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Drowning

Selena went to the beach alone almost every afternoon.

Us little ones would watch our big sister from the upstairs attic window of our house on the rocks.

She would look around if no one was watching and step out of her skirt. She would fold it up neatly and put it on the sand. Then she would one by one undo the buttons on her shirt and slide it off her shoulders, like peeling the skin off a milk-white fruit. We'd giggle at the look of her bare bottom and that little tuft of hair she had down there, as red as the hair on her head. We'd giggle at the look of her full breasts, and we'd speculate when ours would start to grow.

Winter or summer, our sister would wade into the water, and when she'd gone in waist-deep, vanish under the waves. The last thing we would see of her would be her hair flowing behind her like strands of kelp.

We would run to Mother and tell her that Selena had drowned, but she would tell us not to be silly and do our homework. 

Selena would always be back at the dinner table, looking windblown and tired and saying nothing while us little ones fought.

Until one day, she didn't come to dinner.

Mother and Leonie from nextdoor in their windjackets went into the gathering dusk and scoured the beach and the rocks. Father and Jack, Leonie's husband, took Father's fishing boat into the night. They pounded through the waves. They cruised the bay backwards and forwards. From the upstairs attic window, we could see the boat's search light on the turbulent water. They came back drenched and exhausted, but without our big sis.

The next day, Mother told us we would be moving, to keep the girls from similar harm, I heard her say to Leonie, and Leonie nodded and looked at me in that way only adults can, when they know something that you don't.

She's growing to be a little lady, Leonie had said a few weeks before, and Mother had given her a flighty look.

*   *   *

At night I lay awake in my bed, listening to the murmur of the waves on the sand, that eternal sound that never dies. I was afraid of leaving the island, because the sea that surrounds it was part of my soul. 

I thought that Selena's disappearance was the fault of all this, so I went out into the darkness when everyone was asleep. Down to the beach where we had last seen Selena, the pool of light cast by my storm light showed a small circle of churning ocean. The waves looked so much more menacing than they did during the day.

I called Selena's name a few times, but the wind and the roar of the waves carried my voice away.

I didn't know what else to do, so I sat in the sand.

The waves crashed on the shore, and withdrew in a hissing sheet of foam. And crashed again. Withdrew again. The rhythm of it was mesmerising. It surged through my soul. After a while, it was as if it spoke to me.

Girl, do you want to come and play?

Crash, hiss.

It's a lot of fun

Crash, hiss.

You're old enough, now

Crash, hiss.

You'll be with your sister.

I jumped up and ran knee-deep into the water. "Selena!"

A bit further in the surf, something glimmery glistened through the foam, like a washed-up fish. For a moment, I clearly saw the shape of a man. He lay on his stomach, his chin propped up on his elbows.

Come with me, young sister, and let me show you what it is like to be grown up.

A wave washed over me and drenched me up to my waist. The cold fingers of the ocean pulled at my clothes and slipped over my skin. The water caressed me where Mother said it was dirty to touch. And it didn't feel dirty at all.

Come, and I'll show you.

He was now right before me. His skin was like that of a live tuna. His eyes green like a turbulent ocean, his hair like strands of seaweed. He had fins on his hands and feet and on the back of his arms. He reached for me with a webbed hand.

I screamed and ran up the beach. Mother—who had not been sleep at all, of course—came out onto the veranda and yelled my name into the night. I ran into her arms and told her of the man with the shimmery skin, but Mother would not hear any of my stories.

But when I had gone back to bed I continued to see his eyes.

I felt the whirl and pull of the water. The caress of wet and cold fingers on my skin. And I touched myself down there, but it was nothing like the cold fingers of the ocean.

*   *   *

A few days later, a boat came to pick us up from our island sanctuary, and took us to the quay, from where a large and noisy truck took us to the city.

Mother and Father had hired a small apartment which had only two bedrooms. They had one room, and me and my sisters shared the other.

We had to cope with many new things. Cars. Television. School. Bullies who said that we smelled of seaweed.

My sisters were younger than me, so I felt like I should protect them. While many of the girls in my class had boyfriends, I got into many fights. I was sent to the principal for scratching a boy's face, and spent a lot of time in the corner of the classroom.

I hated wearing clothes and hated the filthy city air.

At night, I stood in the shower for a long time to wash the filth off me. The water—cold only—caressed me. I let it run over my breasts which had started growing when I wasn't looking. It would make the skin shiver and the nipples go hard and stand up. It ran between my legs and would make ache for something I didn't know how to reach. I would put my hand down there and rub myself, but my fingers were too warm and the water was too soft and sweet. Once I got a bucket of water and emptied Mother's entire pot of salt into it and washed myself with that. But apart from making Mother angry the next day when she wanted to cook and found no salt, it didn't do anything.

After I dried myself and left the bathroom, I got into fights with Father because he said I stood in the shower for too long. 

I couldn't help it.

The ocean was part of my soul, and had always been since I was born on the island.

At night me and my sisters talked about Selena and what could have happened. But no matter how many times we asked Mother, she never said a word about it.

Father told us that we should forget about the island, but my sisters and I swore a pact that we never would. Although the pact was my idea and I think that I took this far more seriously than they did.

*   *   *

I slipped into the life of normal people for a number of years. Finished school, did well enough to go to University. Studied Oceanology—why do you even ask—and celebrated the student life.

But boys continued to think that I was weird and I remained a virgin.

William came into my life in my third year. First we met in the coffee shop outside the photocopier place where he worked, although we never spoke. He had short brown hair and cute dimples in his cheeks when he smiled. I went and got something copied just so that I could talk to him.

He asked me out a month later, and I said yes. What movie we saw, I can't remember, but I do remember the feeling of his hand touching mine.

On the way back home, he kissed me. His lips were warm and soft. I tried not to think of water. Or green eyes and fishy, shimmering skin. It was a cold night and our breath steamed in the light of a lantern.

"Would you like to come up to my apartment?" he asked.

Yes, of course I would. "How many people are there?" I asked.

"Just my room mates, but they take girls home all the time, so they won't make a fuss."

We clambered up the narrow staircase to a second floor apartment. 

His room was neat but a little bare, like he'd left his heart behind at his family's house. There was nowhere to sit except his bed.

"Where do you come from?" I asked. 

He seemed surprised about that question. Where you came from was not important. Where you lived was.

He put on some soft music, dimmed the lights and joined me in the middle of the room. He slid his hands under my blouse. I kind of shivered at his touch. It felt too warm, not natural.

He withdrew. "Do you still want it?"

"Yeah." But I didn't move.

"Have you done it before?"

I shook my head.

"I won't hurt you."

He took off my shirt and told me I had a skin like milk. And in my mind I saw Selena, how she used to take off her shirt like peeling a fruit. There was such a fruit with a white inside. It was called a lychee. Like Selena, its skin was rough.

William guided me to the bed where I lay down on my back. He slid his hand between my legs. I shivered.

"You're nervous. Relax," he said which was easier said than done. I tried to think of the ocean, but all I could see was a pair of green eyes and seaweed-hair.

The fumbling with the condom was just stupid, and the way he plunked himself on top of me awkward. He shifted forward and pushed inside me and then started to rock backwards and forwards. At first, it hurt and then it was quite boring.

And then, thinking that I was supposed to enjoy this, I thought of water and a man's body with a shimmering skin. Drowning in the ocean, cold fingers caressing me. I couldn't—or didn't—breathe
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