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Other people don’t see things like Nana and I do. They don’t see the glitter of stories, clinging to jetties and the underside of boats like barnacles. They don’t believe that sea salt flows through our veins, or that seal spots hide under our hair.

But we see those stories. And we know that living and breathing the old magic out at sea beats any new life back on land.

‘Tell me the one about the Selkies again, Nana,’ I say, swaying with the rocking of our boat, Storm Seal, on the choppy sea. The red paint is peeling around the edges of the small wheelhouse, and the long, open deck feels worn under my fingers. But this boat is like a member of our family too, and I know every knot and splinter like it’s made from my own bones.

Nana grunts, hauling up one of her heavy withy crab pots from the depths of the inky-blue sea until it falls over the edge in a shower of water.

‘You know it well enough, Martha – you tell it,’ she shouts over the sound of the boat engine, sticking her hand into the opening at the top of the pot and plucking out two huge spider crabs as big as my head.

The wind roars between the knitted holes in my trapper hat like it’s cheering. My Aunt Ava made this hat for me for my birthday ages ago, her expert hands weaving green wool the same colour as my eyes. It’s got ear flaps, a pom-pom top and two plaited tassels that hang like long earrings.

‘Stories are better when you tell them,’ I say.

She grunts again, rebaiting the pot and throwing it back over. It’s the last one, and it’s been a good haul today – two dozen crab and a dozen lobster, their shells blue and speckled like treasure.

Nana wheezes, putting her hands on her knees for a moment. She catches me looking and stands again, clearing her throat.

‘Your great-great-great-great-nana was a seal,’ she says, and I close my eyes as I sit cross-legged on the deck, imagining. ‘Well – a Selkie. She lived in the world beneath the waves, catching fish in her jaws and swimming in forests of kelp. One night, she came out onto the land to dance in the light of the moon. She unzipped her sealskin and underneath was the body of a human being.’

Nana heads into the wheelhouse of the boat to take us home, never missing a beat in her story.

‘But as your great-great-great-great-nana danced on the rocks, she was watched by a man who fell instantly in love with her. To keep her with him, the man carefully stole away her sealskin and hid it, so she would forever stay with him and never again return to the sea.’

I scowl, because I don’t like this part of the story. I like to imagine that if it wasn’t for the man – Nana, my mum, my aunties, and all my cousins might still live under the sea with the other seals, diving to depths human stories can’t reach.

‘What did she do?’ I shout around the wheelhouse door.

‘What else could a seal washed up as a human do, Martha?’

‘Fish,’ we say together, catching each other’s eye and grinning.

I decide to finish the story. ‘And the Grey family have lived here in Middlesea ever since, waiting for the day we find our sealskins and return once again to the sea.’ I stare wistfully to the horizon. ‘Where do you think our Selkie skins are, Nana?’

‘Oh, I think we already have them,’ she says, taking her hand off the worn wheel to pat her chest – right over her heart. ‘If you ask me, we Greys were born with magic enough to do anything – even turn ourselves into seals.’

She coughs suddenly from the wheelhouse and her heart-pat becomes a chest-rub. She’s been coughing like this for weeks. Mum says she needs to see a doctor, but Nana just shrugs it off like it’s no big deal. I feel my magic dim for a moment as I watch her.

Nana turns and catches me looking again. She forces a smile and stares out at Seal Rock in the distance on the starboard side. The waves crash against the cliff face closest to shore, the white froth mixing with a flock of gannets so it looks like the water is flying up into the clouds. It’s a beautiful, but deadly place. Not even the most experienced fishers travel close to those rocks. Their sharp teeth would chew up any boat that even tried.

‘Although… if I were going to guess, I reckon Seal Rock would be a good place for a herd of Selkies to dance unnoticed, don’t you?’ Nana winks at me.

My heart leaps. Ever since I was little, I’ve wanted to disappear into the sea that exists in Nana’s stories. A place as old as time, where nothing ever changes. Everyone else might hear Nana’s tales and scoff and say they’re not real. But when I look over to Seal Rock now, I swear I can almost see the outline of a beautiful grey seal, dancing in the salt spray on the rocky shore.
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I watch carefully as Nana eases the throttle and brings Storm Seal back into the harbour, close to the old fish market. One day, this boat will be mine. Nana has been showing me how to captain it since I was old enough to swim. Before we dock, I do a running jump off the boat and onto the jetty, leaping over to the other fishing boats moored alongside to see what treasure they’ve found this morning.

I see mounds of rocky scallops, striped wrasses and long, slick eels. My lungs are filled with a salty-fishy stench that feels like breathing actual magic, and the cries of the gulls overhead are so loud, I can almost feel their noise in my bones.

‘All right, young Martha?’ Fabrizio says as he throws long, silvery bass into tubs filled with chipped ice from his trawler. ‘You been out potting?’

I sweep a look over my shoulder, searching for my Auntie Sue. She’s the harbour manager, and always reminding Nana that children aren’t allowed on commercial fishing boats because it’s dangerous. But Nana was out fishing when she was younger than me, so she sneaks me on as often as she can.

I can’t see my Auntie Sue anywhere right now, so I give an excited nod to Fabrizio as Old Phil beckons me over to look at the huge dogfish he caught.

‘Oi!’ Nana calls from Storm Seal. ‘Stop ogling and pull your weight.’

I sigh as Old Phil chuckles. ‘You want to be a fisher, you’ve got to be prepared to do the dirty work. It’s not all dogfish and lobsters, you know.’

‘I know,’ I say, standing tall as I race back to Nana.

Together, Nana and I band lobster claws with elastic and sort the bait for tomorrow. Nana struggles with writing, so I help her fill in the logbook and the other new paperwork Middlesea fishers have to fill in now. Then we start cleaning the deck, scrubbing the stinky fish from the planks until our old boat shines like new in the mid-morning sun.

After a while, I notice a group of tourist teenagers watching us from the main harbour path, high above us. Old Phil starts grumbling and Nana gets quiet, so I try to focus on how the sunlight is catching the water on the deck like our boat is studded with stars. But the tourists are loud, calling down to something I can’t see in the water under them. One of the boys starts throwing down chips, and another throws a polystyrene tub filled with mushy peas, and Old Phil starts shouting back.

‘Oi! That’s our home you’re filling with your muck! Get going!’

The group laughs, but starts to move away – throwing down the rest of their chip papers as they do. The paper flutters like falling birds into the water, alongside the other cans and rubbish people have dropped before them.

I keep my eyes down, trying to find the stars again.

‘Leave it, Phil,’ Nana says. ‘It won’t stop them, anyway.’

‘But throwing all that rubbish, Rona,’ Phil says to Nana. ‘We fishers work so hard to keep everything clean – you know that more than most, with all the work you do to protect these waters. And then them lot come here and ruin it.’

Nana sighs. ‘I hear you. But what can we do other than what we’ve always done, hey?’

She fetches a long stick from Old Phil’s boat, and together they prod and poke the water until all the rubbish has been fished back out again. She calls me over to help, but I pretend not to hear her. I’ve skipped across the universe and am now thinking about Selkies – imagining a world beneath the waves that’s untouched by humans. I walk to the port side of the boat, throw my head over and picture diving into the sea below. But instead of seeing murky water with a film of oil twisting on its surface, I’d see a world of giant kelp and rocky mountains that’s looked the same for hundreds and hundreds of years.

I gasp as two round eyes suddenly blink up at me from under the surface.

For a moment, I’m not sure if the eyes are part of my story, or real life. But then – so close I could reach out and touch it – the face of a grey seal emerges silently from the water next to the boat, her dark eyes fixed on me.





[image: Image]



My insides flip. I’m used to seeing seals around the harbour, but always just as faraway shapes. And this one doesn’t look like the other seals I’ve seen, with their splotchy grey fur. This seal has jet-black fur, the same colour as my hair. She has more whiskers than I can count and a long nose. And she’s looking at me like a story come to life.

‘Hello, seal,’ I gasp.

The seal does a little twirl in the water, like she’s saying ‘hello’ back.

My heart is hammering now and I want to shout out – because maybe I called the seal to me. Maybe my family really do have Selkie blood and the stories are real and the whole world really is magic.

But also, I know I’m not supposed to be this close to seals. I won’t hurt them, but some other humans might. They are wild creatures with sharp teeth and this is their home – even more than it is mine.

‘I’m Martha,’ I whisper. ‘The stories say we’re family, but… the real world won’t let us be.’

The seal looks at me with her deep, dark eyes – so big and round, they seem to contain galaxies. And I feel a pull right in the middle of my chest, like my heart and the seal’s are one. This seal knows me.

And I know this seal.

‘Liquorice,’ I say – the name appearing inside my head like it’s always been there.

I feel Nana kneel down next to me.

‘So, you’re what was causing all the fuss back there,’ Nana mutters to the seal, a smile on her face.

Liquorice blinks slowly, like she understands.

‘All we fishers do to protect you seals, and some out-of-towners come and throw chips at you.’ Nana shakes her head. ‘What seal have you heard of that eats chips, eh?’

Liquorice blows air from her nose like she’s laughing. Laughing with my nana – like they’re old friends. Family.

My heart is beating so fast, it feels like it’s humming.

‘Maybe she’s not a seal,’ I whisper. ‘Maybe she’s a Selkie.’

Nana nudges me, the twinkle back in her eye. ‘Maybe. Could be she’s come to help us find our skins, eh? I could do with a new one.’ She coughs. ‘This one – is – getting a – bit—’

Suddenly, she dissolves into a fit of coughing. But this doesn’t sound right. It seems to come from a place deep inside her, wracking her whole body and stopping her breaths short. It makes me take a step away and grip hold of the side of the boat, tightly. I look around for Old Phil and Fabrizio, but they’re still over near the harbour wall, fishing for more litter that’s choking the surface of the water.

Meanwhile, my nana’s choking too. She tries to turn away from me, pulling a tissue from her pocket, but I see her eyes are wide and scared and it makes my insides squeeze.

I don’t want to see, because I don’t know what to do, or how to help. I want to keep my eyes on Liquorice and my thoughts on the magic that – just a moment ago – seemed so close I could reach out and touch it. But I can’t seem to tear my eyes away.

Nana’s coughing finally slows enough for her to swallow. She stumbles, grabbing the side of the boat tightly with her spare hand like she might fall over otherwise. And together, we both look at the tissue in her hand.

And it’s strange, because the tissue is now the same colour as our boat.

‘Nana? Why is there red paint in your tissue?’ I ask, quietly.

Nana looks down at it. She looks across at me. And for a moment, the real world takes over completely.

Below, Liquorice huffs a spray of water from her whiskers, before sinking slowly back under the waves without us.
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The Grey family have always lived in the two end cottages on the rocks. Me, Mum, Sukhi and Nana have the blue house with the white door. Auntie Sue, her husband Darweshi and their twin boys, JJ and Noah, live in the white house with the blue door – along with my Aunt Ava and her son, Finn, who moved in with them last year. Or at least, that’s how it used to be.

When the first removal van came last week, I locked myself in my room and hid under my covers. I ignored the sounds of voices from outside and shut out the eerie silence after they’d gone, too.

I can’t ignore the second van the following week, because it sneaks in whilst I’m at the beach with my cousins, appearing suddenly like an ugly white whale on the cobblestones outside the house with the blue door.

‘Look!’ my cousin JJ hisses, pulling his brother Noah’s arm. ‘It’s the new people.’

I hang back as the boys all charge forward, trying to get a look at who bought their old house. Auntie Sue said they moved to give them all more space, because our cottages only have two bedrooms, which means everyone either has to share, or sleep on a sofa bed. But the sea is only the other side of the wall, and if you ask me, that gives everyone all the space anyone would need.

I don’t want to look at the new people. Instead, I try to focus on JJ’s hair and how you can still see where he shaved his name into it two weeks ago as a last-day-of-Year-Six joke. And on the careful dark curls in Noah’s hair and how you’d never think that they were twins if you didn’t know. And then I look at the mud on my shoes, and the gulls in the sky, and anything else as long as it isn’t the van.

‘Told you that ghosts hadn’t bought it,’ my other cousin Finn whispers to JJ.

‘Still could be,’ JJ says, nudging him. ‘I don’t see the new people, do you?’

Finn rolls his eyes.

Even though Finn is a year younger than me and two years younger than JJ and Noah, he still towers over both of them. If I squint, I can see how much he looks like my Aunt Ava – freckled and fair – whereas JJ and Noah look like a perfect mix of my Auntie Sue and Uncle Darweshi, with classic Grey-family dark curls and Uncle Darweshi’s olive-brown skin.

We all share the same Grey blood descending from Nana. But now they’ve left our home and moved into houses that are stacked like cardboard boxes on top of the cliffs. They all have their own rooms rather than being two families squished into one house, and I’m left here all alone and—

My chest feels huge suddenly, like I’ve swallowed an enormous bubble and I don’t know what will happen if it pops. I jostle past the boys and jump up the steps into my house, slamming the door behind me so the glass rattles in the wooden window frames.

‘Martha,’ Mum scolds, climbing down off the kitchen counter with Sukhi and acting like they weren’t both just trying to get a look at the new neighbours too. ‘What’s gotten into you lately?’

I glance quickly at Nana – sitting at the kitchen table like nothing ever happened on the boat last week when her tissue turned red. And even though she stuffed it deep inside her pocket and said that it didn’t matter – I’m still worrying about it. A lot.

‘Sorry,’ I mumble. I dump my soggy towel from the beach on the floor and slump into the chair next to Nana at the kitchen table.

Nana coughs and I flinch, looking for blood out of the corner of my eye. But she’s fine – chuckling to herself as she turns the page of the newspaper she’s reading.

‘Oh, leave her be,’ she says. ‘Our ancestors built these doors to be slammed. And if they knew their own flesh and blood were going to sell off their home for something as silly as money, I reckon their ghosts would be slamming all the doors for us.’

Mum tuts. ‘Yes, well, surprisingly, we do need money to live, Mother.’

Nana winks at me and I smile, shaking myself back to normal. Nana gets it. She and I are woven from the same skin. We even look like each other, with the same sea-green eyes and the same stone-black hair, before hers all turned grey.

It doesn’t matter that I slammed the door anyway, because the door of a Grey’s house is always open, really. The boys let themselves in, clattering and yelling about dinner and who has to sit on the wonky chair. And they’re followed by other fisherfolk – Matty, with a bag of early mackerel; Old Phil, with a broken crab pot he wants my Aunt Ava to help fix; and my old teacher Miss Thurston, who is popping in with some spare potatoes from her garden.

Soon, the kitchen is full of chatter and it makes the bubble in my chest go away, because this feels like normal again – everyone in Middlesea together all at once, with Nana right in the centre.

Nana rolls up her newspaper and uses it to swat at JJ’s hand trying to steal an apple from the bowl on the table, taking the wonky chair herself to stop the arguing. Miss Thurston and Old Phil start up a loud conversation by the fireplace about some new fishing regulation. Sukhi shouts for everyone to duck as she plonks a steaming vat of chowder in the middle of the table, made with one of the crabs Nana caught today and the unsold fish at the shop, whilst Mum breaks the bread rolls meant for the four of us into extra portions. And even though you’d think that would mean less food, suddenly the table is full of different types of fish, cheese and buttered greens that all taste delicious. And even though not everyone can sit down, everyone eats until their bellies are full.

‘So how are your new houses, boys? How’s your mum settling in the flat, Finn?’ Miss Thurston says from the fireplace.

Finn tries to talk with his mouth full and gets a swat from Nana, who’s still holding the rolled-up newspaper. He rolls his eyes.

‘It’s amazing,’ JJ says instead. ‘You can see into other people’s bedrooms from my room – there’s a man in the house opposite who never closes his curtains – you can see him picking his nose!’

Mum tuts, but Finn finally swallows. ‘Mum’s really excited to have our own flat – she’s planting new vegetables in the shared garden for everyone to eat. And there’s a brook at the back where she can soak all the willow for the withy crab pots in the winter.’

‘You don’t say?’ Nana says, looking interested all of a sudden.

‘We’re closer to the willow farm up there, too,’ Noah says, shyly. ‘Aunt Ava says it cuts the travel time in half.’

I pull my trapper hat down over my eyes, but even without seeing him, I can tell Noah’s excited. He’s Aunt Ava’s unofficial apprentice, and one day, he’ll be weaving the long strands of willow with her into the withy crab pots that Nana takes out fishing with her, just like the Grey family have been doing for generations, and that I will too, one day.

‘Dad has already decorated our house and he’s going to do Aunt Ava’s flat next,’ JJ says, reaching in for more chowder. ‘I’ve got shark wallpaper – it’s so cool, Martha.’

I keep my lips together, even though shark wallpaper does sound better than the peeling chipboard in mine and Nana’s room. But at least our room looks out onto the harbour, with the every-colour boats and the twinkling lights of Middlesea, wrapping around the bay. At least from our room, you can see Nana’s boat and the jagged point of Seal Rock jutting out of the sea in the distance.

Much better than seeing some old man picking his nose.

I’m about to say all this, but suddenly we hear voices outside and everyone goes quiet.

‘Home sweet home,’ a man says. ‘Are you excited?’

‘It’s a bit rickety,’ a girl replies. ‘Are you sure it won’t tumble into the sea?’

I frown as all the chairs scrape back and everyone but Nana and I piles towards the kitchen counter, straining at the window to catch a glimpse of the new neighbours.

‘I see a blonde girl!’ Finn says, his face pressed against the glass.

‘And a man – quite a handsome one at that,’ Mum says as Sukhi elbows her in the ribs. Mum giggles and holds her tight around the waist.

But it doesn’t matter who they are. They’re not my aunties and uncle and my cousins, and that makes my chest squeeze tight again.

Matty peels off from the window, taking advantage of the empty chairs to rest his old sea legs. His face and hands are always dark with dirt, and he smells like he’s just been dug up from the garden – but if you ever have an issue with your boat engine, he’d be the one to fix it.

Nana coughs again and Matty glances at her, dolloping some leftover chowder into his bowl. ‘You ought to get that cough looked at, Rona – sounds like a nasty one.’

I stop eating.

‘It’s nothing,’ Nana says, prickling. But Matty isn’t listening, as usual.

‘My old dad had a cough like that for years. Stopped him fishing in the end, of course.’

I slide a panicked look at Nana, who’s turned a deep red. Everyone in the whole town knows that when Nana turns this colour, you’d better stop talking.

But when Nana finally does speak, she doesn’t shout.

‘I’d sooner die than stop fishing,’ she says, with a quiet fury.

Matty chuckles, because it’s such a Nana thing to say – strong and stubborn like an old rock. But the words seep into my chest and make my lungs squeeze. I keep thinking of Nana on the boat last week, when I was light with the magic of meeting Liquorice, and how it suddenly felt like I was drowning, as she coughed and coughed and coughed. And now, the sinking feeling starts to drag me down again.

When the sound of the room comes back to me, I see Finn with his face so close to mine, I can see the faint freckles dotted across his nose.

‘Martha? Martha, aren’t you listening? The new neighbours have a dog!’

Everyone groans and stops to look at me, because I’ve been begging Mum for a pet dog since I was old enough to speak. But even something as wonderful as a dog living right next door isn’t enough to pop the bubble in my chest.

I scrape my chair back, mutter something about getting some fresh air and disappear outside, into the dusk.
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Outside, a warm summer breeze whips in from across the sea. The sun is breaking like an egg yolk on Seal Rock, turning the waves and sky an orangey-pink.

I go around the side of the house to the place I keep my secret dry bag, hidden under last year’s withy pots that are stacked high and tied with frayed rope. I tug the bag out of the pot at the bottom and unroll it, taking out Nana’s old grey coat from the bottom. The coat shimmers in the sunset like it’s been spun from spider silk in every colour of grey and silver there is.

After we got back from the boat last week, everything felt strange – like hot, black lava was bubbling up underneath the floorboards of the kitchen, shaking the pots and pans hanging over the cooker and rattling the glass in the windows. But Nana just sat in her chair like everything was normal. Like she couldn’t feel our home shuddering under our feet, threatening to erupt and turn everything to dust.

I wanted to feel like everything was normal too. Then I saw this coat – sitting on top of a pile of old clothes, ready to be taken to the charity shop. And suddenly, I didn’t need to think about red tissues, or Nana’s wide, scared eyes as she looked at it. I thought instead about Selkie skins and how Nana said she thinks we might already have them. And maybe that means I was born with magic in my veins, or maybe it just means I can wrap some of Nana around me and disappear into a world without problems for a while.

But either way, the ground stopped shaking when I picked it up.

Now, I press my nose into the coat’s soft fluff and it smells like I imagine a Selkie skin would – like sea and stories – and the bubble in my chest sinks away. I can still hear everyone inside the house chatting as they clear the dishes away, so I slink down the cobblestone path to the beach, hunting for more magic.
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If I look closely, I can see it fluttering in the pink-tipped clouds, like flocks of seabirds. It hangs in dewdrops under the railings of the steps leading down to the marina and curls around the smell of fish batter from the chip shop below. And as I get closer to the sea, it glitters on everything – the roof of the old fish market, the fuel pump on the jetty, and all the trawlers dotted around the harbour. Even as far out as the lighthouse at the end of the breakwater, which splutters on for the night as I watch.

I unfold Nana’s coat and put it on. The grey fur isn’t from a real animal, but it still looks like it’s been unzipped from a Selkie. The inside is lined with silk, and even though it’s full of holes, it feels like slipping into the pocket of a giant. The sleeves go down to my knees, but I roll them back, lift my trapper hat from my eyes and step into my imagination.

I imagine that I wade into the water, the waves at my ankles, then my knees. I imagine that the sea is clinging to its secrets, but once it touches the bottom of the coat, it realizes I belong to it after all and welcomes me home.

In a swirl of every-colour, I imagine that the coat clings to my legs and turns them to flippers. It beats into my heart and shows me how to dive, deep under the waves, like a seal.

Looking down at my hands, I see only flippers now. They know how to cut the water and pirouette me over the seabed rocks, chasing fish with my seal teeth. My long whiskers know where the squid are hiding and my body knows how to catch them.

In my game, I duck and dive around kelp forests, and on land, I jump and twirl over rocks, kicking up water until it makes the edges of the coat damp and heavy. I’m a seal and a girl, and in these moments, I get to be both all at once, with no red tissues or clifftop houses to drag me away.

I take a breath, the real world leaking in for a moment. I’m stood on a high rock, my hands in the air like I’m pulling threads from the sky and weaving them into a withy pot.

…But something feels strange. Like I’m being watched.

Lifting my head, I see a small, dark shape, bobbing on the waves just off the shore. My heartbeat is suddenly loud in my ears as I squint at it, trying to see if it’s just a rock, or a new kind of buoy, or whether – just maybe – it’s—

‘Liquorice,’ I gasp, as the shape moves and I see the outline of a long, black nose.

I clamber off the rock I’m on, jumping down onto the shingle and running into the shallows, so the coat clogs with water and rushes back and forth with the waves. I don’t care that my boots are filled with sea and stones, and I don’t care that my trousers are getting wet, because Liquorice is here. She found me.

I’ve thought about her every day since seeing her from Nana’s boat. The way she appeared and seemed to see right down to the middle of me. I’ve wondered if Nana was right – that maybe she really is here to show us where our Selkie skins are hidden.

‘You’re a bit close there, Martha,’ a voice says from behind me. ‘You need to stay a hundred metres away from seals, remember.’

I turn around, splashing out of the shallows to see Charlotte out walking her dog along the beach – her hair tied with a flowery headscarf. She volunteers with my Uncle Darweshi at the seal sanctuary and is always having to remind tourists to stay back. I feel embarrassed that she had to tell me when I’m from here and I already know. But then I suppose Liquorice might not be a seal – she might be a Selkie. So maybe that doesn’t count.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I think this seal is different though. I think she knows me…’

Charlotte stops walking and gives me the amused smile that a lot of grown-ups give Nana and me when we’re telling stories. She squints out at Liquorice. ‘Hard to say, but it looks like one of last year’s pups maybe. And –’ she squints harder – ‘melanistic maybe? We’ve not had one of those in a while.’ She smiles brightly.

‘Melanistic?’ I say, bending down to try to stroke her Jack Russell, Todd, who ignores me, as usual.

‘That means their fur is all black. It’s only seen in one in four hundred grey seals. She’ll have black eyes and claws too, no doubt.’ I look down at my own normal-coloured nails as Charlotte chuckles. ‘If she’s a new seal on the block, you’ll have to help us give her a name. Your nana named a seal too actually, once upon a time. She told everyone she was a Selkie because the zigzag pattern down her back looked like a coat zip.’ She chuckles again.
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