on a set, tools in hand, surrounded by confident actors with shiny hair and lives to dream about.

We played a final game of tugging the suitcase until Becka finally acquiesced with a snarl.

“Oh, all right, then. Please be careful! You’re far too trusting. I won’t be there to pick up the pieces.”

We hugged. The distance between Ramsgate and Scarborough hit me suddenly. I would miss Becka and her children terribly. Tears almost cracked my ice-queen persona, but I held them back by repeating my work tagline: Down the hatch and switch on the lights.

The last thing my sister said as I disappeared into the train station would return to me during the turbulent weeks ahead. “Don’t fall in love, and please don’t adopt any strays. Right?”

I mentally counted the obscene number of actresses I’d loved from a distance. “Right.” Why had Becka mentioned strays? She hadn’t finished. “And don’t be a grump. You can be a mardy mare. Live in the moment instead of in your head. Give people a chance to be friends. You can’t dream away your whole life. Will you try? Underneath your mouldy screwdriver, a kind, passionate woman is dying to be freed from the hole she’s dug herself into.”

Passionate.

Now she’d really pissed me off. “Mardy? Who’s mardy? You are.”

Despite the scene, we parted on good terms. My sister and I shared a loving relationship; she told the truth about my failings, and I ignored her advice. By and large, the technique worked for us both.

I boarded the train confidently. Other passengers chatted gaily about their holidays. The train crew addressed me politely: “Good morning, madame.”

I could have cried with relief. It had been ages since my last work trip abroad. How lovely to return to work, maybe visit the Scarborough beach during the evening when filming was done. It had been a terribly cold summer so far, but there was plenty of time left for the sun to appear. Oh, yes, I imagined happy Sundays spent lolling on the beach on a deck chair with a nice ninety-nine ice cream.

I reached my seat without trouble before everything went to shit.

A young woman sat cross-legged on my seat like a child, wearing fluffy socks and striped dungaree-things, singing, surrounded by chocolates and a stinky burger wrapper. She was untidy and loud—the opposite of me. Her shoes were poked into the magazine rack and her hair had been bunched above her head in a tower of unruly curls.

If I hadn’t been in such a filthy mood, I might have noticed how gorgeous she was. But I did not.

Still, I couldn’t help but stare at her animated face, attracting me, moth to light. She reminded me of an old photo Becka had found online of a long-lost relative, ‘Bab’, and her ‘friend’, an Algerian lady who might have been named Nora. The woman in my seat had the same striking features as our relative’s friend—expressive, dark eyes and eyebrows, a wide, smiley mouth. Not that I cared.

She was a delight to watch despite the chaos she’d created. Her expression accelerated from delighted to horrified and back again. An ill-fitting pair of headphones had slipped off her head, causing an unpleasant, scratchy sound to blare out willy-nilly. It was impossible not to be disturbed by her.

Damn. Five minutes in, my trip was a catastrophe—a real live young woman in my seat, resembling every girl at school who’d whispered about how I took things too seriously. The only women I talked with, besides Beck, had been actresses. How did one address strangers on trains anyway?

I coughed politely, pointing to my seat. “Excuse me.”

The girl remained oblivious to her crimes, whether imagined or not. In addition to singing, she jiggled and danced in her seat, clearly revelling in the horrible racket.

Finally, she opened her eyes. On spotting me, with my prudish expression, ready for a fight, she giggled. She patted the seat next to the window—the one she’d covered in rubbish. “Hello, sweetheart. Is this your throne?”

Sweetheart, my foot. “Yes. At least it would be if I could get there. It’s ruined by rubbish,” I replied tightly. Why did people have to spoil everything?

A quick look up and down the aisles confirmed my fears: No empty seats. I’d be forced to spend the next four hours with the burger queen.

She cleared away, chatting in a silly, high-pitched voice as if we were old friends. “Oh my god, you poor thing, being stuck with me. I’m a terrible traveller. You might have to hold my hand.”

She cackled loudly while my body language broadcasted that I’d be doing no such thing. Esther Sparks fixed the wires; she did not hold hands or mollycoddle dungareed ladies, no matter how attractive.

When the seat had been cleared, I squeezed past. Despite trying to avoid touching any part of her, my knees and hers bumped in the cramped space.

“Sorry,” I said unceremoniously, letting her know she’d pissed me off. If she’d stood up like any normal person, I wouldn’t have had to steal past like a thief instead of a passenger. Once I sat, arms hugging my body, legs tightly closed, I clamped my lips together to avoid talking. My body became squeezed and squashed, and my poor head ached. I could have sworn all the pieces of me that had shattered during my breakdown ran for the hills once more. In a last act of desperation, I closed my eyes. Please fall asleep. Please.

It was not to be.

The girl gripped my arm painfully as the train gathered speed, shaking me hard until I opened my eyes. “Please, will you hold my hand, darling? I’ll die of fright if you don’t cuddle me. I hate speedy trains. The world flies by so fast, and then I feel sick.” She whimpered. Her shoulders slumped. Her eyes filled with tears. “Oh god. I never should’ve come.”

Against my will, I took her hand—nail varnish, rings, bracelets, and all—and spoke kindly but firmly, like an auntie. “Sit back. Nothing bad will happen.”

It had been so long since the last time I’d held a hand that didn’t belong to my nieces or nephews I couldn’t remember. Perhaps I never had.

The girl relaxed slightly, rubbing her thumb up and down mine, stealing my breath. Curse her. A strange, unsettling warmth blossomed beneath my skin, interfering with my vital organs and offending my heart. I closed my eyes again in case anyone noticed me falling apart.

Oh, her skin against mine! Cold and hot, damp and dry, heavy with suggestions that tugged at the desolation and loneliness of my days.

The tingle travelled from my hand to other parts of my body until the contact positively drenched me. Was I sick? Feverish? Perhaps the weirdest symptom was an influx of mental images appearing in a series of colourful flashes: beaches, a stormy sea, a gaping pit, seals swimming frantically. It was bizarre, maybe even disturbing. In addition, two young women appeared. It was probably only my imagination, but one looked like the girl in the old photo Beck had found online.

The final image depicted a fragmented, pixelated woman jumping in and out of the waves on a windswept shore. Although I couldn’t see her face, it was clear she sought something or someone within the endless blue-white-blue-white.

I didn’t welcome the following insight, but it came anyway—the woman in my daydream was not so different from me, always seeking, never finding. We’d both become lost and adrift in the flotsam.

An unexpected tear escaped my ice queen mask, followed by another. The burst of emotion came as a shock. God knew why I was so emotional. Maybe it was a delayed reaction to saying goodbye to Becka. We’d never been parted for more than a week.

Seemingly oblivious to my discomfort, the girl snuggled against my side in much the same way as Becka’s kids. “Oh goodness, I do hate trains. Does the engine sound okay to you? What if we break down?” She gazed up at me with lovely olive-amber eyes, but I only heard a technical electrical question. “Should the lights be off?”

Her questions were enough to halt the hallucinogenic nonsense messing with my brain. I wiped my eyes and then battled, not for my sake but for hers. “Don’t worry about the lighting.”

She reached for the sick bag and promptly threw up. The next half hour was spent tending her. Afterwards, she looked miserable. “I shouldn’t have eaten two burgers and a pot of noodles, but I’m sick of diets.” She rested her head against my shoulder. “Are you sure we’re safe?”

I ached to offer a telling-off about dieting, but I would never be so judgemental. So, I concentrated on telling her about the wiring on trains. The purpose of my explanation was to calm her down so she’d leave me alone and not molest me, her irritating arms around my waist. The last thing I wanted was for her to puke again.

The strange image of a woman walking alongside the sea never faded from my mind. I constantly pushed it away, figuring the mental disturbance was probably due to nerves.

She listened to every word about lighting, to give the girl her dues, though she refused to let go of my hand. “Wires, I see. What’s your name? Mine’s Layla.”

Her name stopped me in my tracks. Layla. Easy to remember.

“Esther Sparks,” I replied curtly, wanting to return to the safe topic of lights. “Complex stuff. What they do is—”

Layla beamed so brightly and suddenly that I stopped mid-sentence, caught by galactical stars in her eyes and the smallness of her hand tucked safely inside mine. “Esther? What an elegant name—a deep breath of joy at the start of a summer’s day. Have you got a girlfriend? Do you like pina colada? Will we need fluffy pyjamas in Scarborough? I’ve heard it’s absolutely freezing, even in summer. Did you know the beach is haunted? I love ghosts. Don’t you?”

Goodness me. Nobody had ever spoken my name quite like she did, gently, intensely, with passion I couldn’t believe in.

Somehow, I evaded the barrage of questions, though it wasn’t easy. A deep breath of joy… Esther Sparks? That’d be the day.

Layla seemed to think I was playing games instead of doing the decent thing by describing how an aerotrain worked. The cheeky thing even tickled me beneath my chin. “Are you ticklish, Es? I think so…you’ve gone awfully red!”

Goodness me.

Somehow, I kept her calm despite the extenuating circumstances. When we reached London, we navigated a platform change. To my surprise, Layla was also headed for the north. Like before, we were forced to sit together due to lack of space.

The train swept through fields of swaying flowers and grimy towns. Although the sunshine failed to break through, I was sure the skies grew lighter the farther north we went.

Also, like before, Layla snuggled into my side. At some point during the journey to Scarborough, we both fell asleep. I dreamt of seals and a massive ice cream. I woke abruptly as the train reached Scarborough, sure I’d forgotten something important.

To my absolute horror, the girl was curled up on my lap, her head snuggled into my chest, my arms firmly around her.

Down the hatch, and switch on the lights!
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