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			Readers love Tamsin Keily’s uplifting and heartwrenching debut, Daisy Cooper’s Rules for Living:


			‘Fun, fresh – a brilliant love story with a twist’
Jenny Colgan, bestselling author of The Bookshop on the Shore


			‘An entertaining and original novel about grief, love and loss’
Daily Mail


			‘Skilfully laced with good humour and hope, you’ll end up shedding both happy and sad tears’
Heat


			‘Such a beautifully crafted story … felt like smiling and crying through the whole book!’


			‘Loved this book! Beautifully written’


			‘A heartbreaking and heartwarming story all wrapped up in one’


			‘Original and modern’


			‘One of the quirkiest books I’ve ever read … fun and poignant’


			‘Entertaining and insightful’


			‘Broke my heart, made me laugh, cry and smile … my favourite book of the year’


		


	

		

			Dedication


			To Alice, for there is nobody
quite like a little sister.
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			Prologue


			Her mother told the story like this:


			Once there was a gentle spirit of the ocean. She soothed the waves when they were filled with irrational rage. She whispered soft words to calm the storms so that the sailboats could be coaxed safely into shore. And when lightning sparked across her waters, she would wrap her arms around the panicking ships to keep them safe.


			The spirit of the ocean had a sister. A fierce, whirling wind of a sister who scurried through coves with gleeful delight, who whooped with laughter when the boats were sent wildly bobbing across the water.


			The spirit of the ocean loved her. It was a love not quite like anything she had ever experienced. A feeling in the deep caverns of her heart that she would rip the world in two to keep her safe. That she would sink a thousand ships if they threatened her happiness. A soaring sense of love that made the water sparkle and the fish leap joyfully into the air.


			But the spirit of lightning was jealous of the young breeze and the way she danced effortlessly through life. The way she could bring life to a child’s kite, the way she could lift the seeds from the air and spread them across the world. He was jealous of how she was loved by her sister whilst he remained alone, barricaded by his own sparks and heat. Nobody had ever loved him like that.


			Jealousy wormed into his thoughts until one day he could hold back no more. The spirit of lightning sent his deadly sparks after the wind and struck her down.


			When the spirit of the ocean saw that her beloved sister had been taken from her, she let sorrow fill her, let it send her waves into a frenzy. A storm howled across the coast with waves the size of mountains, crashing mercilessly into cliffs and harbour walls. People huddled around their fireplaces in search of warmth and light and hope, waiting for the night to pass and for the sea to calm.


			And it did, eventually. A heartbroken wail can only last so long, fury eventually turns to empty grief. The waters became gentle once more.


			However, her rage had carved new shapes into the coastline. On one beach, one cliff was swept away entirely, except for one mighty, towering slab of rock. The locals could not understand how it did not just topple down. But the ocean spirit knew that her grief had carved that monument, and it would not fall until her grief was gone. She knew it would stand forever.


			And then, in her dreadful sorrow, she soaked the rock in her tears, filling each teardrop with a desperate yearning to see her sister once more, until time itself was forced to bend to her will. The ocean spirit found a way to the past she had been forced to leave behind.


			Of course, nothing is ever that easy. For the doorway to the past required power. Power that only came from the very lightning that had stolen her precious companion away. She begged and pleaded, cried until the waters rose and spilled down the coastal village streets.


			But the lightning would not listen. He would not help her, so blinded by white-hot jealousy. The ocean spirit, broken and distraught, disappeared. The waves were left to rage and roar to their hearts’ content, the fish swam lost and unguided.


			Time passed. Guilt grew slowly within the lightning spirit’s heart, a constant and sickening whirlpool. Desperate for some forgiveness, he tried to make the ocean spirit’s wish come true.


			So lightning regularly strikes the beach where the ocean spirit’s rock monument stands, desperately trying to hit the stone and fix his dreadful mistake. But the lightning always misses, blinded by his own remorse.


			That’s how her mother’s story goes anyway. Read carefully from the old pages of her own childhood fairy-tale book. A story to explain the almost crippling weight of a family love, to explain the unusual column of stone that stands on the beach and weathers the storms. And to explain why the village has its name: ‘Karrekoth’ – ‘old stone’.


			A story, yes. But lightning does often come to Karrekoth. Still the stone stands, untouched, unmoved by the lightning that desperately strikes around it.


			And the past remains closed.


		


	

		

			One


			Isla Pembroke sometimes wonders what it’s like not to smell of fish. She can remember it, almost. That perfume she used to wear on nights out with her school friends; the sweet-smelling laundry detergent she always found oddly comforting. A distant memory now, replaced with the ever-present, ever-pervasive whiff of fish.


			On the bright side, she’s probably not the only one. You can’t work at an aquarium and not smell of fish. She wasn’t sure she’d ever look at Finding Nemo in quite the same way, not after battling for three hours to clear out the coral reef tank with a load of gawping tourists watching from the other side of the glass.


			Still, she has a job. She has to remind herself of that when the fiftieth visitor of the day asks her where the sharks are, despite the prominent maps stuck everywhere. She reminds herself that while it may not be the marine biology career she was quite imagining, it does at least give her means to survive.


			And it could be worse. She could be serving the dead version of her aquarium companions at the local chippy.


			Isla stands outside, squinting up at the building she has spent the last seven years practically living in, trying to find some sense of prestige about the place. It’s a struggle, as it has been since she first cast eyes on it. The ‘quirky’ fish sign is still wonky, the turquoise paint is still peeling. Nothing changes. Someone joked on her first day that once people worked here, they never left. Isla laughed back then, disbelieving. Why would anyone spend more than a few months here? She remembers how confidently she dismissed that idea. She wasn’t going to be sticking around. It was just a temporary job, just until her dad got back on his feet after … everything.


			But here she is. Seven years later. Stuck. Employee photo starting to peel a little off the staffroom wall. Name tag practically implanted into her chest.


			‘You off then, Isla?’


			Dennis Baker, Isla’s boss and proud owner of the peeling aquarium she has been squinting at, is heading out of the staff entrance and heading directly towards her. Isla watches as he steps carelessly over a discarded lolly wrapper and she feels her lips purse instinctively. They have a whole bloody exhibition on ocean pollution, for Christ’s sake.


			‘Yes, I’m off. The front’s all locked up,’ Isla replies, and does her best surreptitious dance around her boss until she can scoop up the discarded wrapper and deposit it in the bin.


			‘Ah, you’re a saint.’ Dennis doesn’t bat an eyelid at Isla’s litter picking, already hoisting his keys from the depths of his pockets. ‘I tried to get Mitch to lock up on the weekend; total disaster. Thank God he’s temporary, Isla; not sure I’d have the patience otherwise …’


			Isla feels herself holding back a wince. A grand total of three months; that’s how long Mitch will have worked here by the time he leaves. Wouldn’t that be nice.


			‘Isla?’


			Apparently expecting some sort of response for his rambling, Dennis is now staring at her with a frown. ‘Sorry,’ she says hastily, though she’s not quite sure what she’s apologising for. ‘Long day. Uh … I should get home. Dad’ll be waiting.’


			Dennis gives Isla that sympathetic look that always makes her stomach flip. ‘Sure, sure. On your way.’ She’s halfway turned towards her car when he speaks again. ‘Oh, Isla – I meant to say …’


			When Isla glances back, Dennis almost looks uncomfortable. That’s a new one. She frowns, feels that instinctive sense of foreboding that always seems to lurk nearby. ‘What is it?’


			‘Look, I know you’ve got a lot on and everything … but there was an email I got this morning. Some local … ocean scientist—’


			‘Marine biologist?’


			‘That’s the one.’ Isla’s exasperation with his complete lack of knowledge is apparently not obvious on her face because Dennis goes on, unabashed. ‘This marine biologist, she’s doing a talk in London about …’ He snaps his fingers, searching for the words for a moment. Isla feels her teeth grit as she resists the urge to tell him that it’s most likely a lost cause. ‘I think it’s something to do with the ocean.’


			‘Probably a fairly good chance.’ Isla’s sarcasm seems to waft right over Dennis’s head before disappearing out towards the nearby ocean.


			‘You’re right. Anyway, it’s in London. Two-day thing; they provide a hotel and that. It costs a fair bit but I’m happy to subsidise it, what with you being such a reliable employee and all that.’


			Isla feels a swooping sensation in her chest which she eventually identifies as hope. But she swiftly buries it before it can get too comfortable. ‘Oh. Wow. That does sound great.’ For a second, quick as a blink, she considers what would happen if she took up his offer. She tries to imagine herself standing in London, attending a conference with other people who actually cared about the ocean and not just how many stuffed whales sold in the gift shop. But then she shakes her head and chases the idea away. ‘But I can’t. It’s just … not a good time.’


			Isla can sense Dennis’s unspoken words hovering around her ears. There hasn’t been a good time for nine years, Isla. But, to give him credit, he doesn’t say anything of the sort. Instead he nods slowly. ‘I get it, I do. Just give it some thought, though, eh? I’m putting up a sign-up sheet in the staffroom tomorrow. Plenty of time to think on it.’


			Plenty of time, right. Just like she’s had plenty of time to move away from this tiny corner of the world. Just like she’s had plenty of time to fix the cracks wriggling through her life.


			


			Plenty of time has a funny way of slipping past in the blink of an eye.


			Isla watches Dennis stride off towards his car with the air of someone who is quite content with his lot in life. Must be great, she decides, to be settled with your life decisions. Even if they’re somewhat misguided.


			Then she feels the breeze from the sea kick up the ends of her curls, smiles a little to herself as she allows it to soothe that tightening of her chest that she always feels when she’s leaving for home. She calls it instinct.


			Her own car waits for her in its usual space. She knows she could be an hour late to work and nobody would park their car in that space instead, because that’s ‘her’ space. It makes her feel a little sick to think about it.


			Time to get home; the lesser of two evils. She thinks. Isla wrestles with the stiff lock, then the creaking door, then the sticky ignition. The silent car park is filled with the sputtering of an engine past its best, then Isla sets off for home.


			It’s a perfect early autumn evening, with the sunshine just dipping behind the far-off horizon and casting a hazy glow over the ocean. As Isla drives along the coast, she feels the usual temptation to just turn and stare at the glittering water. To get lost in its wonderful unpredictability.


			But she can’t. There are hairpin turns to navigate every five seconds, as the road stubbornly tries to match the wild edges of the coastline. Her hometown, Karrekoth, gets its name from the unusual stone standing on its beach, but Isla has always wondered if perhaps it should be named after the heart-stopping route you have to take to get to it. ‘Car-Off-The-Bloody-Cliff’ feels more accurate but, then again, Cornwall is full of villages and towns that have heart-stopping routes to get to them.


			As she feels the sunshine on her skin, feels the wind racing through the open window and agitating her curls, Isla lets the potential of Dennis’s offer weigh on her shoulders, just for a moment. Here in the car, away from his sympathetic gaze and still a few miles away from her home, she’s safe to consider it.


			She doesn’t hate her job, not really. The days pass at a steady rate and the wages are enough to keep them afloat, which is the most important thing. But it’s hardly rescuing sea turtles or tracking blue whales. When she stood proudly in front of her class, aged seven, and told them that she wanted to be a marine biologist, this was not quite what she had in mind.


			You’re only twenty-eight. That’s what her head keeps saying. There’s still time. But it has been nine years since she put everything on hold, left university to come home, and told herself that she’d get the future back on track one day. And that dream job still feels far, far beyond the horizon.


			Isla hears the clanking of boat masts and the shouting of fishermen and it pulls her back to reality. The road has wound its way up one side of a cliff and then down the other, bringing Isla and her dusty car to the harbour of Karrekoth. It’s time to focus. She’ll be home in four minutes, unless she gets stuck behind Bobby Mercer’s bloody boat trailer, in which case it will be eight minutes. Bobby Mercer, who is far too paranoid to leave his prized boat in the harbour at night and so painstakingly and extremely cautiously drives it home at the end of every day.


			Her phone rings just as she’s accelerating a little past the harbour ramp to beat said bloody trailer. The sound makes her jump, the buzzing coming angrily from the cupholder by her elbow. A quick glance and she can see it’s her father so she pulls into the bus stop, ignoring the dirty looks she gets from those waiting. Chances are that he wants something from the shops and Isla really doesn’t want to have to come back out to the village again once she’s home. And if it’s not that then it’s something worse and she really can’t miss it.


			She snatches up the phone and balances it against her ear, keeping one eye on her wing mirror in case the bus changes the habit of a lifetime and arrives on time. ‘Dad?’


			‘Hey, bud. Where are you?’


			Isla lets a small sigh of relief rattle down the speakers at her father’s steady tone, though it’s paired with slight exasperation. It’s not like her routine changes. Ever. ‘About three minutes away. I’ve just pulled into the bus stop so obviously I’m Karrekoth’s Most Wanted right now. So what’s the matter?’


			Jasper Pembroke has become a man of few words but even by his standards he seems hesitant to speak. Isla can almost hear the gears in his brain grinding to a halt. ‘Dad?’ Isla prompts again, trying her best not to sound irritated. Practice should make perfect but it hasn’t quite yet. ‘I’m literally three minutes away … so unless it’s something from town that you wanted, can it wait?’


			‘It’s Morgan.’


			The words spill down the speaker so rapidly that at first she doesn’t understand them. Maybe Jasper senses this because he repeats them a second later. ‘It’s Morgan, Isla.’


			She can’t remember when she heard that name last. Maybe that’s why she finds the seconds ticking away in silence. Hearing her sister’s name has doubled her heart rate instantly. Isla feels it smacking painfully against her ribs, as if it’s trying to escape the pain that might be heading its way. And she’s not sure if the icy feeling coursing through her veins is anger or fear.


			‘What about her?’ Isla finally asks, feeling her suddenly dry lips sticking together as she tries to speak.


			‘She’s back, Isla. Morgan’s back.’


		


	

		

			Two


			The village of Karrekoth is located in a tiny inlet on the southern coast of Cornwall, far down enough to feel that you’re one step away from tipping off the country entirely. It is known for two things: the towering and oddly-shaped rock on one of its beaches, and the thunderstorms. Isla never really understood the hows and whys of it all, just that Karrekoth has more thunderstorms per year than any other place in the country. She knows the folklore behind it of course, but she long ago dismissed that as credible evidence. Lightning has no personal relation with the sea, for goodness’ sake.


			But as Isla Pembroke completes the last part of her homeward journey, the sky looks calm. A few clouds loiter right off in the distance but they’re white and fluffy, not dark and menacing. Nothing, except for a possible storm brewing between two sisters. Which some meteorologists might call more dangerous.


			As she squeezes her car through the typically narrow streets of the village, Isla tries to remember the last time she heard from her sister. Two months ago, she decides. The same message as always: Safe. M x, as if receiving that on a vaguely bi-monthly schedule makes her abandoned family feel any less worried. It’s been four years of those messages and they’re yet to make Isla feel anything but a tightening sensation in her chest. She feels her hands stiffen against the wheel, forces herself to focus on not driving into a building. She just needs to get home. Probably best not to think about her sister until she’s out of the moving vehicle. She just needs to get home.


			She whizzes past the tiny line of shops that make up Karrekoth’s commercial centre; the gift shop, the off-licence, the post office. Isla feels her eyes linger on the post office like always, almost catches the familiar scent of envelope glue and sherbet lemons. But then she’s passed it, she’s leaving the main streets of the village and the sea is back to meandering along beside her. The memory slips away, settles back into the dark. Isla lets out the smallest breath that she never realised she was holding.


			The car gives a little creak of complaint as Isla brakes abruptly to avoid hitting Cora Myrtle and her ridiculously minuscule terrier as they make their way back from their evening walk on the main beach. Usually, Isla would leap at the chance to stall her trip home by talking to one of the few friends from school who still lived in Karrekoth, but Isla knows there isn’t time. Still, Cora is waving at her in an impatient fashion and Isla knows she can’t ignore her completely. She brings the car to a shaky stop, winding down the window with a series of squeaks.


			‘Hey, where’s the fire?’ Cora asks, once the barrier of glass is gone between them. ‘You’ll be all over the Karrekoth Watch Facebook page with driving like that.’


			Isla suppresses a shudder at the thought. The sooner that particular Facebook page got banned the better. ‘Karrekoth’s Most Wanted, that’s me.’ Cora snorts at what both know to be a frankly ridiculous idea but gives Isla an expectant look. Apparently Isla is not giving off the casual attitude she’s aiming for.


			‘Uh, Morgan’s home,’ Isla finally says, and is quietly proud at how she says each word without too much of a tremor.


			‘Fuck,’ Cora’s eyes widen. ‘Are you serious?’


			‘Afraid so.’


			‘How long’s that been?’


			Isla pauses, tries to pretend as if she doesn’t know the exact number of months and weeks. ‘Um, four years, give or take a few weeks.’


			Cora shakes her head. ‘Shitting hell …’ she whispers, never one for particularly eloquent statements. ‘Well, you’d better get going then, girl! And give her hell from me, eh?’


			Isla doesn’t need to be told twice, though of course she knows it’s not quite as simple as just giving Morgan ‘hell’, whatever that actually means. She shoots her friend a grateful smile, winds the window up, then starts off down the road again. In the rear-view mirror, Isla watches as Cora stands still for a moment, still apparently in shock. Well, at least Isla now knows she’s not the only one.


			The road sharply veers down a slope to the right, further away from the main village. The surface becomes a little more uneven beneath the car and Isla wrestles fiercely with the steering wheel to keep it straight. The car half bounces past the beach café, past the slightly decrepit-looking public toilets, then takes a left turn with a sudden burst of speed. Her homeward road is heading back up a hill and Isla knows that you need a run-up if you’re going to make it.


			The car lets out a groan of almost despair as it’s forced into the steep ascent and Isla half expects to see smoke billowing out of the bonnet (again). But by some miracle they make it; up the hill, over the top, and through an open wooden gate, into the scrubby patch of grass that serves as a front drive for the Pembroke home.


			Technically speaking, the whitewashed house in front of them should be called the Birch home, as it belonged to Isla’s mother’s family. Konan Birch, Isla’s grandfather, stubbornly lived in it until the day before he died, and let it go slightly to ruin in the meantime. But then when Isla’s mother, Marina, inherited it she began to turn it into something resembling a functioning home, with toilets that flushed, ovens that didn’t pose a health risk, even internet access.


			Isla remembers how she used to call it a castle. At the time, she’d never seen one in real life, and so her house, with its large windows, heavy doors, tight-cornered staircases, was close enough. Castles were always on hills, after all, and her house clung to the edge of the tallest one she knew back then. Castles had crumbling walls and her house definitely felt a little crumbly at times. Scruffy, that’s what her mother called it. A pain in the neck, that’s what her father calls it these days.


			Isla finds something strangely comforting in the confident way her home presents itself directly to the elements of the sea, in the carefully arranged seashells cemented around the somewhat warped door frame. The grass that tickles around Isla’s ankles is the grass she learnt to walk on, the sound of the ocean that crashes against the beach below is the sound that has lulled her to sleep since birth.


			But all castles have dungeons. And sometimes she hears the echo of a locked door, feels the walls closing in around her.


			It’s with slight hesitation that Isla steps from the car and closes the door. The house looms over her and she can almost feel its incredulity at her stalling. She finds her shoulders stiffening at this imagined criticism. Why shouldn’t she stall? It’s perfectly reasonable, considering what’s waiting for her on the other side of the peeling front door.


			Suddenly, said door opens. Isla feels her feet take an instinctive step back towards the car. Four years and nothing has changed. She’s still scared.


			Except it’s her father, not her sister, who steps from the house. Isla feels a distant sense of relief to see that he has at least got dressed today. His jeans need a wash and his shirt is incredibly crinkled but it’s something. He may even have shaved.


			Isla can tell from a few feet away that he’s stressed, though. Usually his eyes are hollow, apathetic caves but now there’s a frantic spark of panic instead. His shoulders seem more tense than usual and Isla feels her instinct to protect him rearing up inside her. Except there’s nothing to protect him from. A father shouldn’t need to be protected from his daughter. Especially not by his other daughter.


			‘Hey, Dad,’ she says, keeping each word carefully level. ‘What’s going on then?’


			By this time, she’s reached his side. He touches her shoulder briefly, perhaps hoping to find some comfort from this contact. ‘I just got back from fixing Paul’s boat for him, you know, like we talked about. Bloody fool keeps using duct tape so it was a right mess—’


			‘Focus, Dad.’ She says it kindly, holding back the fluttering impatience in her stomach.


			‘I came home and she was just there … in the kitchen. Didn’t even think she still had a key …’


			‘Have you spoken to her?’ A strange question, sure. But she never quite knows with her father.


			‘I tried to. A little. But she wouldn’t say much.’


			Isla takes these words with a heavy pinch of salt. Her father won’t talk to her about the bills because he finds it ‘uncomfortable’; she can’t imagine him having much to say to the daughter who walked out on them four years ago.


			‘Right. Okay.’ The heavy weight of responsibility sits on her shoulders. It should be familiar, almost comfortable by now. But it’s not. It still makes her muscles ache. ‘I’ll go find out what’s going on, okay? It’s going to be fine.’


			Jasper takes a step to the side and Isla feels the shift, like when aeroplane pilots switch control. Her aircraft now. As if it isn’t always.


			


			She pulls herself together then steps into the house. Leaving her bag by the door, she skirts around her father’s toolbox, steps instinctively over the wobbly floorboard, straightens the constantly askew photo frame. Just like always. Little rituals that make it feel like a normal evening when Isla has the distinct sensation that it’s not.


			The kitchen is almost exactly how Isla left it this morning, right down to the abandoned bowl of cereal by the sink that she had to leave when she realised the clock on the wall had stopped and she was running late. The only difference now is that there’s somebody sitting in a seat that has stayed empty for the last four years.


			She looks younger. That’s the first thing Isla notices about her sister. Morgan Pembroke has been gone for four years and yet somehow she looks younger than she did when she left. Though perhaps that memory has become muddied over the years. Isla can’t actually remember exactly how she looked before she left; she didn’t know it would be the last time for a while after all; she didn’t take notes.


			Morgan has the dark brown hair of her father, in contrast to Isla’s – and their mother’s – ginger curls. It used to be chin length but she’s let it grow, judging by the size of the haphazard bun it’s been scraped back into. Though the fringe has stayed the same, Isla notices. Still skimming just above her eyes, as if it offers her sister a strange sense of refuge. She’s still hiding then. Isla feels that bitter thought lodge in her chest, burrowing down like a tick.


			Morgan looks up from the table the moment she hears Isla enter. For a second, Isla is a little floored. Their father used to joke, long ago, that his daughters’ green eyes could stop the ocean with a glare. Isla is used to seeing that fierce look in her own reflection; now she remembers how different it is to see it in real life, staring back at you.


			Isla is also struck by the hope she can see there. What exactly is Morgan hoping for? Isla tries not to let this thought linger too long; she doesn’t want to go into this interaction already irritated. She expertly fixes a smile in place, hesitates, then comes to sit across from her sister. ‘Well, this is a surprise.’


			Morgan blinks; Isla sees the hope disappear instantly. Clearly she didn’t quite keep the irritation out of her voice, then. ‘Hey, Isla,’ she says, fingernails digging into the worn wood of the table. The scratching squeaks of the wood bring a wave of familiarity over Isla. Funny, the things she’s forgotten her sister took with her, right down to the smallest sounds. ‘Yeah. I came back.’


			‘You … came back?’ Isla echoes, trying not to sound as if she’s picking apart her sister’s words.


			Of course, Morgan narrows her eyes in a way that suggests that’s exactly what it sounds like. ‘Yes,’ she responds, voice stiff.


			‘Mogs …’ Her old nickname. Isla hasn’t said that word in so long and it feels strange on her tongue, almost as though it doesn’t fit any more. Yet it has arrived, without her really thinking about it. ‘What’s going on? We’ve been worried sick. You walked out on us, without a word. And all this time we’ve had no idea where you were, what you were doing.’ Isla feels anger seeping into her words already and she grips her hands together tightly in a hopeless attempt to stall it.


			‘You knew I was safe. I told you I was safe,’ Morgan says, but without much feeling.


			Isla lets those words sit in silence for a moment, lets her sister feel how irrelevant they really are. Finally, she speaks again. ‘Yes. You did. Every once in a while, we knew you were safe. That makes it all fine, I guess?’


			Morgan sighs, rests her forehead against one hand. ‘Isla, please.’


			‘You come home after four years of basically radio silence; you leave us in the middle of the night with not one word? A seventeen-year-old kid disappearing on us, after all we’ve been through? After all Dad’s been through. And now you come back and … what? You expect me to drop it? Do you even know me?’ She tries to make it light-hearted, that she’s almost telling a joke. But she knows she’s failing. Of course she’s failing. Some things cannot be said without bitterness at their core.


			Morgan lets out a small sound, almost like a groan, of frustration. Or maybe it’s fear. Those two feelings have always been entwined pretty closely within Isla’s sister. ‘I didn’t … I wasn’t saying drop it … Just …’ She trails off, each of those words seeming to have exhausted her beyond the point of continuing.


			‘Why now?’ The question slams into the uneasy silence between the sisters and Isla almost considers whether she can still pull it back because she’s not actually sure she’s ready for the answer.


			There’s the creak of scratched wood again, as Morgan’s fingernail digs deeper into the surface of the table. Isla watches how her eyes darken, how the green seems to become poisoned. Morgan shakes her head slowly, almost imperceptibly.


			But Isla still spots it. ‘We don’t even get to know that?’


			Something in those words, those seemingly innocent words, kick in that all-too-powerful Morgan instinct to run. She stands up, chair screeching loudly against the worn slate. Isla notices instantly that her sister straightens up with a certain delicateness, as if she’s expecting to fall apart at the simplest of movements. Over her leggings, Morgan’s wearing a man’s sweater that seems to almost cocoon her. It makes Isla uneasy for a reason she can’t quite find.


			But then Morgan’s gone, heading for the back door. Business as usual.


			Isla lets her go, gives her five seconds of space, then follows her. A tried-and-tested technique. Sometimes it even works.


			


			Behind the Pembroke house is a path that leads directly to the second, more remote beach of Karrekoth. It’s narrow, steep and treacherous but the Pembroke girls could traverse it with their eyes closed. They know when to step around the exposed root, when to avoid the oddly slippery stone. They know which part will become a swamp after a storm, they know in May it will be swarming with mayflies and they know that it takes precisely three minutes to walk down when you’re striding off in a huff.


			The path winds down the hill then suddenly opens up onto the beach. The sea waits directly ahead, tall cliffs tower behind and Karrekoth itself sits off to the right, a mile or so away behind a lower set of cliffs. Sand can be seen ahead but, before it can be reached, a craggy and somewhat intimidating line of rocks need traversing.


			The wind is calm but there’s a chill in the air, causing Isla to tug her jacket a little tighter around her. Summer is most definitely on the way out. Morgan’s not really dressed for beach scrambling but it doesn’t seem to bother her, as she belligerently continues to ignore her sister’s shouts. She expertly walks across the larger, dryer rocks that are at the back of the beach, her head down. Isla gives the sea a brief glance, makes a mental calculation about the tide. They’ve got a little time.


			‘Morgan! Will you just stop?’ It’s the third time she’s said that, or something similar. But Morgan does not listen. She picks her way over stone, heading for the towering column of rock that stands proudly at their end of the beach, the rock which gave their town its name.


			Now, as she sees Morgan making a beeline for it, Isla lets out a groan. Morgan found a perfect ledge halfway up the rock when she was seven and has considered this her bolthole ever since. It seems that apparent adulthood has not changed that.


			But Isla is not particularly in the mood for climbing, not after a day of telling sticky children to stop tapping fish tanks. So she decides to use her last bit of energy to close the distance between them, until she can reach out, grab her sister’s arm and tug her to a halt.


			‘I know we’re all for dramatics, but can we not do the climbing thing? Just … sulk at the damn bottom for me.’


			Morgan pulls herself free. For a moment, Isla wonders if she’s going to climb the rock anyway, just to spite her. It wouldn’t surprise her. But one hand drifts to her side, pairing with a small frown. She takes a few more steps towards the large rock, then slowly lowers herself down onto one slightly protruding edge. Suddenly, she seems exhausted once again.


			Isla peels off her plimsolls, leaves them by a cluster of barnacles, then sits beside her sister. There’s not really room but somehow the two accommodate each other whilst also managing to avoid any direct contact. A temporary act of sisterly rebellion against the laws of physics.


			Isla watches the way Morgan picks at the skin around her fingernails, the way she keeps her eyes fixed on the ground. She has a desire to snatch her sister’s hand away before she can peel off a whole damn nail. But she resists that urge. This isn’t her kid sister any more. She doesn’t need Isla; she made that very clear when she left.


			‘We missed you.’ It feels like an easy place to start. The truth.


			‘I missed you too.’


			Isla can’t help it. ‘You could have come back. Nobody was stopping you.’


			Morgan shoots her sister a weary look. ‘You know what I mean. I forgot how pedantic you were.’


			‘And I forgot how dramatic you were.’


			Morgan scowls. God, she could still be a child with that scowl, the same scowl she wore when she surveyed the subpar fifteenth-birthday tea Isla tried to make for her.


			‘I had to leave.’


			It’s a start. Isla presses her toes against the stone, feels the persisting stickiness of the leftover saltwater. Waits.


			‘I had to leave; I couldn’t do it any more.’


			Isla feels the memory sting, like saltwater, in her eyes. The open bedroom door, the neatly made bed, the ransacked chest of drawers. The flat dial tone on the other end of the phone. The blank expression her father wore when she tried to explain, in the gentlest possible way, that his seventeen-year-old daughter was nowhere to be found.


			‘We … thought you were dead. There was no sign of you, anywhere. We thought … until you sent that first text … we thought you must have fallen into the sea or something.’


			Morgan sniffs, scuffing her feet against the edge of the towering rock they’re sat on. ‘As if I’d be stupid enough to go walking on the cliffs at night.’


			Isla decides it’s best not to say anything. She doesn’t trust her own mouth right now. She feels Morgan staring at her, waiting desperately for some response. Maybe waiting for her to make it all better. But Isla’s got nothing.


			‘Isla …’


			‘Four years.’ Isla winces immediately. Dammit. So much for keeping quiet. ‘Did you not think about us for a second? Do you know how terrifying it is to not know whether someone you love is dead or not?’


			Morgan is silent. Then slowly nods. ‘I do know.’


			Isla feels the heavy meaning in her words but she’s not having it, not now. ‘Yes, you do. So you should have known better.’


			Morgan seems to withdraw within herself, sliding back against the rock and drawing her legs up to her chest. She does it slowly, carefully. Like she’s expecting to fall apart at any moment. It’s years away from the girl who once confidently scaled this rock as if she was on the school climbing frame. Isla can’t tell if it’s her words that have closed her up like this or something else. But she feels guilty anyway. Just in case.


			She decides to move things on. For both their sakes. ‘If you won’t tell me why you’re back, will you at least tell me where you’ve been?’


			Morgan drums her fingers against the rock. ‘Around and about. It’s not important.’


			Isla wants to believe that, she really does. But Morgan has never been that simple. ‘I’d really rather you didn’t hide things from me. Not now. Not after everything.’


			‘I’m not.’


			‘I know what you avoiding the question looks like, Morgan. You’ve been doing it to me long enough.’


			Morgan sighs, resting her head against the stone. Eyes closed. She looks so exhausted. Beneath all her anger, Isla is just so damn worried. She knows Morgan’s a grown-up, officially speaking. She’s twenty-one; she can look after herself (apparently she’s been looking after herself for four years after all). But she’s still her little sister. Isla still remembers when she held Morgan in her arms days after her birth, how her tiny fist clutched at a lock of her hair and refused to let go.


			‘Did something … happen?’ Isla’s voice is gentler now. Morgan sniffs and Isla sees one solitary tear travel down her cheek. But she brushes it away, shakes her head as if she’s convincing herself against a course of action.


			‘I forgot how much you sound like her.’


			‘Like who?’ As if she doesn’t know.


			‘Mum.’


			Isla is silent. She’s not sure she remembers the last time she heard that word in relation to her own mother. She’s heard it at the aquarium, of course. Over-excited children shrieking the word when the octopus finally comes out of hiding. Or screaming it when they’re not allowed to buy a soft toy from the gift shop. But for her own mum? No, she’s not heard that in a very long time. Jasper won’t say it and Isla daren’t, not when those memories still cause her father such trouble.


			‘Isla?’


			Isla looks over to her sister as she speaks again and sees how she’s looking right at her. There’s desperation in her eyes. She’s not sure what for.


			This time, it’s Isla who stands up first. ‘The tide’s coming in.’


			Morgan glances out to sea and Isla knows that she’s not buying her deflection for one second. But it seems as though she’s willing to play along, for now. She stands up too.


			‘I’ll have to make your bed up for you; we stripped it … after you left.’ Isla tries to find some solace in this normal sentence but finds very little. The words feel like they belong to someone else.


			Morgan nods slowly. ‘I just … I need time, Isla. I’ll explain one day, I will. But I just need …’ She trails off, a little helplessly.


			‘Yes, you said. Time.’


			Isla knows that Morgan’s heard the disappointment in her voice. She doesn’t mean to sound disappointed; she’s not even sure why it’s there, not when she can usually hide her own feelings with such skill. Perhaps four years is too long to wait to hear the same sentence she’s heard her father say, over and over, and not let that disappointment free.


			Morgan hesitates, then slowly begins to pick her way back along the beach, towards their path home. With the aim of giving her sister a little space, Isla takes her time to stuff her feet back into her shoes, glancing out across the sea.


			


			Out along the horizon, the sky is darkening; the clouds are thickening. And she knows what that means.


			A storm is coming.


		


	

		

			Three


			But the storm doesn’t come after all. Isla keeps expecting to hear the wind whistling through the gaps around the kitchen windows or to hear the rain pounding against the glass. But there’s nothing.


			Just a stony silence that settles over the house like a thick fog. Isla’s not sure which is worse.


			Morgan manages to wait downstairs long enough for Isla to find her some clean bedding and a towel, then disappears into her bedroom with nothing else to say except an awkward thank you. Isla makes dinner, and tries to tempt Morgan down with her favourite pasta dish. But when she comes downstairs, she sits in such unmoving silence that it might as well have been just Isla and Jasper as usual. Except now her father is even more withdrawn, barely answering Isla’s borderline desperate questions about his day.


			She feels as if she’s taken a leap back in time and it scares the hell out of her. How hard has she worked to tug her father into some sort of normality? And one evening with her sister back in the house has sent everything tumbling back to square one.


			Once Morgan makes her quietly murmured excuses and disappears upstairs, Isla finds it hard to stay up for much longer. She clears up the kitchen, reminds her father to take his medication before bed, then leaves him in front of the news. Then she goes upstairs, sits on her bed and stares at the opposite wall, which separates her room from Morgan’s. Wills herself to somehow develop the ability to see through walls (and into sisters’ brains). But it remains resolutely solid and all she can see is the whale painting her mother made for her fifth birthday.


			At some point, she finds the energy to get ready for bed. Sleep comes patchily, for she keeps waking to what she assumes (or hopes) are imagined sounds from next door. Doors opening and closing, objects crashing, even hastily smothered crying.


			When morning light begins to filter through her curtains, along with the persistent screeches of seagulls, Isla feels that she hasn’t really slept at all. Bleariness drags at her eyes but she’s determined to get somewhere with her sister today.


			However, when she steps out of her bedroom, she finds Morgan’s door open and the room empty. For a terrible moment, she thinks she’s gone again. But then she sees her suitcase on the floor, open and spewing clothes out. She’s not run away again, then. Yet.


			It soon becomes apparent, though, that Morgan has not just left her room but has also left the house. In fact, the house is empty. All Isla has for company is a note from her father stuck to the fridge: Gone to paint the beach loos, be back for dinner.


			Helpful. So all Isla can do is head to work and hope that she finds a solution there. For once.


			


			South Cornwall Aquarium is unsurprisingly quiet when Isla finally gets to work. A few pensioners are sampling the questionable selection of fish-themed food in the cafe, a toddler is being wrestled back into his buggy to avoid him putting another toy starfish near his mouth and there’s a lacklustre-looking Mitch sitting at the admissions desk.


			‘Shouldn’t have bothered, Isla,’ he comments with a grin as she comes barrelling in. Isla hoped there would be a sufficient aura of stress around her to ensure she would be left alone today but apparently that’s not the case. ‘Nobody here but the guppies …’


			Mitch clearly thinks the fact that he’s used an alternative word for ‘fish’ is worthy of applause, but Isla is certainly not the one to give it. She barely manages a smile, brushing past him. ‘It is an aquarium, Mitch. The “guppies” are sort of the point!’ she calls back, not quite able to help herself.


			It’s not until Isla is on her fourth round of feeding that she realises she’s not concentrating at all. Her hand hesitates over the top of the octopus tank, as she suddenly becomes aware of the fact that she has no idea if she’s actually putting the right food in.


			A quick check and she confirms that, yes, it is a bucket of whelks and clams she’s about to tip into the tank. The octopus is squirming irritably just under the surface and Isla hurriedly completes the job, before she’s rewarded with an impatient slap of a tentacle (it’s happened before).


			The tank’s lid is back on a moment later and the octopus is merrily crushing shells against a rock, a sadistic glee seeming to radiate from the creature. Isla knows she should move on, that she’s got work to do, but she can’t quite find the motivation required. All she can do is stand, staring at the octopus and wondering what it must be like to only need to worry about breaking clam shells.


			‘Does he always smash them like that?’


			‘It’s a she,’ Isla corrects instinctively, before actually registering the fact that someone has spoken to her, in a voice she barely recognises.


			When she turns around, there’s a man by the door. He’s hovering a little uncertainly on the threshold, as if he doesn’t quite want to intrude. Isla takes a second to examine his face and feels herself jolted, as if hit by lightning.


			‘Dylan?’ she splutters. For a moment she wonders if she missed the damn memo about this being the officially designated week for long-lost people to return. She’s sure she hasn’t seen him since they both left school to pursue their similar marine biology dreams. And now here he is, mere hours after her sister reappeared, wearing the tan of someone who has not been in the depths of another disappointing British summer, and a slightly crinkled visitor sticker which he’s somehow failed to stick properly to his polo shirt. Immediately, Isla resists the urge to fix it for him.


			Dylan appears to notice Isla’s bewilderment and steps forward, holding out a hand with a slightly lopsided grin. ‘Dylan Burroughs. I’m with Professor Sawyer.’


			It almost seems as if he’s speaking another language and Isla has to really concentrate to make sure she’s understood his sentence. The hand is still waiting in front of her, so she hurriedly puts down her now empty bucket, wipes her hand on her trousers, and shakes it, slowly. ‘Yeah, I know. It’s me – Isla. Isla Pembroke?’ she manages to say.


			‘Oh, no way! Shit, I didn’t recognise you at all.’


			Isla feels her eyebrow raising. She’s not entirely sure she believes that; they were in the same class for the entirety of secondary school after all and it’s not like Isla’s wild red curls have ever allowed her to blend into the background. No matter how much she’s wanted to. Still, she decides to play along for the moment. ‘Professor Sawyer? As in … jellyfish expert Professor Sawyer?’


			Dylan nods rather proudly. ‘Yes, that one … though I think she prefers just Professor Sawyer …’


			‘She’s here?’


			He nods slowly and Isla notices a sense of slight confusion in his expression. Well, at least she’s not the only one. ‘About the internship? The, uh, owner … Dennis? He said you all knew about it.’


			‘Oh. Right.’ Isla sniffs, turning back towards the octopus tank. ‘Dennis doesn’t really have a clue about anything, in particular running an aquarium. I would assume from now on that anything he says in regards to this place is nonsense.’


			‘I’ll bear that in mind.’ Dylan doesn’t seem able to say anything without that crooked grin of his, which Isla is swiftly recalling from their time at school together. She seems to remember it distracting her back then as well, though perhaps she’s currently more bothered by the way he confidently steps around her and approaches the tank. This is her domain after all; not Dylan bloody Burroughs’s with his world-traveller tan and casual reference to a top marine biologist he’s talking about as if she’s his best friend. ‘So … is she a fan of smashing up her food?’ he asks with a nod at the tank’s solitary occupant.


			Isla watches as the octopus curls one tentacle around a stone and hurls it at the final, apparently strongest shell. ‘Uh, yes, she is. I mean, she never seems to do it another way. And sometimes she seems to do it even when she doesn’t need to. Like it’s entertainment, rather than a means to food.’


			‘Interesting. Have you tried feeding her without the shells?’


			Isla feels as though she’s being assessed. The thought makes her shoulders stiffen somewhat; this might be a tiny, seedy-looking aquarium but she’s not a disinterested employee looking for an easy job. She knows what she’s doing. ‘Yes. She didn’t eat it. She just sat waiting for me to do it properly.’


			Dylan laughs at that, eyes fixed on the tank. Isla can see intense fascination in his gaze and she wonders if she looks this wired when watching sea creatures. Almost like he’s trying to melt the glass away and be immersed in the water. ‘What is she, then?’


			Isla is almost tempted to just say ‘octopus’, just to make up for Dylan apparently not recognising his classmate of seven years. But there’s that incessant desire to prove herself, still buzzing away in her ears. ‘Giant Pacific,’ she says. ‘Though she’s not that giant at the moment. She came from some idiot’s basement a few months ago; we were amazed she made it.’


			‘A survivor. Nice.’


			Isla thinks of her sister ignoring her questions, pushing her away, running off for four years. Being a survivor is all very well, unless your surviving only succeeds at the expense of everything else.


			The thought makes Isla shiver. She doesn’t know if Dylan notices it but she certainly doesn’t want to hang around to find out.


			‘I, uh, should get on. I’ve still got a lot of feeding to do.’


			‘Of course, sorry for bothering you.’


			‘You weren’t,’ Isla lies immediately, as her instinctive need to please everyone kicks in. She grits her teeth with slight frustration. ‘I mean … it’s fine, it wasn’t that much of a bother.’


			Again, there’s the crooked smile. As if everything she says is amusing. But perhaps he notices how it seems to rile her up because he turns a little more serious a second later, as he stands aside to let her leave. ‘Dennis said you knew your stuff. Are you thinking of going for the internship?’


			‘I didn’t realise it was anyone else’s business.’ The words are out before Isla can stop them. Clearly her own exhaustion and stress (and that stupid smile) has got the better of her. She feels her cheeks flushing because since when has she spoken to people like this? That’s Morgan’s remit, not hers.


			For a moment, Isla is so shocked with her own words that she finds it impossible to say anything else. Then, as Dylan’s expression drops a little, she drags herself back. ‘I’m sorry. I just meant … it’s complicated.’


			Isla feels like even the octopus is staring at her now. Her cheeks are definitely flushing so she decides that the time has come to leave. Hastily picking up her bucket of slushy ice, Isla hurries from the room before he can say anything else.


			


			It’s the end of the day before Isla finds herself encountering Dylan again. She’s successfully avoided most people by dealing with as many minor fish issues as she can. She cleans the filters in four tanks, checks the fin condition of as many tropical fish as she can manage and does a somewhat excessively careful stocktake of food supplies.


			Isla knows she’s hiding away and she knows that Morgan probably learnt her instinct of flight from her, but she can’t stop herself. The world seems to be throbbing around her; people’s voices seem to be on an entirely different, painful frequency. And her mind keeps drifting across the coastal winds back home to the bedroom that has suddenly found itself occupied once again. Back to the sister whose eyes are hollow with sadness and yet full of determination to not share one ounce of it.


			Even with all that worry, Isla’s not exactly rushing home. Hidden amongst the merrily bubbling tanks, she can almost pretend nothing has changed and there’s something comforting about that. Something calming about knowing there’s only fish to care for. They don’t tend to come with quite the same complications.


			But eventually, there’s no more procrastinating she can get away with without feeling guilty. It’s fifteen minutes past the official end of her shift and she knows her father will worry if she’s too late, and that’s something she can never feel settled with. After all, she knows what her father’s worry can cause.


			It’s as she’s stepping outside that she sees him. Dylan’s standing to one side of the entrance doors, nursing a Thermos flask which is billowing steam into the rather sharp chill of the evening, and he’s thoroughly immersed in his phone. Isla thinks she can perhaps get away with sneaking past him but no such luck; she’s halfway down the path to the car park when she hears him call her name.


			She turns slowly on her heel, finds him hurriedly snapping his Thermos shut so he can follow after her. ‘Hey, I just wanted to say … about earlier—’


			‘It’s fine, really,’ she interrupts. He sounds as though he’s going to apologise and Isla doesn’t want him to, not really. ‘You were just being politely curious, I’m sure. I really don’t know what came over me.’


			Dylan pauses, eyebrows quirked. ‘Do you often skip through people’s apologies?’ he asks, grin back in place.


			‘Only if they’re unnecessary.’ Isla finds her retort snapping back immediately, which surprises her. Usually she’s not one for quick retorts, unless it’s her sister she’s arguing with.


			‘And … do you often deem apologies unnecessary?’


			Isla feels a small smile tickling at the corners of her own mouth now. The truth is the truth after all. ‘Probably.’ She shrugs, and tries not to think about how many pointless apologies she’s sifted through over the years (I’m sorry to hear the news about your mother; I’m sorry I can’t go to Morgan’s parents’ evening; I’m sorry I stormed out of dinner last night).


			Dylan’s surveying her with the same piercing, almost scientific gaze he had with the octopus. Isla’s not sure she likes it particularly. It reminds her of Morgan’s teacher when she had to go to that parents’ evening in place of her father. The memory is cold against her back and Isla is keen to move on.


			‘Um, I should be going … Unless there was something else?’


			‘Not particularly, I just wanted to catch you and check things were okay. And …’ Dylan pauses and Isla gets the distinct sense that Dylan is trying to say something quite important. ‘I just wanted to say that I did recognise you, before. I don’t know why I pretended not to. It was stupid …’


			A rumble of thunder rolls lazily across the sky above her. It makes Isla’s somewhat frazzled brain struggle even more to focus. ‘Oh. Right.’ What else is there to say? She can’t disagree; it was stupid. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she finally manages.


			All around her the clouds are darkening, whirling around each other with increasing agitation. The wind picks up, causing Isla’s curls to throw themselves into her face until she wrestles them behind her ears.


			Just as lightning flashes out across the distant horizon, Isla feels her phone buzz in her hand. She glances down, sees the message from her dad: Morgan’s back again, what should I do? The world blurs around her as reality sneaks back and demands her attention.


			‘Dylan,’ she blurts out, not really sure if she’s cut him off or not but finding it hard to be too concerned, ‘I’m sorry. I’ve really got to go.’


			Dylan looks a little nonplussed. She had cut him off, then. ‘Oh, right. Sorry, look at me rambling on. Anyway, I’m here for the next few months or so. Professor Sawyer asked me to do some research from here while she’s visiting different aquariums around the country … so I’ll see you around?’


			‘Sure,’ Isla says, without really thinking. She’s heard the inflection of speech that generally means a question and so has given what she hopes is the correct answer, but she’s not really listening. Now her father needs her, she can’t think of much else. Before Dylan can say anything else, she hurries off towards her car.


			A moment later, as she drives out of the car park, she catches sight of Dylan shuffling back inside. Distantly, she can’t help but wonder why he was standing outside in a gathering storm in the first place.


		


	

		

			Four


			By the time Isla gets home, Morgan has already retreated into her bedroom. She finds her father in the sitting room, staring resolutely into his cup as if he might find some sort of answer in there. She sees the way his fingers grip tightly enough to make his knuckles flare white. Then he looks up, sees her watching him. That’s something, at least. There’s been many times when she has sat opposite him and waited for him to acknowledge her, only for it to never happen.


			‘Oh, hey, bud.’ He manages a smile, so small that it’s almost just a twitch. ‘She … she didn’t want to talk to me. Said she was too tired.’


			‘Right,’ Isla says, the word hard as rock against her tongue. ‘I see.’


			Jasper shifts in his chair. ‘Isla …’ It’s a gentle warning tone, but he’s not got much energy to put into it. So unsurprisingly it doesn’t do much to quell the frustration that is building within Isla. She hasn’t spent four years worrying about her sister for her to return and just not speak to them.


			So, work bag gets dumped on the floor, shoulders get squared, and sister follows sister up the stairs. Isla wonders if Jasper will follow her but then she dismisses that idea immediately. Jasper hasn’t intervened in a very long time.


			Isla doesn’t bother knocking. She rather forcibly smacks her sister’s door open, finds her slumped over her phone on her desk. ‘What is going on?’


			Morgan stands up, drops her phone down. ‘What is going on what?’ she shoots back.


			‘You disappear for four years and tell us nothing, you come back and tell us nothing. You go out all day and tell us nothing. You come back at last and, surprise, surprise, tell us nothing? What part of that do you think is okay?’


			Morgan shifts, one foot tucking behind the other. Isla remembers that classic Morgan stance of defence. ‘I’m not a child any more, I don’t need to tell you where I am.’


			‘You do if you’re living under this roof. You’re not on your bloody dreamy runaway adventure any more, Morgan.’


			Isla sees her words sting against Morgan and she does feel a twinge of regret when she watches how her sister winces. But she’s not going to apologise for it, not when frustration wraps around her like a hurricane.


			‘That’s not … That’s not what it was like.’ Her voice has become so soft that Isla can barely hear it over the rain smacking against Morgan’s window. The eyes become hollow once more and Isla can feel her instinct screaming at her to offer comfort.


			But four years is a long time for anger to grow and it won’t just let go. ‘Well, I’ve got nothing else to go on because you won’t bloody tell me!’


			The hollowness disappears in an instant. Isla can practically hear the crack in Morgan’s knuckles as she clenches her hands into fists. ‘Get out,’ she snaps, teeth gritted.


			‘Tell me where you’ve been. Tell me something, Morgan!’


			‘Get out, Isla!’


			Isla is struck by how familiar this conversation feels. How many times has Morgan yelled at her to get out of her bedroom because she didn’t want to face the conversation heading her way? And how many times has Isla relented, when perhaps she should have stayed?


			Maybe that’s why she stays rooted. ‘I won’t get out until you tell me what the hell is going on with you. I’m trying to help, Morgan—’ She’s interrupted by a furious snort that sends her remaining scraps of calm scurrying out of reach. ‘What?’


			‘Trying to help, right. That’s what you’re always doing …’


			The sarcasm drips off her words, unforgivingly thick and heavy. For once, Isla is stumped. Brought to a halt by the almost hatred radiating from her sister. Oh yes, she’d forgotten how much that stung.


			Isla waits, hoping for some sort of regret to flicker across her sister’s face. But it never comes. Morgan looks at her, savagely unabashed.


			‘What do you mean by that?’ Isla finally manages to ask the question that has been sitting uncomfortably on her tongue for the last few seconds.


			


			Morgan stands up abruptly, eyes looking slightly wild. ‘I mean that you’re full of shit, Isla. You’re not trying to help, you’re just trying to feel better about the fact that you’re still here despite all your talk about getting out. When are you going to stop bloody fooling yourself, Isla?’


			


			Isla doesn’t quite know how she ends up outside after that. She distantly remembers the slamming of Morgan’s door behind her, the thud of her own feet as she half trips down the stairs.


			She remembers that her sister doesn’t come after her.


			And suddenly she’s all alone outside in the rain and Isla feels it dripping down her neck but she can’t bring herself to go back. Stubborn Pembroke genes won’t let her. It’s not that bad out here, she tells herself. It would be convincing if she could hear her own thoughts over the growl of the wind.


			But she storms on nonetheless, thoughts whirling around her and making it difficult to see. She almost trips over the exposed root, almost loses her balance on the algae-covered stone. The rain and her anger have transformed the familiar path into a treacherous jungle.


			Somehow, the beach arrives. It’s not the calm plain of sand, stone and sea that she saw yesterday. The wind has created furious, foaming waves that crash angrily against anything they can reach. The clouds sit heavy and low, crushing oppressively down on the world beneath. Isla knows this is no time to be on this beach. But desperate anger can work marvels at dulling rationality.


			So with her better judgement scattered across the wind, Isla keeps moving. Tries to make sense of the words her sister has thrown at her feet. The anger’s not new; she knows that. Morgan has been angry at her for a very long time and while Isla can’t always understand it, she has learnt to get used to it. But there’s something different now. A deep, bitter frustration that doesn’t match up with the little sister she has spent a sizeable chunk of her life caring for. Does Morgan really see her like that? Does she really think she’s cross with Morgan simply because she left while Isla didn’t? No, she’s cross because her sister has let her spend four years constantly worrying about her well-being.


			A rumble of thunder pulls Isla from her despairing thoughts and drops her back into reality. The reality of being on a darkening beach in the middle of a thunderstorm that seems to be growing more furious by the second.


			Isla pauses, briefly considers going back. But there’s a flash of lightning a few seconds later, only a few hundred yards out to sea. She doesn’t want to be out on this exposed beach for a second longer. She curses herself for allowing that impulsive streak of hers to fly free, then runs for cover.


			There’s a large cave set into the cliffs just a few metres away and Isla ducks inside it. Her curls weigh heavily against her shoulders, some flopping against her forehead until she pushes them back. She is becoming distinctly aware of how utterly soaked she is. Stupid. She’s twenty-eight; she’s a damn adult. And yet here she is, trapped on a beach in the middle of one of Karrekoth’s infamous storms.


			Stupid.


			She sits down, winces as thunder booms again, echoing eerily through the cave. Waits, counts. Hopes for a pause before the lightning, for a sign that the storm is moving away. But no such luck. Almost instantly, the cave is bathed in hot white light as the sky flashes for a moment. No forked lightning yet; that’s something.


			Of course the moment she thinks that, it happens. The previous thunder has barely faded before there’s another crash. And this time it’s accompanied by a spindly line of lightning that wriggles right down to strike the sea. Isla feels herself wince; she should be used to this weather in this storm-battered village, but it’s still a little unnerving for it to be so close.


			The lightning seems to linger, or perhaps its bright light is just permanently seared against her eyeballs. Silence returns for a moment, even the rain seems to die down a little.


			But then the whole ground seems to shake, as lightning cracks through the air once more. This time, though, it hits solid land, close enough for her to feel the heat from it. From her spot in the cave, Isla can see it clearly. She knows the connection between land and sky must only be there for a split second but it seems to last forever. She sees it all in minute detail, the way the lightning’s jagged edges seem to cut through the air itself. It feels as if she has hours to study the angular, angry corners.
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