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​Prelude. Nothing


[image: ]




He didn’t even have the energy to mock himself. Letting himself hope had been ridiculous. But he’d really thought she might be here. That she would have felt compelled to return, just as he was. 

And if she’d been here? He sneered at the pain that seared his chest. He deserved it. What had he been thinking?

She was human. He wasn’t.

Even if his curse didn’t destroy their happiness, if she ever learned what he’d done... No. There could never be anything between them.

But if he could just see her, talk to her...

If she had been here... It would be a moment of light falling into his darkness; warming him. And for that moment, he would be something, and not nothing.

As the pain cut deeper, he turned away from the wave-lashed rocks, moving out into the bay, sinking deeper into the tide. But despite his harsh words to himself and the empty cove behind him, as he drifted out into the channel, hope still burned.

He would return.
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1. Changes
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Skye swirled black ink across the thick watercolour paper, her brush trailing shadows through a cobalt blue wash. A figure formed on the paper; a faceless, watery angel. In her dream, he’d been floating in front of her, his arms reaching towards her. That was when she usually woke up. 

She sat back on her heels, brush hovering uncertainly, staring at the paper. Was this a good idea? Was she exorcising her nightmares by painting them, or just imprinting them more deeply? 

And why was she having these nightmares again, after all these years? 

They used to utterly terrify her. But now they felt...different. She blew out a sharp breath, dipped her brush into the paint again, and trailed the form of the second figure; herself, as she was now. Her seventeen-year-old self, drifting in front of him. He’d reached for her and she’d... 

Her hand stilled. Last night, in her dream, he’d been closer than ever. Closing her eyes, she saw again the dim, water-blurred figure of the angel, his arms reaching for her through the black water. She heard the pounding of blood in her ears. And she - she had reached towards him. 

Impossible! He was the nighttime creature who had stalked her sleep when she and her father had fled Bannimor and their grief ten years ago.

She opened her eyes, scowling. This had been a dumb idea. She thrust her brush into the water jar, soaking up liquid to destroy the whole image, when across the hall, a crashing thud came from her father Daniel’s study. Startled, her hand jerked and the jar toppled. Blue-grey water flowed onto the watercolour paper like a tide and trickled onto the drop-sheet she’d spread beneath it on the floorboards. 

She stared, mesmerised, as rivulets of water found the figure of the watery angel and bled into him, spreading his arms like seaweed until they entangled the figure that represented her, the lines between them dissolving. 

Her father appeared in the living room doorway and she looked up. His curly brown hair stood end, like he’d been trying to tear it out. He squinted at her work spread out on the floor.

“Painting?” he mumbled, not seeming to take in the spill. 

“Yep.” 

He swayed on the spot, gazing blearily at her, and she tensed, bracing for the way he would search her face, looking for traces of her mother. But he just turned away, murmuring something that sounded like goodnight, and his heavy tread ascended the stairs. 

Skye gave an ironic half wave at the empty doorway. “Good chat,” she muttered. Dinner for one, she supposed. She climbed to her feet and bent over her box of art supplies, rifling through it for the old towel she kept for spills, at the same time taking a mental inventory of tins in the pantry. Soup was hard to burn. Mostly.

She tugged the towel free, and a book tumbled from the box to the floor. Seeing it, a bittersweet surge of pleasure made her smile: her mother’s old Hans Christian Andersen’s Fairy Tales. She picked it up, noting the worn spine was loose. Cradling it in her hands, she carefully let the pages fall open, letting the book choose the story. It opened at The Little Mermaid. Hardly surprising, given how many times she’d re-read it. A couple of pages had worked loose. Better fix it now, before it got worse. She glanced at the liquid mess safely contained by the drop sheet, and decided to let it dry where it lay.

She carried the book into her dad’s study in search of repair tape. His computer hummed on his desk; a screen-saver image slowly revolving. His chair lay on its back, and a pile of research papers – the fruit of his endless study of sea lore, lay strewn across the carpet. An almost empty bottle of spirits stood next to his computer. Mystery solved.

She put her mother’s book on the desk, her tension rising. This house was too damned quiet. Scratch that: her life was too damned quiet. 

Fishing out her phone, she dialled, walking to their old stereo to put some music on low. 

“Skye-bear!” 

Skye smiled at the enthusiasm at the other end of the phone. “Oh, I’m sorry Stranger, I was trying to get my best friend.” 

Morgan laughed. “It’s been too long, I know. You just beat me to calling by about ten seconds, I swear. What’s happening?”

Skye glanced out of the window at the creeping dusk. “Precisely nothing, as usual. How about you?” Putting the phone on speaker, she stood the chair up, then gathered up her father’s scattered papers, as always avoiding reading his painstaking notes. She didn’t want to know about a drowning from years ago, or from last week. She didn’t want to know any of the strange sea stories he hunted out.

“Lots, actually,” Morgan admitted, “it’s been crazy. We’ve moved to holiday apartments, for one thing. A place called The Towers.”

“You have? Why?”

“Looong story. And I’ll only tell you when I see you, because you’re coming back to Bannimor for the holidays – right?” 

“...I don’t know, Mags.” Skye stacked the papers next to the computer, inadvertently nudging the mouse. The screen flickered awake. 

“It’ll be fun, Skye. It’s been too long since you stayed. I’ve checked bus timetables and there’s one leaving day after tomorrow. You could be here in two days! Please say ‘yes’. Come save me from boredom.” As Skye hesitated Morgan added, “Before you say ‘no’ again, I’ve been thinking about the old days. Before your mum – you know...and you moved away. How much you loved the sea. Listen, it would be good for you to –” 

Morgan’s mother Rowena spoke indistinctly in the background. “Hang on a sec’?” Morgan said, and Skye heard the phone clunk onto a hard surface.

Skye looked at the screen. It showed a document bearing one typed word, Elise. Her mother’s name. She scrolled to the next page.

Ellie has left me...to be with him. 

The room receded, the typed words filling her world. 

Ellie has left me...to be with him.

Ellie has left me...to be with him. 

Ellie has left me...to be with him. 

She felt like she’d been punched. Her mother had left Dad? For someone else? She scrolled further down, her hand on the mouse shaking. 

Ellie has left me...to be with him. Over and over again, pages of it. Skye gripped the edge of the desk, her head hanging low over the keyboard as she fought for breath. She felt sick. Mum had left her? 

Her mother’s body had never been found. Because there hadn’t been one to find? She hadn’t drowned? Mum had left her. 

No wonder Dad had never moved on. The way he loved Mum, he was probably hoping she’d come back. But – it didn’t make sense. Mum had loved Dad as much as he’d loved her. That was one thing Skye was certain of. “The day I met Daniel” she used to smile, “was the day my life began.” 

“Skye?” Morgan’s voice broke in. “I have to go, restaurant emergency. Promise me you’ll think about it, okay?” 

“...Promise...” Skye managed to force out her reply before Morgan hung up. 

Skye’s mind was chaotic. Why couldn’t he have closed his stupid document and left her in ignorance? So much pain... She hoped she never fell in love. 

For ten years Dad hadn’t spoken of her mother’s death, and Skye had tried not to think about it; not to feel anything about it. But according to this, she’d been escaping a lie. If these words were true... Could she see Mum again? She screwed her eyes up against the burst of hope exploding inside. 

But if Mum was still alive, she’d had a decade to make contact. 

Her gaze fell on her mother’s treasured book, the fairy tales Skye knew backwards. Her racing thoughts came into sharp focus. Hands trembling, she stared at the open story: The Little Mermaid, preparing for death on the night of her Love’s wedding to another. A story of obsessive, self-sacrificial love. It had been Mum’s favourite. Suddenly her attachment to this book felt like clinging to a betrayal, a cruel delusion. Hurling it at the wall, she stalked from the room.

She got as far as the bottom stair and stopped, her ribs like rubber. With an exasperated growl she turned back and retrieved the splayed book from the study floor. Dismayed, she saw that the spine had split and a few more pages dislodged. 

This book was still part of Mum, no matter what she’d done. 

Skye found tape and sat at the desk again, carefully repairing the damage, conscious of her father’s document on the screen. A pungent whiff from the nearby bottle of spirits assailed her nostrils.

Ellie has left me...to be with him. 

She knew Dad hadn’t meant for her to see this. As always, his sadness trapped her, reminding her of her own. Or had she trapped herself? Something had to change. She needed to get away from here. From who she was becoming. She couldn’t turn into her dad.

Morgan’s perpetual invitation to return to Bascath Bay in Bannimor. Maybe it was time she said ‘yes’? 

Her heart constricted, pounding out its usual battle between fear and longing at the thought of the sea. Of going back. 

Bannimor had its ghosts, but it also had Morgan and Rowena. And just maybe, answers, if she could be brave enough to face them. As questions tumbled through her mind, the pull of the sea and the urge to return became irresistible. Going back might not be walking on her mother’s grave anymore. It could mean finding out there was no grave at all. 

Now she just had to convince her dad to let her go back. 

*
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AT BREAKFAST THE NEXT morning, Skye surreptitiously observed her father for any sign he knew she’d seen his ‘Ellie has left me’ piece. But he looked unaware, and none the worse for the half-bottle of spirits that had no doubt set him off writing it. He was always better first thing.

She half refilled her cup from the percolator, trying to work out how to begin. 

“Dad?”

“Yes, honey?” He looked up from the newspaper he’d just unfolded.

“I talked to Morgan last night.” She pretended to be interested in an article over his shoulder while she gauged his reaction. 

His face softened with a smile. “Really? How’s that café doing, what is it, Leap?”

“Jump, Dad, not Leap,” she smirked, sitting down.

“Close enough. Trust Rowena to come up with a name like that. Guess they know what they’re doing though. It’s going well, isn’t it?”

Skye couldn’t have scripted a better opening. His face was animated as he thought of something new, of people he cared about. “I think so. But Morgan said lots has happened. Like, they’ve moved. She wouldn’t tell me over the phone. She’s missing me, really wants me there for the summer...” She tensed as her father’s expression grew pensive. 

“In Bannimor? When?”

“Uh – for the holidays, I guess, which is officially now. There’s a bus tomorrow, or the next one rolls out in a week. So...tomorrow...?” She held her breath.

“But Skye – I don’t know. Bannimor...” 

She knew he was thinking ‘Ciarlan Cove’. When was he not? 

“What if...” He trailed off, his expression closing in. 

“What if what, Dad?” Her voice was sharp. “What if I drown? Don’t worry! I probably won’t even get close enough to the water for that. I can hardly think about being in the sea without practically hyperventilating. Happy?” Her voice cracked. 

They stared at each other, both white faced. His intense blue eyes widened as if seeing her properly for the first time in years. 

“You’re still scared of the sea?” he asked thickly. “It’s been...”

“Ten years. I know.” Skye’s heart pounded. She felt like she’d crossed a line. They never talked about this stuff. About Mum. “I don’t know why you’re surprised.” Her voice felt thin; she couldn’t put any air behind it. “You should be pleased. Aren’t you the one who’s always reminding me of the ‘hungry seas’? Telling me all your facts and figures about death and the ocean?” 

He was silent, swallowing. Eventually he cleared his throat. “Right,” he managed. 

Skye’s face burned. She stared into her cup, hating herself. Why had she started this? “It’s not you. It’s kind of...nightmares.” She took a steadying breath. 

“Nightmares?”

She nodded, self-conscious. “When I imagine being there in the – in the sea, it feels like that. Like my nightmares,” she mumbled.

“You still have those?” His horrified expression startled her. Of course: he’d remember those screaming awake nights ten years ago. 

“Not still. Again.” Not the screaming awake kind anymore, but she couldn’t possibly explain the different way they felt to her dad. And they were still terrifying. And way too compelling.

“What do you see... What happens, exactly?” 

She felt awkward. No way would she mention the angel. “Huge waves, darkness. Maybe it’s how I think it would have been for her. For Mum.” That was so true it hurt. Her eyes stung, and she sipped coffee to mask it. 

“I had no idea, Skye. I thought you were too young to really remember. They said that it was all just a blank for you.” 

All what was a blank? But she couldn’t make herself ask out loud. 

He shook his head. “Maybe it is me, tying you up in knots with my craziness.” He sighed. “You’re such a good kid, Skye. You deserve so much better than you’ve had. Than I’ve given you.” The deep breath he took seemed painful. “It probably would be good for you to go back. Go. Remember the good times there. Have more.” He managed a smile that looked genuine. 

She could hardly believe it. “Are you sure?” He nodded, but his smile was already fading, his eyes so sad that she quickly rose and left the table. “I’ll call Morgan,” she called over her shoulder as she headed for the stairs.

Skye took the stairs two at a time and called Morgan from her bedroom. “Sure you’ve got room for me?” she asked as soon as Morgan answered.

“You mean it? You’re coming?” 

Skye laughed when Morgan whooped. 

“I’ll message you when to pick me up at the wharf,” Skye said before hanging up. Saying those words felt surreal. She was really going back. Tension hummed through her, but she made herself focus on packing. She soon had her travel bag zipped, and her shoulder bag full of the necessities: a travel-sized sketchbook, pencils, something to read. Like an unbreakable habit, her mother’s old fairy tale book was already packed. What else? 

Stacked against the wall were her art boards, brought home from school at the end of term. Most were unfinished underwater scenes, like a positive twist on her nightmares; fantasies of colour and light in the few that had washes of acrylic over them. Too big to take. And maybe best left behind. 

Morgan had mentioned holiday apartments: did that mean noisy neighbours? She got irritable if she didn’t sleep. She went to the bedroom door and shouted downstairs, “Dad? Have we got any earplugs?” 

There was silence for a second, then he called back, a smile in his voice, “Really? Earplugs, Grandma? Top lefthand drawer I think.” 

Skye crossed to his bedroom and searched the cluttered drawer. No earplugs. With a “tsk” of frustration she pulled the drawer right out and shuffled things around. A tiny cardboard box was pushed right into the back corner. 

Pulling it out, she noted it looked old. It was about the size of a slender matchbox, pearly cream with sky blue edging. Lifting the lid, she went still. It wasn’t earplugs. 

Fingers trembling, she lifted her mother’s necklace from the small box. Mum had lost this, not long before she’d disappeared. Miniscule golden links glistened as it slowly spun. Threaded on it were two familiar shells. One, a tiny white ribbed trumpet shell, looked and felt as if it would blow away like down. That was weird. Skye remembered it being heavy, as if carved from some dense unearthly material. Nestled against it, the twist of white shell Dad gave Mum when they fell in love, romance village-style. 

Skye remembered the hunt for it and her mother’s desperation. She’d been distraught. They’d all helped look, but it had vanished. Eventually it had been forgotten. Or had it been found? It must have been, because here it was. Mum never took it off. But she hadn’t been wearing it that day – that last day... 

She sank down onto the edge of the bed. How could she know that? And yet she did. Her mother had gone into the stormy sea without this necklace around her neck. Skye could see her as clearly as if she’d been there herself.

Her skin prickled and she stood abruptly. She didn’t want to think about this. She hesitated, staring at the necklace for a long moment. Then she lifted the delicate chain over her head and slipped it beneath her T-shirt. Returning the empty box and everything else to the drawer as close as possible to the way it had been, she left the room, her cheeks hot and her heart thumping, earplugs forgotten. 

That evening her father took a break from writing, joining her to watch TV, no drink in hand. It was awkward at first, but eventually they relaxed, watching an old Mike Myers movie they’d both seen before, laughing and groaning in equal measure. It felt – well – great. Normal. Skye almost regretted the pending trip. 

But the next morning as the bus pulled away and she waved goodbye, relief flooded her, tinged with guilt. 
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2. Departures
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Skye woke to the jostling murmur of other bus passengers. She stretched, and the necklace beneath her T-shirt shifted against her skin. The necklace. And her dad’s inexplicable document. Two mysteries. Her stomach squirreled sickly. Forcing her thoughts away, Skye glanced across the aisle at a mother and toddler sitting opposite. She’d entertained the little girl earlier, playing peep-o. The girl now slept, her head resting against her mother, whose eyes were also closed, no doubt making the most of the reprieve. 

The bus lurched around a bend and Skye flung out a hand to brace herself. The ocean filled her vision, hard glittering blue, with infinite points of light stretching to the horizon. Sunlight lit her as she leaned forward, her reflection like mist against the tinted glass; a ghost on the water. The call of the sea she’d felt all her life rose like a riptide. They were nearly there.

The bus swung away from the ocean and eased through the familiar streets of Fallsmouth. A few more blocks and she’d be disembarking at the wharf. And then she would board the ferry for Bannimor. She was on her way back, to look for answers. Was this a mistake? Her dad hadn’t wanted her to go. Of course. He hated her going back to Bannimor. It had almost turned into a fight. But...somehow, he’d seemed to see her. See her. And he’d said yes, go. Like he wanted her to be happy. She swallowed a lump that rose in her throat. 

A flurry of raucous seagulls swirled ahead of the bus as it pulled into the ferry terminal and swayed to a stop. Skye collected her things and joined the shuffle off the bus. Heart racing, she stepped out into the rich fug of wharf odours and an accompanying jolt to her midriff. 

Hefting her shoulder bag, she made her way to the end of the wharf. It was quieter than she’d expected, although a few people were strolling about taking photos. The ferry mooring was empty, as was the left-luggage bay. She looked up and down the wharf, and across the channel to the green hills of Bannimor. No sign of the ferry, and no one else was waiting. She ignored a twinge of anxiety and checked the board, then frowned at the piece of tape stuck over the last ferry time for the day. That couldn’t be right. 

Fighting a rising sense of panic, she hurried to the small ‘Cruises and Crossings’ terminal just yards away. The woman behind the counter didn’t even bother checking. “We cancelled the five o’clock months ago. The last ferry to Bannimor left forty minutes ago. It’s probably on its way back now.”

Skye stared at her. This couldn’t be happening.

“There’s an evening cruise heading up harbour if that’s of any interest?” 

Skye shook her head, fighting to stay calm. There had to be some way of getting across. She swallowed and met the woman’s mild gaze. “Is there, I don’t know – like, a hire boat? Or water taxis?”

“Well...not officially.”

An unhelpful pause followed. Trying to keep the snarl out of her voice, Skye prompted, “So, unofficially?”

“Well, unofficially, the Mulligan boys have been known to run the odd tourist across. Tourist, are you, love?”

In the interests of moving things along Skye agreed she was a tourist, and was pointed in the right direction. 

At the end of the wharf, men stacked plastic crates of iridescent fish. The fresh-catch smell mixed with the rank, sweet odours of old salt and bait. Skye approached the nearest man, wet weather overall rolled down to his waist revealing a dirty singlet, hefting the loaded crates as if they were empty.

“Hi...um – I’m looking for the Mulligan boys?”

He looked at her appraisingly. “After a ride to Bannimor?” Skye nodded. He turned and called to one of the others, “Hey, Tank. The Mulligan boys – they left yet?”

“Yup, ‘bout twenty minutes ago.” 

Tank turned back to Skye. “Don’t want to get in with them, sweetheart. Nothin’ but trouble for a nice girl like you.” He spat over the edge of the wharf. 

Trouble or not, they were supposed to solve her little problem of being stranded. Mumbling “thanks” Skye turned away. Then she remembered her phone. She dialled Morgan’s cell: ‘switched off or out of range.’ Ergo, flat battery, or the useless coverage in Bannimor. Why today of all days...? Next she tried the Lauder’s apartment, and groaned when their answer-phone picked up.

“Hey – uh – it’s Skye. You probably already left to meet me. I missed the last ferry. Got it completely wrong... Call me back?” 

“Rescue on the way?” Tank called.

Skye looked around. “Not exactly. Um... Do you think...do you maybe know of anyone else going across?” 

He peered along to where the wooden wharf stepped back into concrete moorings. “Try the first few boats there. Any problems say Tank sent you.”

Skye smiled, “Thanks.” 

“You got it,” he grinned and went back to hefting crates.

As she neared the first boat he’d pointed out, she heard a voice behind her call, “Excuse me!” Turning, she recognised a young mother and her toddler from the bus. 

“Sorry to bother you,” the woman puffed a little, peering anxiously at Skye, “but do you have a boat waiting for you? We thought there was a five o’clock ferry...”

“I’m trying to find a ride over too. You can join me?” Skye offered. 

The woman’s strained expression relaxed a little. “Thank you.” 

Skye turned back to her quest with the newcomers in tow. The first two boats looked empty. The third, a pilothouse boat, had Pixie painted in cursive script on the side. Two guys about her age were on board, one untying the mooring rope, the other firing the motor. Skye broke into a jog, yelling “Wait!” 

The boy at the motor looked up, adjusting the throttle, and the revving diminished. “Wait for what?” he said, and both boys laughed as if that had a double meaning. They looked all right though, and she didn’t get any weird vibes off them. 

“Tank said you could maybe...help us out...with a lift to Bannimor?” She was breathless with nerves and the sprint hadn’t helped. Her stranded companions caught her up.

The guy with the rope shrugged, “All of you? Sure, come aboard.” Skye took his proffered hand and he helped her jump down, followed by the others. “David,” he pointed at himself. “Kurt” he pointed towards the other boy, now pushing them off from the wharf. 

Skye and the woman added their introductions – Lisa, and her toddler Emma. 

“And that’s Harvey” David said in falsetto, nodding at a boy coming out of the cabin. Harvey was good-looking behind his glasses, slight compared to the other two. He threw an empty can at David who laughed. Lisa, clutching Emma, sat near the motor. 

“Missed the ferry?” Harvey raised his eyebrows, looking amused. 

Skye nodded sheepishly, then staggered as the boat accelerated away from the wharf in a sweeping curve. Being on the water would be fine, she told herself, pushing down fear. 

A large yellow inflatable passed them, heading in. The two people on board wore yellow shirts with red lettering. Surf rescue, she guessed. That made the boat an IRB – Inflatable Rescue Boat, she remembered. One of the occupants shouted something that sounded like “jackets” as they passed. Skye grabbed at the side rail as the Pixie surged forward. Reminded by the shouted warning, she glanced around the deck for life-jackets, but didn’t see any. It was a short trip, she told herself. They’d be fine this one time. 

The three guys began a shouting banter among themselves. Realising she wasn’t expected to join in, and seeing Lisa absorbed in her child, Skye made her way to the prow and faced into the wind. Bannimor’s green hills drew closer. The motion of the boat beneath her, the cries of gulls overhead, told her she was coming home. A surge of joy replaced her fluttering fear and she tilted her face to the sky, closing her eyes.

But when the tone of the boys’ voices changed, she looked around. Closing in on them like a wave over the water was rolling white fog. 

In moments it was on them, blotting the late sun and blanketing Skye in damp cold. She shivered in her t-shirt, glad she’d worn jeans. Sound was muffled. Light filtered through swirling particles. Skye peered around, trying to glimpse something, anything. They were still moving forward steadily, travelling blind. Surely that wasn’t smart, she worried. 

Then without warning the boat swerved and tipped sharply, throwing her against the railing. She hung above the water, metal rails digging into her stomach, the deck almost vertical. Terrified, she gripped the rail with all her strength, willing the boat to not overturn and herself not to fall. 

She stared into the dark swell, so close its chill reached for her. In the dark depths below her, a figure appeared. For an instant she looked into wide, silvery charcoal-grey eyes: a boy beneath the surface. Her own age or maybe older, his face was washed about with a dark halo of hair. Then mist swirled between them and the boat rocked back the other way, tossing her onto the deck. 

She scrambled away from the railing and pressed against the cabin, bracing against the rocking boat. She was breathless. Icy chills raced through her. She’d imagined him, she told herself. It must have been reflections, her mind playing tricks. But closing her eyes she vividly saw his storm-grey eyes, widening as they met hers. Her heart thudded.

The churning of an engine swelled out of the mist, and screams made her turn to see the ferry bearing down on them. She caught a fleeting glimpse of frightened faces then an ear-splitting crunching ricocheted through her body. The Pixie fell away from beneath her and she plunged deep into shocking cold water. 
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3. Returned
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The chilling water sent Skye’s brain into a frozen panic. Ghostly ocean breakers rolled through her mind. She flailed instinctively for up. Her head broke the surface, and she gulped misty air, then choked and spat as water slapped her face and spilled into her open mouth. 

Blinking stinging eyes, she thought she glimpsed figures moving through the mist-enshrouded water. “Over here,” she screamed, “I’m here.” Her throat hurt with the force of her cries, but whoever she’d seen had vanished. 

Casting about, through the shifting fog she made out the faint outline of the Pixie. Hope focused her and she pulled through the water towards it, trying to ignore her mounting terror. The current was against her, but she kept all her thoughts fixed on the boat. But when she reached it, her shouts met with silence. And now she saw the boat was listing, more every second. Would it suck her down if it sank? Her brain buzzed with confusion and dread. The cold was numbing, and already every movement was an effort.

In the distance she heard raised voices and the chug of an engine. Maybe the ferry had circled around to help? Or was it sinking too? Images of drowning passengers filled her mind. Panic choked her, but she fought it. She couldn’t flip out. She had to stay present to survive.

But her body was losing the energy to stay afloat. She needed to rest. Just for a minute. It wasn’t even really a choice. She gulped a breath of air as she sank below the surface. It was almost a relief; so much easier to just... 

No. Don’t give up. Gathering herself for another push up, she squinted through the water, and horror jolted her. A small, still form sank slowly by. Emma. 

Suddenly the toddler moved. Adrenaline surged through Skye. She lunged, catching hold of a tiny wrist and dragged the infant up, kicking for the surface like she was possessed. Were they moving at all? 

Then above, she saw a boat, just visible through the water. So close! Relief gave her fresh energy. Body like lead, lungs straining, she hauled Emma up in a last desperate stretch towards the surface. Hands from above seized the little girl and pulled her from Skye’s grip. 

At once a swell surged, wrenching the boat away. Skye sank, spent. Dark water drew her deeper in its icy grip. Had anyone even seen her?

Light faded. Her pulse hammered in her ears, lungs screaming. Familiar waves rolled through her mind - the black ocean rising to swallow her. 

Then through the gloom, a face rippled into view. An angel with charcoal eyes. His face, all shadows and angles; his dark hair a shifting halo. She was dreaming, lost in one of her nightmares. His arms reached for her and together they raced up. 

Moments later Skye choked out water and sucked in air. The channel wind was battered her face. Her throat burned. Cold arms held her, and she looked into silver-grey eyes. Although she couldn’t read his expression, the quickening sense of discovery, of awakening to something that had crept into her dreams, flared. His eyes darkened and her head spun.

The drone of an outboard swelled into her consciousness. A yellow shape loomed out of the fog. She was turned about and something buoyant was thrust into her grip. 

She felt strong arms leave her. Coldness filled where he’d been.

There was a shout and someone plunged into the water beside her. “I’ve got you,” someone reassured. She was seized, hefted, humped and bundled, scraping against wet canvas. Seconds later, shaking and coughing, she slumped into the bottom of a rocking IRB. 

“Skye, oh my gosh, Skye.” 

“M-Morgan?” Skye struggled upright, clumsy with cold. Everything tilted, nausea washing through her, and she pressed her head to her knees. 

“Skye, just stay there, don’t move.” 

No problem, she thought. What just happened? She tried to remember, but her thoughts were like water spilling from her hands.

Morgan dragged a towel around her. “Just rest. You’re okay, you’re safe.”

Shivering, Skye rubbed her eyes with the edge of the towel and squinted around. She recognised David and Kirk. Or was it Kurt? She couldn’t see over the side of the inflatable to look, but other motors were audible across the water. The other boy, Harvey, must be on one of those. And Emma, somewhere with Lisa. 

Another guy, dripping with water, balanced on the side, pulling a yellow shirt over his head. She got the impression of sun-golden hair and skin. A girl in the same uniform steered, powering them to Bannimor, Skye hoped. What a way to arrive. 

Closing her eyes, Skye leaned against Morgan, grateful for the warmth of Morgan’s arm around her. Soon the noise of the engine chunked down a few notches. 

“We’re here.”

She opened her eyes and tried to stand, but her legs didn’t want to cooperate. 

“Wait till they stop!” Morgan urged. 

Someone on the small wharf looped a mooring rope around a pillar. This wharf was much older than Fallsmouth’s, accessed via a wooden ladder. Morgan helped Skye to stand. Her wet jeans clung revoltingly to her. Now she wished she’d opted for shorts. 

“Are you okay to climb?” 

“I’m fine.” Her voice felt odd, shaky. She concentrated on gripping the wooden rungs, ripe with the odour of fish scales and salt. Her hands felt twice their normal size, with less than half their usual strength. 

Reaching the top, she staggered as the wharf seemed to pitch. The warm weathered timber beneath her frozen feet told her that her sandals had come off in the channel. The towel around her shoulders made her feel like an invalid. She tugged it off. It was bad enough arriving bedraggled without looking all voted-off-the-island. 

“Leave it on Skye, you’ll freeze.” 

“Morgan, I’m f-fine,” she insisted. Morgan rolled her eyes but didn’t push.

Behind them the IRB motored away. Skye turned to follow its path. “I didn’t thank them,” she realised.

“Don’t worry, they’re friends of mine. You’ll be seeing them again soon enough.” 

A wraith of fog still hung in the middle of the channel, shreds and wisps snaking upwards, dissolving, gone almost as quickly as it had arrived. Another IRB circled what looked like debris. A couple of other boats circled slowly nearby. 

“Hey, we need to get you dry and warm. And Mum’ll be freaking out if she’s heard.”

Skye felt there was something she should be doing, something she was missing. Warm and dry sounded so good though.

“I’ve got your bags,” Morgan said. “I won’t tell you how creepy that was: your luggage, but no you.”

“You didn’t get my message?”

“Message? No. When you weren’t on the ferry I figured – make that hoped – you’d only missed it. The rescue squad were just finishing a training exercise and some of them were heading to Fallsmouth, so I caught a ride. Then we saw – well, heard a collision somewhere in that fog. It was horrible.” 

“Right. Horrible.” Skye agreed woodenly.

“We can talk about this later,” Morgan said gently. “You’re safe, that’s what matters. Let’s get out of here.” 

Wet clothes chafing, Skye felt like a walking disaster. Morgan found a couple of spare towels in the boot of Rowena’s pale blue Morris Minor, and put one on Skye’s seat and the other around Skye’s shoulders. Skye gave in without protest this time. The tension had drained out of her like the water pooling at her feet. 

The hot interior was like a delicious cocoon. Skye leaned her head against the vinyl seat and closed her eyes. A face swam into her mind. The angel she’d dreamed of in the channel. He had seemed real, his face like a medieval poet; melancholy and beautiful, to her eyes anyway. She itched to draw him, his mix of light and dark, his eyes in the dim green light the colour of burnt charcoal. He had felt so real, speeding her to the surface. 

Except that he hadn’t, she acknowledged. He’d been a figment, existing only in a weird echo of her night-time dreams. And somehow, because of it, she’d found up. Once she surfaced, she knew she had the surf rescuer to thank. She opened her eyes and ruefully inspected her forearms and elbows, grazed on the canvas inflatable. Couldn’t get much more real than fabric burn, she thought. 

Stifling a squeak of alarm, she clutched at the dashboard as the car suddenly hurtled downwards into grey shadow. 

“Relax,” Morgan teased, “Great brakes in this thing.”

“I’d forgotten you were a total speed freak,” she gasped, grateful for the good brakes. Morgan laughed. Skye’s eyes took a minute to adjust, but she recognised the unmistakeable echo of an underground car park, tyres squealing as they swept into a parking space. 

This must be the new digs, the holiday apartments, she realised. She’d been completely oblivious to the short trip. She hadn’t even noticed the village, lost in replaying the moments in the channel with her dreamed rescuer. 

They each took a bag and Morgan led the way beneath sparse artificial lighting to a door marked ‘Do not use in case of fire’. 

“So cryptic, don’t you think?” Morgan pointed at it as she pushed the swing door open, revealing an elevator. 

“Totally,” Skye agreed. “Do they mean “Do not use in case there is a fire, or...” 

“Or do not use if there is a fire,” Morgan finished. “Really, they should say “Do not use if there is a fire if that’s what they mean.” The elevator doors opened and they stepped inside, Morgan pressing button ten. 

“Couldn’t agree more,” Skye grinned. She’d missed this. The horror of the channel began to fade.

Soon they stepped out into a corridor that ran the length of the apartment building. “Welcome to The Tower-zz,” Morgan emphasised. At each end of the corridor, large windows admitted late afternoon light. Stopping outside the last door they heard the murmur of a voice behind it. Morgan hesitated, biting her lip. “I thought Mum was still at work. She’s going to flip out if she sees you like this.” 

The implication was hard to miss. Ellie’s spectre hung over them for a second. Then it was gone as Morgan’s stealth-mode kicked in. “Okay, you go straight for the bathroom – first door on your left – and I’ll run interference. While you’re in there, I’ll break it to Mum. Dampen the blast, so to speak.” 

They both giggled like they were twelve years old, trying to sneak out rather than in.

“Which bag has your clothes?” Morgan murmured. “You take that one, I’ll take the other. Ready?” She opened the door and Skye followed her in, veering off through the first door on her left. She had a fleeting impression of cream and taupe, and light spilling through glass before closing the bathroom door behind her.

Dropping her bag, Skye leaned back against the door, listening to the murmur of voices as she took in the bathroom. It looked like a design magazine spread: tiny white wall tiles, grey slate floor and trim, and gleaming chrome. 

Her reflection regarded her from a mirror worthy of a grand hotel lobby. She grimaced at the half-drowned rat. Her usually unruly hair hung in bedraggled hanks, its silver blonde now like wet sand. Her face looked ashen apart from a pink splash high on each cheek, the light smattering of freckles standing out. But her eyes...she stared at them. Apart from being large they usually had nothing to recommend them as an interesting feature. Their colour hovered indeterminately somewhere around blue. Now they shone like over-bright sapphires with an expression she couldn’t place. 

Staring at herself, something nagged at her. Something was missing. 

Behind the door voices escalated, one in both pitch and volume and then proximity. Skye smiled. Rowena. 
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4. Bannimor


[image: ]




Skye jumped as the handle under her hip turned. She stood away from the door just in time, and was smothered in a patchouli-scented hug.

“Skye! What have they been doing to you?” 

“Rowena, you’ll get wet,” Skye protested, aware of Rowena’s chef’s whites. 

“I don’t care about wet, I care about safe. And that’s what you are, thank all that’s Holy.” She held Skye at arm’s length, scrutinising her. Her pinched expression softened in relief. “It’s been too long since we saw your lovely face. And to think we almost didn’t. Do you know if everyone else is all right?” she looked at Morgan.

“Pretty sure, although...” Morgan stopped.

Skye’s eyes widened. “The lady who was on the Pixie, Lisa – did they find her? I got her daughter to the surface, but I didn’t see Lisa...” She felt sick. 

Morgan and Rowena stared at Skye. 

“You got someone to the surface?” Morgan clarified.

“Um, yeah...?” They exchanged a look she couldn’t read, and then beamed on her with more pride than seemed warranted. 

“Well, wadya know, a hero in our midst,” Morgan crowed, gleeful.

At first glance Rowena and Morgan were difficult to place as mother and daughter, until you saw the determined chins and the green eyes – those they shared. Rowena was a freckled English Rose with auburn curls, a petite livewire of energy mixed with motherly concern that enveloped Skye whenever she was near. Morgan by comparison was statuesque, a force of nature in her own right but so serenely self-contained it didn’t radiate the way Rowena’s energy did. Olive skinned and black haired, Morgan took after her father, absent practically since her birth. His main role in their lives was that of a cautionary tale.

Rowena crushed Skye to her again. She began to genuinely struggle for breath. 

“Mum, you’ll hug her to death. Let her breathe!” Morgan prodded. 

Rowena released her. “Now don’t you catch your death with a chill. Get straight out of those wet things and under hot water. You have a change of clothes? Good. I’ll start dinner, something warming.”

“No way Mum,” Morgan contradicted, “you just finished work. Relax, we’ll handle dinner.” Then both she and Rowena cast doubtful looks at Skye. 

“Hey! What?!” Skye protested. “I’m not that bad. I can help...open a tin or something...” her voice died away into a grumble, cheeks pink as the others laughed. Her lame culinary skills were no secret. 

“Take your time, Skye, we’ll sort out dinner,” Rowena said. 

“And yes,” Morgan added, before closing the door “The mum and kid that were on the Pixie with you are both safe and well. The surf rescue guys got filled in on people found when we were looking for you.” 

Lisa was safe. Emma was safe. Skye forced her thoughts away from the channel. Through the door the Lauders were still audible, arguing the toss about dinner. She smiled, feeling lighter. She’d really missed this. 

Peeling off her wet clothes, she dropped them into the laundry hamper. It wasn’t until she was dressed again that what was missing finally registered. 

Skye clutched at her bare neck. Dragging her clothes back out of the hamper she shook each item vigorously, feeling every inch of them before finally acknowledging with a sinking kind of sorrow that her mother’s necklace was lost. 

She hadn’t told her dad she’d found it. Or taken it. And now, rolling somewhere in the channel, probably buried in silt, her precious link with her mother was gone. 
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5. News
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When Skye finally emerged from the steamy bathroom, Rowena steered her to a seat on a low square-cut sofa. “Dining tables are for guests,” she smiled, bringing Skye a laden plate. 

Skye was warmed by the message: she was family. “How’d you resolve the dinner battle?” she asked. “This looks great!”

“Room service...” Morgan and Rowena said at the same time, and laughed. 

“So, how did all...this come about?” Skye gestured at the elegant room. 

Rowena shrugged wryly. “Basically, our café’s landlord happened. When Jump’s lease was up, he doubled the rent. It was impossible. We had to walk away.”

“You’ve closed? That sucks!” 

“It totally does,” Morgan frowned. “That whole row of shops is going to be a disgusting high-rise like this one. Justifying the name, The Tower-zz. It’s a standalone right now.”

“Nice,” Skye muttered. The village had appeared unchanged on previous visits. 

“You might not recognise the place now. It’s years since you’ve been back.”

“Three,” Skye interjected.

“That’s still years. There’s a restaurant here in the building, but the owner wanted catered room service too, and offered Mum the job. At first she said no – lady has her principles. But lady also has to eat, and feed yours truly, plus we lived at the café so we were kind of homeless... So when the landlord offered us this place with the job, it was pretty much a no-brainer.”

“Hold it. When you say ‘landlord’...” 

“Yep, actual café landlord. Ironic, huh?”

“That’s pretty ironic,” Skye agreed. 

After they’d eaten, the plates were rinsed, stacked on the trolley and pushed into the corridor. “Room service is awesome,” Morgan sighed. “This side of it anyway. We didn’t have to rinse those dishes, but – you know, we know what it’s like on the other side. So, want the grand tour?”

Standing, Skye noticed the phone on the kitchen bar. Her cellphone – probably swimming the channel! “Actually, I should call Dad and let him know I’m okay.”

Rowena looked contrite, “Of course, Skye. I should have thought of that myself.”

He answered almost on the first ring. “Skye?” 

Her heart sank. He sounded upset. “Hi, Dad.” 

“Skye, I’ve been calling your mobile. Did you turn it off?” 

“Oh – I...lost it. Somewhere between here and there. Sorry.” 

“How did that happen? Dropped it over the side of the ferry I suppose.” Skye tensed but he didn’t pause for an answer. “Well, as long as you’re safe. Just had me worried, you know? Thought I’d lost you...” He tried to laugh but his tone was too intense for the humour to ring true. But he wasn’t yelling about coming to get her. He mustn’t have heard about the incident. 

“I tried to get you there at that damn hotel or whatever it is – I couldn’t work out how to locate the Lauders’ room. Give me the number there so I can reach you if I have to.”

“It’s all private apartments, I think. You can just direct dial,” she recited the Lauders’ old number which they’d managed to keep. It was easier than him hunting for it in his ancient address book. She heard pencil scratching on paper, such a familiar sound that a swell of homesickness surprised her. Last night he’d taken a break from writing, joining her to watch TV, no amber-filled tumbler in hand. It felt awkward at first, but eventually they’d relaxed, laughing and groaning in equal measure at an old Mike Myers movie. It felt – well – great. Normal. Skye had almost regretted the pending trip. But this morning when she’d waved goodbye, relief had flooded her, tinged with guilt.

“The girls okay?” he interrupted her thoughts. “Bet they were glad to see you.” 

“Uh, yeah. Happy reunions all round.” Not counting the disastrous arrival, anyway. Catching the faint clink of glass on crystal, she stiffened. His relentless pattern: write about the sea – the subject that kept his pain raw – then drink to dull the pain. She felt claustrophobic.

He cleared his throat. “I might be going away, research trip. I know you’ve stayed on your own plenty, but I feel better knowing you’re somewhere safe.”

So safe she nearly drowned before she even got here. She bit her lip. Should she tell him? She glanced at Morgan and Rowena, watching anxiously. It made her decision easier.

“Yep, safe as houses. Have a good trip if you go, Dad. I hope you find...whatever it is you’re looking for...” There was a tense silence.

“Well, talk to you soon” he finally said, already sounding distant. “Say ‘hi’ to the girls for me.” 

“Sure, Dad.” Skye hung up, once again feeling guilty and relieved. Relieved to be away from it all, relieved he didn’t know how she felt, and guilty for both. 

Rowena looked slightly shamefaced. “How is Daniel? We should really have told him about the accident,” she said, hugging Skye. “I feel just terrible.” Her smile contradicted her.

“Yeah, terrible,” Morgan agreed cheerfully. “Let’s hope he doesn’t hear about it. He’ll think we can’t take care of you.”

“Actually,” Skye said, “he might be going away himself. Research. You know.” Sadness for him and his isolating focus tugged at her. Looking up she caught something similar in Rowena’s face, like pity, or sorrow. 

Morgan nudged her. “Follow me, Ms Sebastian, for the grand tour.” 

The apartment seemed mostly lounge, the entire front wall was glass. The open plan kitchen was a gleaming match for the bathroom, elegant bedrooms were at the back. 

It was far removed from their usual eclectic clutter. She nodded, aware of Morgan’s expectant gaze. “Yeah. It’s different. Seems pretty great,” she said.

“Took a bit of getting used to, I admit. I miss my room behind the café. And the café.” Morgan looked sombre. Skye could guess why. But Morgan shrugged lightly, moving back to the lounge. Skye noticed a stereo and paused next to it. 

“Put something on,” Morgan suggested. Skye ran a finger down their music stack and slid a disc into place. Indie beats pulsed softly through the apartment. Then, unable to resist off any longer, Skye walked towards the windows overlooking the Bay. It felt like approaching an old friend, since become a stranger. 

The sunset outside was muted by the lighted apartment reflected on the glass. Skye’s pensive face looked back at her, more present than the view.

“Try this,” Rowena called, snapping off the lights. 

The colours of the Bay sprang up, vivid, as if she’d stepped through the glass. The flaming sky cast shadows the colour of bruises across the bay. A short distance from shore, brooding Lithus Rock was a dark blade. Steep hills descended to rock ledges each side of a wide beach, cradling it like the possessive arms of some Sea God. It was beautiful; familiar. Still her Bay. Goosebumps danced across her skin. 

She opened the sliding doors and stepped out onto the balcony, breathing deeply of the ocean-scented air. The breeze ruffled her hair. “I could get used to this,” she murmured. 

“Definitely a perk of the job,” Rowena leaned against the door frame and lifted her face to the last touch of light. 

“Fairly good argument for disgusting high rises,” Morgan agreed, joining them.

With a molten flare the sun vanished. Twilight flooded the sky, and the Bay melted into shadow like a secret. Skye exhaled with pleasure. 

The apartment phone rang. Rowena went in to answer it. 

“Morgan?” They both turned at the odd tone in Rowena’s voice. Morgan glanced at Skye, and went inside. Unease trickled coldly through Skye and she turned back to the Bay. The channel and Fallsmouth were hidden by the hills. Her freakish dip in the channel was just a glitch, a one-off. She would forget it completely. Gripping the cooling rail, she stared at the beach. Sand like burnt toffee, the water turning indigo against the luminous sky. This is what she’d come for.

But turning, she saw Morgan in the doorway, her face a mask in the shadows. Rowena was a dim figure at her shoulder. 

“It’ll be okay. I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Morgan’s tone belied her words. 

“What’ll be fine?” Skye made herself ask.

“One of the guys off the Pixie is still missing. They’ve called off the search for the night. But I’m sure he’ll be okay. He’ll turn up...fine.”

Skye recalled the IRB turning back, boats circling floating debris. “Harvey,” she breathed.
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6. First Recall
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Skye struggled upright, disoriented. Her skin was clammy and her heart thudded. She blinked through the dark. She was in bed in an unfamiliar room. Then she remembered. She was here. Bascath Bay, Bannimor, her first night back. 

The luminous digits of the bedside clock read four thirty-eight am. She peered across the room to where Morgan slept, a shadowy hump, her soft breathing little more than a whisper. No nightmares for Morgan. 

Skye lay back down, trying to relax. Her dream had been so vivid. Roaring water swallowing her, the ocean silencing her screams, sinking her with its weight. In the churning chaos she’d felt hands seize her; a blurred figure, an angel, drawing her close. She’d flailed, thrashing against him, but his hold was unbreakable as they’d raced up. Just another nightmare. It made sense after the channel incident. But once again, it felt different. In this dream, she knew she hadn’t been fighting her strange rescuer to get away, but to stay. What was wrong with her?

Trying to think of something else, she pictured home. Dad in the silent bungalow, a crystal tumbler next to him. She rolled onto her side, away from the wrench of worry for him. Maybe his research trip would bring him answers, whatever the questions were. 

Bascath Bay. Life here had been perfect. Then broken. Her father’s much younger brother Uncle Mike had lived with them back then, like a big brother to her. After her mother died, he’d gone to live with relatives in New Zealand. Skye had seen his departure as abandonment, but now that she was older, she understood. Why stay around misery if you could avoid it? At least he visited sometimes, his high energy and adopted kiwi twang like a breath of fresh air. 

The evening filtered back, and dread sank through Skye as she remembered. Harvey. That could so easily have been her instead of him, drawn below to tumble in the currents. She hoped they would find him, that the tides would carry him to safety. Maybe he was already home? She hoped so. She didn’t want to think about the alternative.

But she couldn’t help it. Once more she was plunging into the cold deep of the channel, feeling it pull her down, filling her mouth with bitterness. So like her nightmares. 

The memory of Emma’s wee body slipping into shadow sent a surge of terror through her. She gulped at the warm dry air, pressing her hands to the crisp sheets. Emma was safe. And she was safe. The luck of it – her hallucination, helping her to find up, to be seen and saved by the IRB crew. 

In her nightmares she could never make out the face of the angel. The dream in the channel had been different. Vivid. His face... 

Then as if rising from the deep, eyes the colour of a storm filled her mind: seen before the collision. 

She was utterly, coldly awake. 

How had she forgotten this? Forgotten him? She had seen him from the deck of the Pixie. He’d been under the surface, his grey eyes silver beneath the mist. 

She knew what she’d thought at that moment. But that was crazy. She’d left those childhood fancies behind when she’d left Bannimor. She had tried to tell herself that he was simply a trick of light combining with her imagination. 

But the boy she’d seen from the Pixie was the same boy in her channel hallucination today. The one that helped her find up. Her heart hammered. The bedroom felt close and oppressive. 

Slipping quietly out of bed, she padded into the dark lounge, flicking on a lamp. The power of her imagination shrank in the room’s bland elegance. She perched tensely on the edge of the sofa, trying to be rational. Not a figment from a dream, but a real person. She supposed it wasn’t surprising she’d been confused – shock, and circumstances mimicking her nightmares. But she’d been mistaken. He was real. And beneath the surface, out deep in the channel... 

But so what? That meant nothing strange. This was exactly the sort of thing she rolled her eyes at her dad for researching. What was it about this place! Morgan had said the surf rescue team had been out training. He was most likely part of that. She began to feel foolish.

A framed print opposite her caught her attention. She hadn’t noticed it before, busy with food, the view, and...news. It didn’t fit the rest of the décor. One of the things she loved about old fairy tale books was the illustrations. Her favourite was Arthur Rackham, delicate and deliciously dark. She recognised his work now. 

In this image, beautiful beseeching women reached from green water. Their wet hair streamed over their shoulders. Their bare arms and breasts were pale, delicate; an invitation to whoever they enticed. The word at the bottom read ‘Rhinemaidens’. 

She swallowed. People who lived in the water were fictional. An impossibility. Beautiful stories, but still – just stories. The boy she’d seen... An ordinary boy out swimming. Absolutely. A surf rescuer. Most likely.

When he’d looked up at her, he’d looked shocked, she thought now. He probably thought the Pixie was sinking. It had, seconds later. Her throat tightened. Had the sinking boat hurt him? Her memories of the event were fractured, although his face was etched sharply in her mind. She strained to recall. He’d got her to the surface, kept her afloat...after the collision. So that meant – he was okay. He was okay. She felt light with relief. 

Suddenly weariness closed in. She turned out the lamp, and returned to bed. Worry for Harvey scratched again as she pulled the covers up, but she told herself tomorrow things would look different. She would probably hear he was fine. Something else about tomorrow nudged, but her foggy brain refused to focus. Something about...
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7. Sane
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On the apartment balcony the next morning, Skye wanted to whoop out loud. She closed her eyes and sunlight struck through her eyelids, painting her world hot pink. Yesterday’s events had melted away with the morning for them all. Concern for Harvey hovered in the background, but it was impossible to feel bad on a day like this.

Her hair whipped in a gust that carried sounds from the street far below and the fragrance of fresh coffee from the apartment behind her. And through it all, like a promise or a summons, the salty tang of the sea. She breathed in deeply, more, until her lungs couldn’t hold another breath, alive to the glistening sea stretching before her. But feeling its magnetic pull, she tensed. 

“Heads up.” She turned. Morgan set a laden tray down on one of the loungers and sat next to it. “Filtered coffee. Oh yay.” Morgan’s voice was thick with sarcasm. 

The little espresso machine that came with the apartment was broken, as Skye had learned practically the instant she’d woken up this morning. 

Skye reached for a mug and one of Rowena’s oat-apricot-every-kind-of-seed cookies. “You’re such a coffee snob, Mags. Nothing wrong with filtered coffee, or even instant. It’s all coffee, right?” She knew this was the perfect way to get a rise. 

“You cannot be for real...oh...” Morgan trailed off sheepishly, seeing Skye’s cheeky smile. “You wouldn’t say that, even joking, if you’d had our coffee at Jump.” She half-closed her eyes in remembered bliss, “I wish you could have tried it,” she sighed wistfully. “And, you know, coffee’s kind of...important.” She poked her tongue out as Skye laughed. “Fine, I’m a coffee freak. But you wait. If I can get to a decent espresso machine, brew you the perfect flat white...”

“I’m off, girls.” Rowena appeared in chef’s whites. “Make sure you stay together,” she said for at least the third time. “There’ve been some...odd things happening around the Bay.” 

“We will, don’t worry. And don’t lose any fingers at work, okay?”

Rowena smiled at the bossy tones of her only child and planted a kiss on the top of her head, blowing another to where Skye leaned against the balcony rail. “I can’t tell you how good it is to have you back, Skye,” she beamed.

Skye’s ‘it’s good to be back’ got stuck on the way out and she coughed wildly. She managed to put her mug down as Morgan leapt up to thump her back. 

Rowena pulled a sympathetic face, laughing, and raised her voice, “Leave you to it, girls. See you tonight. Be good.” 

Crimson faced and gasping, Skye waved at Rowena’s retreating back, and they heard the door close behind her. “See? Filtered coffee,” Morgan said. “You would never have choked on one of my cups of perfection.”

Skye didn’t correct her assumption that the coffee had been to blame. She couldn’t explain the mix of feelings that had tumbled through her, choking her. But – it was good to be back. She just hoped it stayed that way. Her thoughts skittered across her father’s Ellie document. Time enough for that later.

When they’d finished Morgan re-stacked the tray. “So, obvious plan: beach!” She carried the tray inside. “This is so great!” she called over her shoulder, “just like old times.” 

The thing lurking at the back of Skye’s mind as she’d fallen asleep last night stepped into the light. The old times were all about swimming. She hadn’t really been exaggerating when she told her father how she felt imagining water closing over her. It wasn’t a total given that she would flip out in the sea, but enough of a possibility that she hadn’t packed a swimsuit. 

She had never told Morgan about her nightmares. They were best left in the dark. But surely Morgan hadn’t forgotten her usual lame holiday routine? The one where Skye watched her swim from the safety of dry sand? This could be a disaster. 
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