



       THE SKIN THAT FITS
By Jessica Salfia
It felt like Ricky’s skin was stretched too tight over his bones.  He rolled his shoulders, imagining that any minute the skin on his back might crack and tear. He hadn’t had a bump of anything since the day before yesterday.  He wanted to wrap his crawly, tight skin in the warm blanket of a good high, his skin stretching and softening. He needed to get right.  

His stomach lurched at the smell of coffee coming from the kitchen.  The mirror by his bedroom door showed the bones in his face jutting out sharply, pushing against his tight skin, making the hollows under his eyes deeper than they had been a few weeks ago. His eyes were bloodshot and glassy.  Fully sober for the first time in over a week, he ached into the very marrow of his bones.  

His Mama was already wearing her blue Buck’s Bar and Grill polo and work slacks.  She looked at him sharply before setting a cup of juice on the counter.  He knew he looked like shit.
“Your Uncle Roe has been asking for you, evry’day this week.  Tracy picked up a shift tonight, and I work til midnight.  Can you go and sit with him after school?  It’s Friday, so you can just stay up there at the Homeplace until Tracy gets back in the morning.  A night in and some more sleep may do you good.”
Ricky almost said no.  But then remembered the medicine bottles on Uncle Roe’s counter.  He could swipe a few of Roe’s Oxys.  He had done it before, right after Uncle Roe got real bad, and no one had noticed. He could stretch a few Oxys out over the weekend, and by Monday surely there will be some H in town.  And with a buzz on tonight, listening to Roe wouldn’t be so awful.
Ricky!  Come here m’boy.  Let me tell you about Grandma Mattie.  Get on up here now.  You’re not too big to sit up in this chair with me.  There you go.  Now, you know my great Gran, Mattie, she came all the way across the sea from Ireland.  Did I ever tell you how she ended up on our mountain? No? 
Well.  It all started in a little village by the sea.  Mattie, she was a beauty, m’boy. She had long dark hair that tumbled down her back, thick and lovely as a horse’s tail.  They say she would run through the village to the sea shore with her hair flying behind her like a banner in the wind.  She could swim like a fish, and sing like a siren.  Every man in the village loved her.  But, despite being marrying age, she would accept no suitor. After a time, her Da grew suspicious, and after lookin’ around his yard, he found sand from the sea scattered under Mattie’s bedroom window.  On the night of the full moon, Mattie’s Da hid himself in a bush outside the cottage and waited. 
The day passed miserably.  Every minute Ricky could feel his skin pulling and stretching in all the wrong ways. He ached. He tried to sleep.  He had to leave class once to vomit.  He returned, chomping gum, praying the day would end.  
When the last bell rang, Ricky felt like he might break apart.  He threw his bag into his truck, peeled out of the school lot, and raced up the long, winding road to Uncle Roe’s.

Mattie’s Da waited and waited.  Finally, when the moon was high in the sky, he saw his daughter’s window open and as she peeked out, her long hair tumbled out the window like a princess in a fairytale.  She leapt to the ground, wearing only her nightdress, and that hair fell around her, covering her body like a curtain.  As soon as her feet touched the ground, she was off, racing toward the sea.  Her Da followed furious, but also afraid of what he would find. The trail to the sea was a long rutted dirt track, just like the one your Mama drove up to bring you to my house.  But Mattie’s feet flew over it like the wind.
Tracy was sitting on Uncle Roe’s couch watching the only TV in the cabin, a tiny black and white thing with a giant antenna.  

“Hey there, Rick,” she said without looking up.  “Roe’s been asking ‘bout you all week.  And he’s really out there today, man. Wandering a bit, you know.  Talking crazy shit about skin, like he does.  Anyway, there’s some casserole from Mom in the fridge, and Roe needs his blood pressure meds before he eats—Jesus!  You like a cat’s ass!  Ricky. You messing with that shit again?”

“Nah. Just up late studying is all.”

“Studying.  Right.  Listen kid, that shit is no good.  You know what it did to my friend, Destiny.  She cain’t even take care of her own baby now.  You get all kinds of . . . .”
But Ricky stopped listening because on the counter he spotted the tray of orange and white bottles.  There.  He could already feel the warmth, the joy.  The way the crawly feeling on his skin would melt back in, the itchy tightness stretching and mellowing back into shape.  

The moon was shining full and huge, and the beach was bright as day.  Mattie’s Da hid himself behind a rock while his only daughter raced into the water.  She waded into the surf up to her hips.  And then with the waves lapping at her legs, threw her head back and sang.  She sang a song her Da had never heard.  It was a song made to call the stars down from the sky itself.  She sang words in the old language and the new.  It was a song that stilled him in the very center of his soul.  When the last note died, all was silent for a second, and then Mattie’s Da heard the sound of splashing.  
From far out in the water, he could see a shape leaping through the waves toward Mattie.  It was a sleek creature, big and beautiful and brown.  It swam a circle around Mattie, and when it raised its head out of the water, he could see that it gazed at her with giant, adoring liquid eyes.  And then suddenly in a spray of sea foam and moonlight, standing in the water with Mattie was a fine, strong young man.
“Hey!  Did you hear me?”

“Yeah, Tracy, shit!  I heard you.  Dinner, meds, and I can go home in the morning when your skank ass gets here.”

Tracy extended her middle finger and left.  

Ricky was at the bottles before the sound of Tracy’s car was completely gone.  Blood pressure meds, muscle relaxers, vitamins…OxyContin. He twisted the top off the bottle and threw a pill into his mouth, crunching vigorously, loving and hating the bitterness on his tongue.  
“Ricky! Is that finally you, Rick?  Get in here.  I need you, boy!”

Ricky swallowed and winced. He needed to settle the old man before getting too high.  He jammed a few more pills into his pocket, feeling better knowing they were there right in his reach, and headed to the back room where Uncle Roe was propped up in bed.  
Roe’s still thick white hair was standing on end, his eyes wild and unfocused.  There were tear marks on his cheeks, and he was picking incessantly at a knot in the quilt on his bed. 
“Ricky?  Good god, boy, you look like death.  It’s good that you finally came.  You need my help.  I have to show you how to slip your skin.  We’ll do it together!  I want to slip my skin once more before I die.  If I could just slip my skin once more, then I’d be out of this bed and into the woods and out of evry’body’s hair.  I have to show you! How to slip your skin…”
Ricky wished he had taken the other Oxys.  He smoothed out Roe’s blankets.

“Alright Unc.  I’m here now.  Let me get you some grub first, ok?  Have you eaten yet?  No?  Well.  Can’t change our skins on an empty stomach, can we?  I’ll heat up some of Aunt Lynn’s god awful casserole, then we’ll talk about the old stories.  Ok?”
Roe looked anxious and confused, but nodded trustingly, tears spilling down his wrinkled cheeks.  Ricky hurried back to the kitchen, his bones still aching, his stomach churning again, tears welling in his own eyes.
Mattie and the selkie embraced.  And soon became clear they had met before, if you know what I mean.  It was then that Mattie’s Da leapt out of hiding. He shouted with rage and charged the couple.  Mattie pushed the selkie back into the sea, and ran at her Da before he could reach the creature. The selkie slipped his skin again, with a flick of his tale was gone.  

Mattie’s Da dragged her out of the sea and back to the house by her long hair, shamed at her wantonness.  It was there that Mattie revealed there was a child growing in her belly—the selkie’s baby.  Mattie’s Da wept and raged.  He called her a witch and her baby the Devil. The next morning he marched her to the dock with her belongings packed into a small bag, and loaded her onto a ship bound for America to live with cousins across the sea.
Ricky returned to Roe with a plate of food.  Not long now.  If he could get Roe to eat and take his meds, then Ricky could crush the rest of the Oxys that seemed to be burning a hot hole through the pocket of his jeans.  

He helped Roe eat, occasionally running his hands over his own arms, the aching and itching had eased some but not completely after the first pill.  

Roe watched him, his wild eyes focusing briefly.

“Skin feeling tight, boy?  Bones aching?  It’s good you came.  You need to slip your skin too.  I’ll show you how to do it as soon as I can remember.  Goddamn gettin old.  C’mon boy, let’s go out back by the creek, and give it a go.”  

Ricky tried to smile.  His bones did ache, and his skin still felt tight and crawly, but only because he needed to get right.  Another pill would do the trick.  
He went back to the kitchen with Roe’s empty plate, and pulled the Oxys from his pocket.  Fuck it.  He needed this.  He grabbed a mason jar from above the sink, and started to crush the pills on the counter.  He couldn’t wait to feel better.  Almost there, almost fine enough.
A crash from the bedroom jolted him, and he dropped the jar.  Stumbling to the door, he found the window that looked out over the creek was open, and Uncle Roe hanging half out it.  
“Goddam it, Uncle Roe! What the hell?”  Ricky ran to him, but Uncle Roe made it through, and began crawling on all fours through the yard.  

Ricky jumped through the window after him.
“Uncle Roe, you can’t be out here!  You don’t have on shoes.  Shit, you can barely walk.  We got get you back inside.”

The old man started weeping then, great hiccupping sobs like a small child.  

“Please Ricky.  Please.  Let’s just slip our skins and run off, ok?  I’ll remember how in a minute.  Just a minute.  Let me go, boy.”

Ricky sat down on the soft ground, and gathered the old man to him.  He held him until his sobs subsided.  Then, he half-carried him back into the house, and put him back into bed.  Ricky gently washed the old man’s face, hands, and feet, and sat with him, holding his hand while Roe raved, then talked, then whispered about slipping his skin.  Finally, the old man’s eyes drooped and closed.

Ricky hurried back into the kitchen, and with a rolled dollar bill, started snorting Oxy.  
But the selkie followed.  He swam across the wide ocean, following the taste of Mattie’s tears like a trail of bread crumbs. He faced many dangers:  sharks, hunters, storms.  But when Mattie’s ship found harbor, the selkie was there.  He followed her inland, changing his shape from that of a creature of the sea to one of the mountains.  He chased the taste of Mattie up rivers and streams until Mattie reached the top of this very hill. The night of the full moon, Mattie left her cousin’s house, and ran until she came to a clearing by a creek.  There she sang her song, and out of the woods stepped a beautiful mountain buck who in a flicker of moonlight and mountain mist became a young man.  And, they never parted again.
That same selkie magic is in our blood still, Rick.  Why I myself was born with the soft brown and white pelt of a fawn!  My Mamaw had to slip my skin quick before anyone saw me so they didn’t throw me in a sack and cast me into the river.  And you Rick, I believe you could slip right out of that skin of yours if you wanted . . . .
Everything grew softer and gentler.   

From the bedroom floated Uncle Roe’s voice. 

“Ricky!!  I remember!  Come in here boy, and I’ll show you how!  That skin of yours must be itching to slip off.”

“Be right there, Uncle Roe.” Ricky called.  He crushed another pill.  And then another.  He opened the bottle of muscle relaxers. He chased them with a beer from Roe’s fridge.
There was a crash from the bedroom.  Ricky should go check, but he finally felt so much better.  The next crash was louder.  Ah, but he felt too good to move.  
He leaned his head back on Roe’s couch. Maybe he should close his eyes for a little while.  There were warm colors behind his eyelids.  And selkies.  And whitetail bucks. Ricky could hear Mattie’s song, the one that called creatures out the sea and the stars down from the sky.  It was so beautiful.  The song floated around him like golden threads and wrapped him up.  His skin finally fit.  
The next morning, Tracy pulled up and knew something was wrong.  Roe’s front door was open, banging back and forth in the breeze.   Ricky was still on the couch, his body cold and turning blue. She would have nightmares about it for years.  The way his mouth was hanging open, his skin slack and loose.  Almost like he was wrapped up in a shell that didn’t quite fit him right.  Most of Roe’s pill bottles were open and empty on the counter next to a rolled dollar bill and a few empty beer cans.  The state trooper who arrived on scene first said that the boy’s respiratory system had just shut down.  Too many opioids too quick.  He said it like a man who had seen it enough that novelty had worn off.  
Roe’s bed was empty, his window open like the door.  They found some of his remains by the creek.  The State Trooper would have nightmares about it for years.  All that was left of the old man was a mess of shredded skin and scattered white hair.  The bones and organs had all been carried off.  Coyotes, the state trooper thought.  They’d been a growing problem along the creek for the last year.  He’d bring some search and rescue dogs up to look for the rest of the old man tomorrow.
In the shelter of the trees, a ways off, a rangy old mountain buck watched Tracy hug Ricky’s weeping mama when she arrived.  The women sat in a stunned silence on the porch of the old home place for a time, the smoke from their Marlboros drifting to the edge of the woods, their faces wet with tears.  Tracy held her cousin’s hand and began to hum a song she remembered her Grandma singing when she was little.  She needed to fill the awful silence, but there were no words that seemed right.  The sound of Tracy’s song drifted with the Marlboro smoke to the edge of the woods, and the buck took a hesitant step toward the grief stricken women.  But then the crunch of gravel announced the arrival of the ambulance, and the animal thought better of it.  With a flick of his tail he turned and fled, the green forest swallowing him up just like the waves of the Irish Sea.  
