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Alfred untied the clinker, pushing it across the sandy beach until it bobbed in the waves. As the water reached his shins he threw the rope in, climbing after it and taking hold of the oars.

In no time, he’d moved beyond the breakers, and with only a few more strokes familiar faces bobbed above the waves; long whiskers on trembling noses, enormous dark eyes that always looked on the verge of tears despite the creatures’ joyful high-pitched barks.

“Ready for another day?” Alfred asked.

They responded by rolling and twisting in the water, their joyful chattering almost blocking the wash of waves upon the shore.

“Let’s go.”

The creatures slipped below the waves, leaving only the sound of oars slapping the water, and seagulls calling overhead.

Alfred relaxed into a steady pace, watching the beach recede and then vanish as his boat travelled around the point. The coast was an array of colour, the last of the yellow of coltsfoot and celandine mingling with the fresh red and pink of thrift, campion and orchids. Above it all, wisps of cloud streaked a pale sky, and below it the sea was dark and deep.

A distant splash woke Alfred out of his reverie and he drew in the oars, stowing them safely along either side of the boat. He lifted the net, and at the signal from another splash, cast it out.

The sea rippled as a school of fish headed straight for his trap, the salt water churning as they fought to be free of the net. Alfred hauled it in, allowing the catch to spill open in his boat. He scoured through the pile, tossing the good-sized fish into a small wooden cask half-filled with sea water, and throwing the too-small fish back into the sea.

“Done well.” Alfred flipped the biggest of the fish to the seals now floating on their backs around his boat, clapping their flippers in celebration of their effort.

“That’s enough for today.”

In the past, Alfred would have stayed on to bring in two or three chests full of fish. But time had passed since he was a lone fisherman fishing for the entire village, and now he needed only enough to feed himself and to barter with others.

He sat for a moment, watching the seals frolic, not yet ready to return to solid ground.

“Tis almost a shame I can’t join you.” He lifted the oars, slotting them back into the thole. “Except I think I’d rather be on the sea, than in it. Anyway. Can’t be sittin’ out here all day, not when there’s work to be done.”

The seals swam alongside his boat on the return journey, leaping and chattering. All but one slipped beneath the waves before Alfred drew in line with the farthest point of the rocky outcrop.

“You coming ashore later, Oulde?”

A single bark gave him his answer.

“Dusk?”

A nod and a splash and she was gone.

Alfred pulled the boat well above the high tide line, secured it to a tree and hauled his catch out onto the sand and back along the path to his hut. Here, he cleaned his fish; gutting and scaling - keeping the waste to bury in his garden to fertilise his vegetables. He packed the fillets in salt and hauled the cask up onto his back for the three mile walk into town.
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It was dark as Alfred made his way back to the shore, back aching from an afternoon’s woodcutting, stomach satisfied with his supper of fried fish and buttery mashed potatoes from his garden.

A sharp bark alerted him to Oulde’s presence.

“I know, I know, running late as usual.” He dropped the pack from his shoulder and removed an oversized woollen cardigan. He squeezed his eyes shut as he held it between outstretched arms. In moments an arm slipped into one sleeve and then the other, and he opened his eyes.

“You can look, you know.” Oulde smiled at him, wisps of grey hair tickling the laugh lines around her eyes.

“I was taught it was rude to watch a lady undress.” Alfred leaned in close and kissed her cheek.

“Still, after all this time....”

Alfred rummaged around in his pack, pulling out the hunk of goats’ cheese and bread, and the flasks; fresh water for her, whisky for himself.

Oulde took the blanket and spread it out on the sand, helping Alfred to sit.

“These old bones are seizing up on me, Oulde. Won’t be long’n I’ll have to move closer to the village - find someone younger to help care for me.”

“Oh hush! You’ve years in you yet.” Oulde accepted the flask of water.

“Tis your fish keeping me young,” he said, holding his own flask up to tap against Oulde’s for a ‘cheers’. “How are things with the colony?”

Oulde sighed.

“Wayanna’s grown into quite the rebel. Such a stubborn streak; she always wants to be on the beach. Wants to find her parents, she says. Wants to bring her mother back.”

Alfred lay back on the sand to look at the stars.

“What do you tell her?”

Oulde shrugged. “What can I say? We haven’t spoken to her mother since her birth. How can we? The girl needs to give up on this foolish notion.” Oulde shook her head. “You know I long for her mother’s return, but if the woman doesn’t know her heritage, how can she come back to it?”

Alfred nodded. “If she was going to return, it would have been when Dyllis died. She didn’t.”

“And the old man?”

Alfred shook his head. “Duncan doesn’t know.”

Oulde sighed. “It’s too long to hold onto such pain.” Her voice cracked. Alfred shifted closer and wrapped an arm around his dearest friend.

“What’s done is done. Ain’t no changing the past, only making the best of what the tide brings.”
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12 Years Earlier

––––––––
[image: image]


Myna dreamed.

Stars spilled along the Milky Way and Myna nearly stumbled on the path for gazing at them instead of watching her feet.

Why am I out so late?

She stopped, brow furrowed as she fought to recall the reason for her night-time stroll, and then a soft swell of sound broke over the waves, a hum, a call, and she remembered that this was why she was out, to follow the song, to see who made it, and why.

The path led over the dunes, furrowed out by thousands of feet over thousands of years, and as Myna reached the crest the moon rose above the horizon, full and bright, lighting up the silvery-white curve of the beach below and leaving a path of dancing light across the ocean.

There was little to see from here. The sand reflected the moonlight, revealing no movement on the beach, but farther around the bay at the point all was in shadow.

Still the sound crescendoed, eerie and sweet over the gentle wash of the waves.

Myna followed the sound down the path and along the shore. As she approached the point, movement caught her eye, a tall shadow rising above the rocks that tumbled from the point into the sea.

Myna hesitated, suddenly aware of how clear she must be to whoever sang, her form stark against the white sand. But the shadow didn’t move, and as she crept nearer she realised the figure looked away, out over the ocean beyond the point.

Myna stepped up onto the rocks, drawn by the cover the dark rocks would give her, her eyes fixed on the shadow, only a few metres away now. A loose stone wobbled underfoot, knocking against the next in a moment of breath between verses, and Myna sucked in a breath.

The shadow turned.

‘Sorry.’ Myna spread her arms for balance, her gaze on her feet as she found a sturdier rock. ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you.’ What am I doing here?

The shadow took a step closer and Myna glanced up to see a girl of about sixteen, whose face she knew.

‘Mother!’ the young woman exclaimed. ‘You came. I knew you would come.’ She beamed, and Myna felt a rush of joy as the girl stepped down to embrace her.

‘Of course I came.’ She shook her head. How silly to forget her daughter liked to come to the shore to sing. ‘But it’s late. Time to come home now.’

‘Just a little longer, Mother. I do so love the sea air.’

Myna’s heart swelled as she watched her daughter turn and climb the rocks again, those eerie-sweet sounds filling the night with such precious music.

A golden light shone behind Myna, and she turned, opening her eyes. Sunlight filtering through the shutters blinded her for a moment and she blinked to clear her vision. Ronan, her husband, slept beside her, his mouth slightly agape with soft snores.

Myna wrapped her arms around her swelling stomach and smiled.

‘You’re a daughter, are you? With the most beautiful voice.’ Her stomach stretched, a lump pushing up underneath her arm and sliding across her belly to disappear again on the other side, and she rubbed the spot. ‘Was that a yes? Well then, we’ll have to think of a good name for you.’
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Myna rubbed her swollen belly, pushing back against the limb fighting for space inside.

‘Not long now, little one. Soon you’ll be able to stretch those legs as much as you want.’

There was a bittersweet tang at the thought of it; the excitement of meeting her child for the first time, and yet the loss of this precious time when it was just Myna and her infant, when interactions involved movement and stretches and pushing from within, and rubbing and stroking and talking from without.

Could she look after a child on the outside, as well as her body managed while it was inside? And what if something went wrong? She’d never experienced such joy in her life; what made her worthy of it now?
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Myna had been rolling with the contractions for hours. She gripped Ronan’s hand as another wave surged through her body.

‘You’re fully dilated, not long now.’ Oulde, the midwife, spoke in soothing tones as she withdrew her fingers from between Myna’s legs. With Ronan’s help, she brought Myna back to a standing position.

Myna cringed as the contraction coursed through her body. ‘I’m not sure I can walk anymore.’ She spoke through gasps, between ever strengthening waves that crippled her.

‘Just a little longer, love. It’ll be over in a moment,’ Ronan murmured.

Earlier in the night, Myna had snapped at him for such ridiculous comments. As if he knew the first thing about birthing a child! But now her energy was fading. Summoning the will to stand, to walk, took every ounce of her strength.

They paced the room. Back and forth, back and forth, Myna’s arm across Ronan’s shoulders, his arm across her back, holding her up. With each new wave that rose and crested Myna tensed, and Ronan stood, holding her up as her fingers dug into his flesh.

It was taking too long.

The pain changed, and Myna’s knees collapsed underneath her, the desire to bear down overtaking everything else.

‘That’s it,’ Oulde cooed. ‘That’s a girl, good work, keep it up.’

Ronan took up the mantra. ‘That’s the way, not long now.’

Myna leaned forward so her arms could bear some of the weight of her oversized body. She gave in to the urge to push, letting out a deep groan as the baby moved lower.

‘We can see the head,’ Oulde said. ‘Take it slow now, easy does it.’

Those words provided the burst of energy Myna needed.

‘Another push now, all right, ease off, take a breath. Now one more.’

Pressure built between Myna’s legs, her skin pulled so tight she thought she must tear, then released, just a little, as a gush of water spilled out onto the floor.

‘Oh!’ Oulde jerked a hand back as though she’d been burned.

Myna tried to peer around. ‘What’s wrong?’

A pause. Then Oulde spoke. ‘Nothing, Myna. Everything’s fine. Now come
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