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Nell never told anyone about the cove.

She found it by accident one spring morning, when the clouds hung low and the gorse crackled yellow above the cliffs near Porthgwarra. While her older brothers charged ahead to fish or climb or argue about something pointless, Nell followed the cry of a curlew and slipped between two granite boulders dusted with salt.

The path was narrow, like a secret kept tight in the earth’s chest. It twisted through bramble and fern, then opened suddenly onto a scallop of sand—curved and still, cupped between dark rocks. A hidden place, invisible from above.

The sea breathed in and out like it was asleep. And in the middle of the shore, written in coils of dark green seaweed, was a sentence:

“Hello.”

That was it. No footprints. No human marks. Just one neat word made of weed, every letter curved like it had grown that way.

Nell blinked. Rubbed her eyes.

The tide crept closer, then slid back.

She came again the next day. And the day after that.

Each morning, the words were different.

“Where are you?”

“Will you stay?”

“I remember singing.”

They were always there—looped in kelp or written in silvery shells. Sometimes they were smudged or half-eaten by the sea, like someone had tried to write before the water came too fast.

For a while, Nell didn’t answer. She just read. Wondered. Listened to the hush between waves.

But on the seventh morning, she brought a stick.

She wrote carefully in the wet sand:

“Who are you?”

Then she waited.

The tide rolled in slow, then slunk away like a cat. For a long time, nothing happened.

Then, just as she was about to give up, the sea dragged back and left behind a new word, long and squiggly and glinting with tiny salt-flecks:

“Here.”

Nell’s heart did something peculiar. It felt like both a wave and a bell.

She knelt and wrote:

“Why are you writing to me?”

The reply took longer this time. A hush fell. Then the water returned, curled around her toes, and receded.

“You listened.”

From then on, they talked.

Not in the usual way, with voices or even always with words. Sometimes the tide left her a spiral of shells, or drew great, sweeping glyphs in foam. Once it spelled her name using crab shells and driftwood curls.

“Nell.”

Once it gave her a riddle:

“What forgets itself each day but never leaves?”

She puzzled for hours, then guessed:

“The tide?”

The next morning, the sea left a single shining pebble on the sand. A yes.

They talked about the sky. About music. About loneliness. About the way seaweed dances even when there’s no one to see it.

Nell wondered, secretly, what kind of creature she was speaking to. A sea spirit? An old mermaid? A barnacled god?

When she asked—“What are you?”—the tide replied only:

“Left behind.”

June turned to July.

Nell spent every spare morning in the cove. She brought stories. Drew pictures in the sand. Hummed songs her gran had taught her about selkies and salt.

The sea listened. Sometimes it sang back—soft moans in the waves, or a lullaby of pebbles clicking under water.

One morning, after a particularly stormy night, Nell found the cove changed.

The usual curve of sand was scattered. Ropes of seaweed twisted everywhere. Something had stirred deep.

But in the centre of the shore, written in delicate fishbones, were the words:

“Will you stay forever?”

Nell frowned. Her stick trembled a little as she wrote:

“I can’t.”

Silence. Then:

“Why?”

She hesitated. The truth felt small and sad.

“I’m a person. I live on land. I go to school. I grow up.”

The sea answered slower this time. The foam curled close, retreated, and left behind one word:

“Again.”

That evening, Nell couldn’t sleep.

She watched the stars through her skylight and thought of the tide. Of the strange, aching voice in its water. Of the words it built out of drift and ruin.

She dreamed of being made of salt. Of growing fins. Of singing where no one else could hear.

The next morning, she brought a poem. One she had written just for the tide.

She didn’t know if the sea could understand poetry. But she whispered it anyway, reading aloud while the wind tugged her hair and the gulls wheeled above:

"You are the hush between shells,
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