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Melinda is staying on Lindisfarne for a Christmas break with her old friend when an unexpected argument leaves her alone for the holiday.

It's the first Christmas since her mother died and the island's peace and wild tranquillity bring balm to her wounded heart. Two chance meetings, first with a pair of wary otters and then with cafe-owner Rowan, bring her genuine joy.

Will her tentative relationship with Rowan survive the end of her holiday and the turning of the year?

A short sapphic Christmas story. With otters. 
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Chapter 1: Very Early on Christmas Eve
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Melinda shifted slightly on her rock. It wasn’t as comfortable as it had seemed an hour ago when she first sat down, and she was getting cold. The colours in the winter sunrise made it worth it, though. The long fingers of the dawn stretching up over the expanse of the North Sea in front of her were tinting the patchy cloud cover pale pink and yellow, the shades deepening and intensifying as she watched.

She sighed. It had definitely been the right decision to stay on the island when her friend Justine had stormed off. Lindisfarne was so completely different once the last of the day-time visitors left. She could see how the monks had thought it a perfect place to build their monastery. The sea was calm now, the shush-shush-shush of the high tide on the shore soothing her sore nerves and bruised ego. During the night, she’d lain in bed in the little studio flat they’d rented and listened to the wind drive raindrops like rattling stones against the windowpane.

She gave up on the rock and slid down onto the sandy grass at its base. It was a bit damp under her bottom, but her warm quilted jacket protected her back from the cold stone. She snuggled deeper into it and sighed. What was she going to do now? Find a bus ticket to Berwick and get the train home, she supposed, at some point. But she had another three nights booked at the guest house and she was going to make the most of them.

It had been Justine’s idea to come away for the holiday. She’d been in the ruins of yet another imploded relationship and had persuaded Lin the best cure for her broken heart would be a week’s Christmas break on the island of Lindisfarne, off the Northumbrian coast. “It’ll be really peaceful,” she’d said. “We can take some food for Christmas dinner with us, but there’ll still be some places open. And we can walk and watch the telly and unwind. We haven’t had a holiday together for ages.”

That had sounded good. Justine always went a bit radio silent when she was in a relationship, so they hadn’t spent much time together during the last eighteen months. And it was Lin’s first year without her mum...she could please herself where she spent the holiday.

They’d arrived two nights ago and the accommodation had been perfect. A tiny, spotlessly clean studio in a guest house on the edge of the village.

Lin sighed.

Far out in the bay, she could see heads bobbing. Seals perhaps, or maybe otters; certainly not swimmers at this time of year. She wrapped her arms around her drawn-up legs and rested her chin on her knees, her hands shoved inside her sleeves for warmth.

The sounds of the sea, the waves breaking on the shore, the smooth water of the North Sea leading out to that perfect sunrise, they calmed her rolling thoughts a little.

Coming away had been a good idea in principle, a change of pace and place; but Justine had wanted to reminisce more than she’d wanted to explore. So although they’d done nothing much on the first day, yesterday Lin had left Justine to it and walked out along the beach to the ruins of the castle. She’d climbed to the top, allowing the brisk North Sea wind to cut away her seasonal misery and confusion like a blade.

On her way home, she’d taken a phone call from a mutual friend of hers and Justine’s who was checking in on the other woman. Justine had been lying to her about a relationship break-up. There was no ex-girlfriend in York. She’d lost her job because she’d been hung over every morning. She’d been evicted from her flat for rent arrears. She’d been sofa-surfing around York and Leeds for months.

The subtext was that she’d turned up on Lin’s doorstep because she’d exhausted everyone else’s patience.

Lin was both annoyed and upset. Glad she’d found out, though. When she’d got back to the studio to be greeted with Justine asleep on the sofa, she challenged her about lying. The row had escalated to shouting and angry tears on both sides. The other woman had thrown her bags and the turkey into her car—they’d only brought the one—saying she’d go back to Lin’s, collect her things, and go elsewhere. Lin had no option but to let her go. And in truth, she was pleased to. She was just...done. It was complicated—but she suddenly realised, after twenty years of assiduously not thinking about it at all, that she might be a little bit in love with Justine.

In the meantime, Lin had paid for the holiday...for both of them...and she was going to take it, come what may. It had been a really shit year and she deserved the break.

Sleep had been a long time coming; and morning had touched her early whilst the moon was still high. So here she was, sat on the damp, cold grass against a damp, cold rock next to the damp, cold beach, watching the cold fingers of the sunrise creep up over the pale, infinite sea and wondering what she was doing with her life.

She sighed. She couldn’t feel her feet any longer, she was freezing. It was fully light now. The seals in the bay had disappeared somewhere else on their morning travels. As she thought about getting up and walking back toward the village to see if she could find some breakfast, she spied them again, closer, on the beach. They weren’t seals...they were otters. A pair, tumbling over each other in play as they came up the beach toward her.

She aborted her impulse to move, but they saw her anyway, stopping in their tracks a few feet away. She stayed as still as she could.

One of them stood on its hind legs and made a quizzical chirping noise, watching her.

“Hello,” she said cautiously. “Don’t mind me.”

The other one scampered a few feet closer, alert and curious. The first one stayed standing, watching her.

“It’s all right,” she said to it. “I’m not going to hurt you. I don’t have any fish either, though.”

It returned gracefully to all fours and came up beside its companion, making that odd, cat-like chirp again. All three of them stared at each other for a moment. “I’m cold,” she said. “I’m going to have to move soon, but I don’t want to scare you.”

The bigger one, the one that had been doing the talking, came a few steps closer, so she could have reached out and touched it if she wanted to. The smaller one waited a moment to see whether she’d react and then stepped in front again and sniffed her coat. They really were extraordinarily beautiful creatures.

The talkative one suddenly boxed the ears of the smaller one and pushed it out of the way, almost as if it was telling it not to get too close.

“Don’t be silly,” she told it. “I’m just sitting here. I’m not going to do anything.”

It stepped forward itself and reached up and sniffed her face. Its breath smelled very strongly of raw fish and its whiskers tickled her cheek. She sneezed explosively. Both of them shot back about five paces and looked at her accusingly.

“Sorry, sorry!” she said, giggling. “I couldn’t help it. You tickled me.”

They all held position for another moment. “Look,” she said. “This has been lovely and you’ve really cheered me up. But I honestly do need to move. I’m so cold.”

They chittered at her and backed up a cautious few steps as she wiggled her toes and began to move her feet a little preparatory to rising. As she slowly got to her feet they moved away even more. Before they disappeared, the larger one stood on its hind legs again and made the loud chirping call one more time before they both proceeded inland without much haste.

She stood and watched them for a moment or two before they disappeared into the field on the other side of the path. She couldn’t stop smiling. That had been amazing! It didn’t change the fact she was freezing though. Tea. That was what she needed. She turned toward the village.
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Chapter 2: Christmas Eve
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“You look like you could do with a hot drink. Your lips are blue,” the small woman wrapped in the huge green apron said. She was sweeping the windswept grey pavement outside the little cafe on the corner in the village as Melinda peered through the window at the menu, wondering whether they were open.

“Are you serving?” she asked.

The woman was about her own age, with a geometric blonde haircut and an impish expression as she looked at Lin over her broom.

“I’m not actually open for another couple of hours,” she said, smiling and leaning the broom against the wall. “But come inside while I set up. You must be frozen. It’s a bitter wind.”

Melinda smiled at her. “Why are you bothering to brush the pavement then?” she asked.

The other woman smiled again. “Habit,” she said. “It’s habit. I like my routines. Come on, come in. I’ve lit the log burner already, so it’s toasty inside.”

There were a couple of sofas set at angles in front of the log burner and a few small tables squeezed in around them. It really was a tiny cafe, probably converted from someone’s front room that had been knocked through into the room behind at some time in the past.

“Here,” her saviour said. “Sit down, take your coat off. “What would you like to drink? I’ve got...well, anything really. Tea? Coffee? Hot chocolate?”

“Tea would be wonderful, actually,” Lin said. “I haven’t had any yet this morning. I got up early to watch the sunrise.” She was determined to make the most of her stay on the island of Lindisfarne, despite the drama of the last couple of days.

She sighed.

The other woman flashed her another grin before she could get too lost in her thoughts. “It was beautiful this morning,” she said. “I’m Rowan,” she said in a friendly fashion, going behind the counter and putting a kettle on.

“I’m Lin,” Melinda said. “Is this your place?” She hunched forward and stretched out her frosty hands to the fire.

“Yes. Me and my girlfriend started it a couple of years ago, but it’s just me now.” She shot Lin a sidelong glance.

Melinda smiled back. “It’s lovely,” she said. “Very cosy.”

“It’s tiny, but it works. I live upstairs.” She nodded toward the back of the cafe where there was a closed door beside the one that led out to the kitchen, presumably leading to some stairs. “We only do drinks and cakes, and soup and sandwiches and breakfast rolls; a very limited menu. But it’s all people need if they’ve come over to the island for the day. No-one wants to waste time with a full sit-down lunch.”

She put a tray with a pot of tea, a jug of milk, and two mugs down on the low table between the sofas, sinking into the one opposite Lin.
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