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            Lucky

         

         ‘Miss, wake up. You need to fasten your seatbelt. We’re landing in fifteen minutes.’ 

         Morgan blinked into consciousness, the blurred sleeve of a British Airways uniform filling her vision. 

         ‘Uh, sure. Sorry.’ 

         Groggily, she sat up, but the flight attendant was already securing her tray-table and levering her seatback into position. 

         He moved off, gathering cups and slamming shut an overhead locker. 

         ‘Would it have killed him to let you sleep until Exeter?’ remarked her neighbour in 17B. ‘You look as if you need it.’ 

         ‘Gee, thanks,’ said Morgan, although she didn’t need a mirror to tell her that there were pro fighters whose faces had fewer violet shadows. 

         The woman shrugged. ‘You know what I mean. Seriously, why do they make such a big deal about the seat? What does it matter if it’s tipped back when we land? Do they expect us to believe that that’s the difference between living and dying – a few degrees?’ 

         Morgan said nothing. She was not about to explain to a total stranger that she’d learned from bitter experience that a few degrees really could mean the difference between life and death. Had made the difference, in her case. 

         ‘I’m guessing it doesn’t feel that way now, but you’re one lucky 2young lady,’ a nurse had commented while changing Morgan’s dressings at the hospital in Vermont. ‘What I’ve heard, it’s a miracle you’re even here.’

         Morgan had had to bite her lip to keep from screaming that she wished she wasn’t here. Wished she’d been obliterated.

         Still did.

         What a relief it would be to no longer exist.

         Instead, she’d had her mother in her ear 24/7 for the past five months, cheerfully insisting that even near-death experiences had their upside.

         No change there. Assorted relatives and other positivity police had been telling Morgan what to think and how to feel ever since a neighbour had sidled up to her at her tenth birthday party and asked: ‘Is it true your mom’s going to marry the “Cookie King”? Congratulations! Y’all just won the jackpot.’

         From the day of her mother’s glittering second wedding onwards, it seemed that Morgan was never allowed to have a bad day, much less a sad one.

         Never allowed to be upset that her mom had, in three short years, moved on from Morgan’s dead dad.

         Never allowed to forget that, thanks to Lincoln Reynolds, her new stepfather, she’d not only struck gold but won herself a lifetime’s supply of (terrible) chocolate chip cookies.

         ‘Wow! Is that your house/pool/pony/bike/bedroom? You’re sooo lucky.’

         ‘Congrats on another ace result. S’pose it helps to have a stepdaddy with a bottomless bank account. Some people get all the luck.’

         Before December 13th, any time it slipped Morgan’s mind 3that she was charmed beyond measure, her mother could be counted on to remind her.

         ‘You have everything a girl could wish for, Morgan, yet all you want to do is sabotage it and throw your life away. Why? I don’t understand. Do you have the faintest idea how fortunate you are?’

         Until, one night, Morgan’s famous luck ran out.

         When she returned to consciousness to find herself swaddled in bandages and convulsed in agony, her memory of the fire that had put her there had been wiped.

         The neurosurgeon diagnosed amnesia brought on by trauma and a blow to the head.

         ‘Best-case scenario, it’s temporary,’ he’d told Morgan’s mother. ‘Be warned that in severe cases, it can be permanent. Your daughter may never remember the events of that night.’

         Either way, the facts spoke for themselves. Their Vermont farmhouse lay in smoking ruins, along with Morgan’s dreams, and she only had herself to blame.

         She didn’t feel fortunate. She felt cursed.

         Her family and the dwindling band of so-called friends who sat stiffly in the hospital visitor’s chair, their expressions variously appalled or judgemental, saw things rather differently. To them, the mere fact that Morgan was alive was proof that she was luckier than ever.

         Even after she was discharged and beginning the long road to recovery at home – ‘home’ being a new, New York City penthouse in the clouds rather than the Woodstock farm on which she’d lived for the past six years – the same record was stuck on repeat.4

         ‘I get that you’re still in pain, Morgan, but you might wanna try counting your blessings,’ her stepfather had lectured her. ‘In a parallel universe, things could have gone pretty badly for you. Thanks to Cookie King Inc., you’ve had gold-standard care from the finest medical specialists in the US. How about showing some gratitude and looking to the future? You’re sixteen. You have your whole life ahead of you. Enough with the doom and gloom attitude. You’re breaking your mother’s heart.’

         Morgan hadn’t bothered to reply. Her relationship with Lincoln, always a little fractious because she’d never quite forgiven him for not being her dad, had nose-dived since the move to Manhattan. She’d had the chat about her failed attitude and lack of gratitude so many times by then, she just tuned him out.

         But there was no tuning out the haters in her own head. Nor was there any prospect of forgiveness from her now ex-boyfriend and her ex-best friend.

         Morgan didn’t blame Heath and Piper for ghosting her. Who’d want to be close to her now?

         Overnight, the world of non-stop travel and glitzy events in which she’d lived for so long had shrunk to the size of her new bedroom, a space carefully curated to be a reminder-free zone. Five months after what her family euphemistically referred to as The Accident, Morgan barely had the energy to crawl out of bed.

         That was where her mother drew the line.

         ‘You’ll never guess who messaged me out of the blue today,’ she announced brightly over dinner one evening. It was just the two of them. The Cookie King was at a board meeting. Outside, rush-hour cars and commuters swarmed like bees in 5the unseasonable April heat. Inside, the air conditioning was arctic.

         ‘Aunt Thelma,’ her mother prompted. ‘Your dad’s sister.’

         Morgan set down her fork. ‘Mom, I know who Aunt Thelma is.’

         ‘Great, because she’s invited you to spend the summer with your cousins in England. Elliot, the eldest, is in Spain with Thelma’s ex-husband, so they have a spare room. Lexi’s your age and Emily’s nearly eighteen. Last time you met, you were barely out of diapers. Thelma says the girls would adore seeing you, as would she. What do you think, darling? They live between the beach and moors in a place called Sanctuary Cove. Don’t you just love the town’s name? It sounds so …’

         ‘Safe?’

         Morgan braced herself. As a corporate event planner, her mother organised people for a living. Her ‘suggestions’ tended to be a fait accompli. It would not have surprised Morgan if her mom had already had her assistant purchase a return ticket to the UK.

         Her mother sighed. ‘Don’t look at me like that, darling. Hand on heart, this was Thelma’s idea. But frankly, it couldn’t have come at a better time. It would do you the power of good to get away from everything. If you leave next week, you’ll have the entire summer to relax and regroup.’

         ‘So, nothing to do with the conference you’re organising in San Francisco,’ accused Morgan. ‘Pure coincidence that you want to ship me across the globe like a package two weeks before it starts?’

         ‘Forget I mentioned it.’ Wearily, her mother pushed her plate 6aside. ‘I was trying to do something nice for you, Morgan. I should know better. Fine. Stay in Manhattan. I’ll hire a private tutor to help get you up to speed on math and every other subject you’re behind on. Your stepbrother will be in town while I’m gone. He can keep you company when Lincoln’s at the office.’

         For Morgan, that was the decider. Being trapped in the apartment with her stepdad was bad enough. Being spied on and ordered about by his nineteen-year-old, too-good-to-be-true, Yale-bound son Sebastian was another level of hell altogether.

         ‘How soon do I leave?’ asked Morgan.

         A week later, she was on a flight to Edinburgh, Scotland, where she had to change planes. Another bouncier, creakier aircraft carried her south, to Exeter, Devon, birthplace of the father who’d died a week before her seventh birthday.

         ‘I’m sorry for your loss’ were the words she and her mom had heard most often after his passing. It was as if her dad had been misplaced and might one day be found, if only they searched hard enough.

         The bouncy, creaky plane tipped a wing. Drab curtains of cloud parted to reveal a jigsaw of green, copper, and ochre, edged in the far distance by a silver mirage. Morgan’s stomach flipped at the sight of the sea.

         Two days before leaving, she’d had a meltdown while trying to pack.

         ‘I can’t do this,’ she’d told her mother ‘They’ll expect me to go to the beach with them. No way will I put on a swimsuit and have everybody stare at me. I’d rather die.’7

         ‘Darling, it’s England. Don’t worry. No one sane swims without a wetsuit.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Yes, really. And even if they do, just tell them the water’s too freezing for your thin American blood. Let’s leave the packing till tomorrow. Meanwhile, I’ll order you a full-length wetsuit.’

         ‘They’ll think I’m pathetic.’

         ‘Then prove them wrong,’ said her mom. ‘When you were younger, you were like your dad – part dolphin. A couple of months by the ocean and you’ll be that way again.’

         But Morgan didn’t want to think about the way she’d been before. That girl no longer existed.

         Predictably, Lincoln had blown a gasket at the news she was being treated to a summer by the sea with her late father’s family.

         Morgan had overheard her mom and stepdad arguing about it.

         ‘Actions are supposed to have consequences, Arlene,’ Lincoln had ranted. ‘Sending your daughter on a beach vacation with her cousins – that’s a reward, not a punishment.’

         ‘Don’t you think she’s been punished enough?’ reasoned his wife. ‘Morgan lives with the consequences of her actions every day. Every time she looks in a mirror, she’s reminded of them. Once she’s had a rest—’

         ‘She’s done nothing but rest for months!’

         ‘She’s been recovering, Lincoln, not relaxing. There’s a difference. A change of scene will give her a much-needed reset and help her heal. Besides, she’s lonely in New York. All she does is sit in her room eating junk and watching garbage. At least in Devon, she’ll be out in the fresh air.’8

         Morgan had hoped to have her mom to herself when they said goodbye at JFK Airport. Once, they’d been the best of friends. Somehow it felt important that they reconnect before she left for the summer. But her stepdad had insisted on driving them.

         In the crowded departure hall, she’d been forced to endure an uncomfortable wait with Lincoln while her mother talked to the British Airways crew member who’d be escorting Morgan as far as Edinburgh. They’d assist her through customs and help her board a second flight to Devon. Her cousins would meet her at the other end.

         ‘Count yourself lucky that your mom’s a soft touch,’ said Lincoln, glowering at her. ‘If it had been up to me, you’d be going somewhere more … educational. Put it this way – you wouldn’t be swanning off to the UK on an extended break.’

         Morgan rolled her eyes. ‘Let me guess. You’d rather I was eating bugs and hiking till my feet bled at some wilderness boot camp for troubled teens?’

         There was a tense silence, then a tidal wave of shame swept over Morgan. ‘Lincoln, for the thousandth time, I’m sorry. I couldn’t be more sorry. If I could turn the clock back and do things differently, I would.’

         ‘Forget it,’ he said shortly. ‘What’s done is done. Believe it or not, Morgan, I care a great deal about your wellbeing. If you want my advice—’

         ‘I don’t.’

         ‘… It would be that you make the most of your summer by the sea. Do better. Be better. Stay out of trouble. You owe that much to your mom. Heck, you owe it to us both.’9

         Hours later, Morgan was flying away to spend three months with near-strangers, their only link her long-lost dad.

         Sudden turbulence jolted her back to the present.

         The little aircraft was coming down fast, its wings see-sawing in strong crosswinds. Morgan’s neighbour gripped the armrests, her knuckles white.

         The runway rushed up to meet them with the pilot still battling for control. The wheels smacked down hard. The plane gave a violent lurch.

         Flung forward, Morgan stifled a shriek. Where her hoodie had ridden up, the seatbelt’s rough edge sawed across her bare midriff.

         The woman in 17B gasped. Shock and pity flickered across her face before Morgan managed to tug her top down.

         The passenger intercom crackled. ‘Welcome to Exeter, folks,’ intoned the pilot. ‘Apologies for the bumpy landing. There’s a bit of a breeze here in Devon. If it’s any consolation, we were lucky to be cleared for arrival. A stormfront’s moving in.’

         Morgan wished she’d never come. To delay the inevitable, she waited until the other passengers had disembarked before hauling her rucksack from the overhead compartment. Outside, the sky and tarmac were a uniform grey, blurred by cold drizzle.

         So much for summer.

         Morgan walked stiffly down the plane’s wet steel steps, trying not to breathe in the dank, fume-laced air. As she set off for the concourse, spiders of pain crawled across her skin.

         Luck. It was all a matter of perspective.
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            Here Comes Trouble

         

         ‘Excuse me, are you Morgan Taylor?’

         A girl in a purple rain jacket was blinking down at her. ‘Apologies, I thought you were someone else. From a distance, you look like my cousin except for the short hair … Hang on – the label on your suitcase says you’re Morgan. You are Morgan, aren’t you!’

         ‘If my suitcase says I am, I s’pose I must be!’ kidded Morgan, laughing to hide her relief. When her relatives were a no-show for forty-five minutes, she’d begun to think there’d been a mix-up.

         The girl flushed. Behind her glasses her eyes were shy. ‘Don’t tease, please. I get enough of that from my sister.’

         Tucking her messy brown bob behind her ears, she gave a sudden delighted smile. ‘I’m Emily. Lovely to see you again after so long. Mum’s parking the car. She sent me on ahead in case you were worried we’d forgotten you. We hadn’t. We’re only late for the same reason we’re always late.’

         ‘The weather?’ guessed Morgan.

         ‘Lexi, if you must know. She was supposed to come with us, but the surf report changed her mind.’ Emily added cryptically, ‘She fancies herself as a wave-chaser …’

         ‘Morgan, dear girl. I’m soooo sorry!’ A youthful woman in yoga leggings rushed up to them. ‘What must you think of us, leaving you stranded when you’ve come halfway round the world to see us!’11

         Before Morgan could step back, she was engulfed in a fragrant hug. She tried not to wince when shooting pains rippled across her shoulder blades.

         Oblivious, her aunt held her at arm’s length. ‘Gosh, look at you, all grown up! Last time I saw you, you were knee-high to a grasshopper, as your dad used to say. Have you been waiting ages?’

         ‘It’s totally fine, Aunt Thelma,’ said Morgan, unwilling to admit she’d been a nervous wreck, imagining she’d been forgotten. ‘Gave me a chance to stretch my legs and freshen up.’

         ‘Wonderful. Then you’re fortified for the last leg of your journey. Apologies in advance for the wild weather. I’m afraid we’re in for a rough ride.’

         ***

         The storm blew in soon after they drove away from the airport.

         The SUV they were travelling in was ‘Armageddon-ready’, as Emily put it, but even it gave a shudder as the rain slammed into the windscreen.

         Anticipating summer temperatures and a short trip to Sanctuary Cove, Morgan hadn’t thought to dress warmly for what she’d since learned was a two-hour car ride. Her aunt and cousin didn’t seem to feel the cold. As she fielded questions about her journey and her mom and Lincoln’s health and whereabouts, Morgan was too polite to tell them she was shivering in the back seat.

         When the small talk trailed off, she pulled her sleeves over her hands and leaned against the rain-streaked window. 12Fragments of Devon flickered by like scenes from a dream. Ghostly sheep huddled beneath a mist-shrouded oak. A clattering of jackdaws took cover in a ruined barn. Black-and-white dairy cows chewed the cud implacably in the deluge.

         The rain intensified, drumming on the roof. Aunt Thelma slowed to a crawl. She cast an anxious glance at the sky.

         ‘I do hope Lexi’s being sensible?’

         ‘When have you ever known Lexi to be sensible?’ Something in Emily’s tone hinted at tension between the sisters.

         Her mum caught Morgan’s eye in the rearview mirror. She gave a rueful smile.

         ‘My younger daughter’s something of a free spirit. She was so looking forward to coming to meet you but when this storm was forecast, she couldn’t resist the call of the waves. The best surfers, that’s what they live for.’

         ‘Lexi’s a good surfer?’ Morgan wondered why her mother hadn’t mentioned it.

         ‘She’s a junior champion,’ said Thelma with pride. ‘The youngest-ever winner of Point Break magazine’s Rising Star Award.’

         ‘Yeah, but it’s eleven years since we last saw Morgan,’ said Emily. ‘Would it have killed her to skip a day?’

         ‘Your sister’s an athlete,’ her mum reminded her. ‘If Lexi wants to turn pro eventually, she needs to train in the toughest conditions. Fair-weather surfers get nowhere.’

         ‘It’s the same for any athlete aiming to turn pro,’ remarked Morgan without thinking.

         Aunt Thelma stopped at a crossroads to let a tractor and trailer trundle by. ‘It is indeed,’ she said over her shoulder. 13‘When you were younger, you were quite the athlete yourself. Do you still—?’

         Morgan cut in quickly: ‘I haven’t done any exercise in a while.’

         ‘Because of The Accident?’ Emily twisted round with a questioning glance.

         ‘Emily!’ scolded Aunt Thelma. Putting her foot down, she accelerated along a winding lane.

         Her daughter clapped a hand to her mouth. ‘Sorry. I only meant—’

         ‘It’s okay,’ Morgan assured Emily. ‘Yeah, because of The Accident. But I plan on getting fit again over the summer. I used to run, ride, cycle, and play tennis, though I’m not much use at that. Not compared to Sebastian, my stepbrother.’

         ‘How about swimming?’ asked Emily. ‘We’re a family of waterbabies. When you’re born beside the sea, it’s in your blood.’

         Morgan was saved from replying when they rounded a blind bend to find a fallen branch blocking the way. Her aunt slammed on the brakes. Once again, Morgan was thrown forward. Her seatbelt snapped tight around her chest and abdomen.

         Nobody heard her squeal because they were too busy deciding what to do about the branch, a hazard to other drivers. Since the rain had slowed to a drizzle, Morgan helped Emily move it.

         To Morgan’s relief, the questions mostly ceased after that. Her aunt focused on the twisty lanes and Emily turned up the classical music on the car stereo.

         The further north they travelled, the wilder the landscape became. Spiny trees stood stark against the scudding clouds. A stone bridge straddled a swollen brown river.14

         The narrow lanes traced a haphazard path through the hills and valleys. Pockets of fog and high hedgerows matted with densely entwined foliage made a mystery of the farms and moors beyond.

         Just when Morgan was beginning to despair of ever reaching their destination, the SUV crested a rise. The Atlantic Ocean shimmered on the horizon. Goosebumps rose on Morgan’s arms. She’d seen this exact view so often in her dad’s old photo album, she felt as if she knew it.

         It was then that it really hit her that she was on her father’s home turf. Before he died, he’d been on the brink of bringing his wife and daughter to North Devon for a vacation. For years Morgan had dreamed of one day walking in his footsteps and experiencing the places and nature he’d loved so much as a boy. Now a twist of fate had handed her three whole months to do just that.

         They passed a seagull perched on top of a sign illustrated with a rainbow arching over curly waves: WELCOME TO SANCTUARY COVE.

         The road wound downhill, past thatched cottages festooned with roses and into a pastel-painted town. Despite the weather, the cobbled streets thronged with life. Tourists spilled out of surf shops, cafés, and ice-cream parlours, and formed a line outside the ‘Fishy Tale’.

         ‘Best fish and chips in North Devon,’ said Emily, lowering her window. A whiff of salt and vinegar floated in. Morgan’s stomach rumbled. She couldn’t remember when she’d last eaten. She’d been too anxious to nibble anything before she left New York, and the food on both planes had been inedible.15

         A wide, curving beach stretched from headland to headland, interrupted at each end by granite rocks. Slate-grey waves charged at the sands, white crests whipping back like wild horse manes. Even darkened by low-slung clouds, Sanctuary Cove was one of the most beautiful bays Morgan had ever seen.

         She’d hoped to see Lexi riding a storm wave, but Emily had explained that her younger sister had gone up the coast with friends in search of a secret place with better waves.

         ‘You can’t believe how jealously surfers guard their precious perfect wave spots,’ Emily had told her. ‘As if anyone can own a piece of ocean.’

         Aunt Thelma took a right at the seafront and drove by a hotel and some holiday apartments. Beach House, a blue-grey clapboard triple-storey edged in white, was the first property on a steep street. It had a prime view of the beach.

         ‘Welcome to our home, Morgan,’ smiled Aunt Thelma as she pulled into the drive. ‘We hope you’ll love Sanctuary Cove as much as we do.’

         Sea spray speckled Morgan’s face. The rain had stopped but the wind was icy. She lugged her suitcase up the steps to Beach House. The door opened onto a hallway and living room decorated with tasteful rugs and ocean-themed art.

         Something about it reminded Morgan of the Vermont farmhouse. As she set down her luggage, a shiver of horror went through her. She shut her eyes in a vain attempt to blank out the memory of the newspaper photograph she’d seen of their home following the fire. Hardly surprising that her mom and Lincoln still struggled to forgive her. Their most treasured possessions had been reduced to ashes.16

         Feeling fragile, she joined her aunt and cousin in the kitchen. An Aga stove with duck-egg-blue doors radiated warmth. While Aunt Thelma heated up a pot of mushroom and tarragon soup, Emily laid the table.

         Ideally, Morgan would have showered before eating, but her aunt was intent on making everyone a late lunch. Morgan didn’t object. She was starving and glad to stop. When she washed her hands in the cloakroom, her head swam with jetlag. She’d been travelling for so long that the earth kept moving.

         She was messaging her mother when she heard the front door bang open. ‘Hi, everyone, I’m home!’ came an exuberant cry.

         ‘Whaddya know, it’s the prodigal daughter,’ said Emily under her breath.

         At the stove, Aunt Thelma’s face lit up. She put down the soup ladle. ‘Here comes trouble!’ she called out.

         When Lexi walked in, something of the storm’s energy came in with her. The candle on the kitchen table brought out the auburn highlights in her long hair and lent a cat-like gleam to her vivid green eyes. In her white crop top and Roxy board shorts, she was as lean-muscled and graceful as a dancer.

         After greeting her mum with a hug and her sister with an unapologetic grin, she cast an appraising look over Morgan, who was standing awkwardly beside the table.

         In Lexi’s glowing orbit, Morgan felt pale and lumpen – crushed by gravity. Acutely aware of her crumpled clothes and the scars that lay beneath, she was seized with the urge to bolt out of the house and catch the next flight back to the US.

         Lexi, on the other hand, completed her assessment of Morgan and visibly relaxed. It was as if she’d scanned the 17newcomer for threats and found nothing to concern her. She smiled, revealing perfect white teeth.

         Bounding forward, she flung her arms around Morgan.

         ‘Great to see you, cuz. I was amped when Mum told me you were coming. I cannot wait to show you around Sanctuary Cove. We’re going to have the best fun, you’ll see.’
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            Ghosts

         

         Morgan surfaced from a nightmare to find the bedsheet strangling her. For one awful moment she thought she was still in the hospital. Then she realised it was too dark. During her extended stay at the University of Vermont Medical Center, machines had blinked constantly. At night, everything was bathed in a greenish glow.

         A familiar panicky sensation rose in her. Once upon a time, when her life was a whirlwind of travel, she’d experienced the ‘3 a.m. terrors’, as she thought of them, more often than she cared to admit. Her heart would race as she stared around the latest anonymous hotel room, trying to work out where she was and whether she’d slept through her alarm.

         Back then, she’d learned to calm herself by regulating her breathing. She did the same now. Gradually, her eyes adjusted to the light. Her cousin Elliot’s Liverpool Football Club banner and his bookshelves lined with swimming trophies and sports biographies sharpened into focus. A blackout blind covered the balcony doors opposite. Through them came the muted roar of surf.

         It all came rushing back then.

         She was on the top floor of Beach House in Sanctuary Cove, North Devon, around 3,400 miles from New York City.

         She was here for the summer.

         ‘You’ve got the best room,’ Lexi had informed her the previous 19night after showing Morgan the view from the balcony. ‘My brother promised it to me when he left for Spain. I was about to move my stuff in when Mum told us you were coming. We all agreed that, as our guest, you should have the nicest space, with your own shower and everything.’

         Morgan had been embarrassed. ‘I don’t mind which room I have. I can sleep anywhere.’

         That wasn’t strictly accurate. She had insomnia everywhere. Not-sleeping was becoming something of a specialty of hers.

         ‘You’re welcome to the room,’ Lexi said magnanimously. ‘It’s my pleasure. Anyway, it’s not like you’re here forever. When summer’s over, it’ll be mine again.’

         She’d turned on the radiator to warm the loft for Morgan. Now the room was stifling. Morgan was boiling alive in her pyjamas.

         She glanced at her phone. It was 3.32 a.m.

         Pushing aside the duvet, she climbed out of bed, steeling herself for the inevitable blast of pain. In the small hours it was often at its worst. When it subsided, she padded across the sheepskin rug and opened the glass doors. Fresh salty wind swirled in, ruffling the Liverpool FC banner.

         Morgan leaned over the balcony railings, gulping in air. The storm had passed, but the mountainous waves had lost none of their intensity. Foam beaded the breakers like strings of pearls.

         The street below was silent. Nothing and nobody stirred.

         All at once, Morgan felt lonelier than she’d ever been in her life. Not homesick; just achingly, unbearably alone. She was in a strange house with virtual strangers and there was no one in the world she could confide in. No one she could trust.20

         With the exception of her mother, she couldn’t think of a single person who’d be pleased to hear from her.

         Not if they knew what she’d done.

         In the immediate aftermath of the fire, her stepfather’s connections had ensured that Morgan’s involvement in the events of December 13th had been hushed up in the local paper’s exclusive:

         
            Cookie King CEO Lincoln Reynolds and his family were yesterday left ‘devastated’ after fire destroyed their $10 million Woodstock mansion.

            Late Saturday 13th, firefighters battled in vain to save the house and outbuildings. The blaze is thought to have been caused by an electrical fault.

            A source close to the family claimed that Reynolds’ stepdaughter, Morgan Georgia Taylor, 16, suffered extensive burns in the incident. Tragically, her horse, Romeo, could not be saved.

         

         To begin with, most people had been sympathetic, especially after a fire department source confirmed that they’d ruled out faulty wiring and were investigating the possibility that the fire had been started deliberately.

         Then, out of nowhere, a trickle of rumours suggesting that the Cookie King’s ‘troubled’ stepdaughter might have been responsible for the fire that killed her horse had started up on social media. At the urging of her mother, Morgan had taken an extended break from the internet.21

         Before leaving New York, she’d made the mistake of checking her socials again. By then the trickle of trolling had become a flood. Some of the comments were so cruel that Morgan had cried herself to sleep after reading them. She’d blocked scores of numbers and deleted every social media app from her phone.

         After that, she’d counted the hours until she could escape to the UK. In Devon, where nobody knew her, she’d have three entire months to cast off her history and become someone else. Someone new. Someone better.

         Privately, she’d also hoped her cousins might help fill the void left by the friends who no longer spoke to her.

         Morgan’s mother and her former sister-in-law had mostly lost touch after Arlene had enjoyed a star-studded wedding to Lincoln just as Thelma’s own marriage began a slow and acrimonious lurch towards the rocks. Consequently, the two women had talked more in the past week than they had in the past decade.

         The only thing Morgan’s cousins knew about The Accident was that Morgan had suffered severe injuries in the Vermont house fire. Compassion for the family’s plight, a few lines of which had reached the British papers, had prompted Thelma’s invitation to Morgan.

         ‘I told your aunt that between your hospital stay and us moving cities, you’ve had a tough time and I’d appreciate it if they didn’t ask you about it,’ said her mom.

         That was fine with Morgan. The less Emily and Lexi knew, the better. They’d take her as they found her. They might even like her. Over the course of the summer, the three of them would become firm friends.22

         That was the plan, at any rate.

         On the evidence of one dinner, Morgan wasn’t optimistic. She had a sinking feeling that she’d merely exchanged one set of family dramas for another.

         ‘I can’t tell you how overjoyed I am to have you here, Morgan,’ Aunt Thelma had begun as they sat down to eat. ‘The last time we were together was in Central Park in New York when you and Lexi were five. Emily was six, and already an avid bookworm.’

         Lexi grinned. ‘I seem to recall you missing the Statue of Liberty, Em, because you were in an exciting bit of your mystery.’

         ‘Very funny,’ was her sister’s droll response. ‘There’s a photo of me on the Staten Island Ferry pointing at the Statue of Liberty … You do know reading’s a good thing, right?’

         ‘Of course it is, Emily, dear,’ Aunt Thelma said vaguely. She wore a faraway expression as she summoned up memories.

         ‘What sticks in my mind, Morgan, is that you were pony mad. We wanted you and your dad to join us for a carriage ride around the city, but you refused to get in the carriage because the horse looked “tired and sad and thirsty”. Those were your words. It was a scorching day, but the horse seemed fine. The driver joked that it was lazy. Big mistake. You flew into a fury and told him that he was the one who was lazy and how would he like it if he had to drag a giant carriage through the traffic in the baking sun. Needless to say, we never did go on that carriage ride.’

         Emily laughed. ‘Good for you, Morgan. Are you still pony mad? I remember a couple of Christmas cards of you on a smart grey pony. One year it was in a Santa hat, another, it was 23soaring over a Christmas cake showjump. We were sure that you were on course for the Olympics.’

         Morgan forced a smile. ‘I love horses but, you know … things change.’

         ‘Naturally, your cousins will be curious about you,’ her mother had warned. ‘You might want to prepare a few answers so you don’t get taken by surprise.’

         ‘I understand exactly,’ said Lexi. ‘Before I got into surfing, horses were all I thought about. My bedroom was plastered in pony posters. Now it’s wall-to-wall hot surfers.’

         ‘That’s often the way,’ mused her mother. ‘Horse-crazy kids change when they hit their teens. Then all they care about is romance.’

         ‘Romance and surfing,’ agreed Lexi with a laugh.

         Emily shook her head. ‘You’re obsessed.’

         ‘At least I’m obsessed with living humans,’ snapped her sister. ‘You’re not interested in anyone unless they’ve been dead for four thousand years. If I hear another word about Bronze Age burial rites, I’ll scream.’

         ‘Girls, that’s enough,’ chided their mother. ‘Morgan will be wondering if she should catch the next flight home. Lexi, tell us about your afternoon of storm-surfing. Did you ride any hundred-foot waves?’

         Everyone laughed and the tension at the table dissipated. But later Morgan overheard Emily complaining to Aunt Thelma that Lexi, ‘Never thinks about anyone but herself … Just because she’s the youngest and gifted and pretty, she gets away with murder. What would Dad think?’

         ‘Your father walked out on us, so he’s hardly in a position to 24judge,’ came her mother’s tart reply.

         Out on the balcony, Morgan sighed. If her relatives were going to spend their days bickering, it was going to be a long summer.

         A lonely one, too.

         A chilly gust cut through her PJs. She was about to return to bed when she noticed a movement in the water.

         Her heart gave a hopeful skip. Could it be a dolphin?

         The clouds parted. A bright moon cast a rippling silver path across the dark sea. That was when Morgan saw the surfer. He was alone in the ocean, rolling with the swell, kneeling on a board that seemed lit from within.

         Pouncing waves hid the figure from view. When the surfer reappeared, he and his ghostly board were crouched high on the face of a curling breaker. With dazzling speed and skill, he performed a series of twists, turns, and cutbacks before ramping off the crest into an aerial. For an instant, he seemed suspended in space and time.

         Straining her eyes. Morgan could just about make out his silhouette as he landed neatly on the board, glided to shore, and vanished behind the floodlit lifeguards’ station.

         She waited in the cold for as long as she could bear it, longing for a replay, but Sanctuary Cove was deserted once more.
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         A beam of sunlight sneaked under the blind and warmed Morgan’s cheek on the pillow.

         She lay without moving, reliving the sensation she’d experienced watching the surfer. For months she’d been numb to joy, but the skill and playfulness of his ocean acrobatics – the way he’d hung in the air, as careless of gravity as a bird – had sparked something in her. For the first time in months, she’d felt something close to hope.

         Energised, she got up and opened the balcony doors. The last pink traces of dawn were fading on a metallic blue sea. Though it was early, the waterfront was busy with joggers and dog walkers. The wind had dropped. A family of swimmers was wading into meek, frilly waves.

         Morgan felt a sudden yearning to be outside. She pulled on jeans and a hoodie and laced up her new hiking boots, wincing as her burn scars made themselves felt. Her aunt had given her a set of keys. Tucking it into her pocket, she slipped down the stairs.

         The house was silent. Her relatives were still sleeping. Morgan hesitated in the hallway. Since December, she’d been watched, controlled, and confined around the clock. Her every thought had been monitored. When she stepped out on her own, it was like unlocking a prison door.

         After so long cooped up in the hospital, the penthouse, and 26the plane, the diamond brightness of the rising sun seared her eyes. At the end of the street, she found the footpath leading to the open moors. As she started up it, she felt almost giddy with freedom.

         The hill was steep and the red mud slippery. Five minutes of climbing left Morgan breathless. She had to keep pausing to rest. The weakness in her legs horrified her. A year ago, she could have skipped up this slope. She’d have been fit enough to do cartwheels at the top and run a marathon afterwards.

         But she couldn’t dwell on that. If she allowed herself to think about all she’d lost, she’d be consumed by it the way the fire had devoured her family’s farmhouse. She would and could get strong again. She just had to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

         Breathing in.

         Breathing out.

         Morgan halted again and looked around. She’d climbed further than she’d realised. The creamy crescent of Sanctuary Cove’s famous beach was already far below.

         Up on the hillside, patches of purple heather merged with thorny gorse bushes bright with yellow flowers. Red, white, and gentian-blue wildflowers scattered the slopes. Sheep nibbled jewel-green grass in a nearby field.

         By the time she reached the top, Morgan’s legs were shaking with effort. Her heart was beating double-time. She had to sit down before she fell down.

         A thrill went through her. She was on the edge of Exmoor – the moors that rose from the River Exe. The previous evening Emily, who dreamed of studying Archaeology at Oxford, had 27told her that the otherworldly landscape, shaped in the last Ice Age, was once an ancient royal hunting forest. In modern times, the Exmoor National Park had become 267 square miles of rugged moorland, stretching from west Somerset to Sanctuary Cove on the Atlantic coast of North Devon.

         As far as Morgan could see there was space. Vast, empty landscape, surface-lit with a soft gold glow. It was the nearest she’d been to nature in months. Tiny tame birds flitted and sang all around her. Butterflies danced among the gorse and wildflowers.

         But it wasn’t just the space and light, or the aromatic smell of the heather and waving grasses. The ground beneath her seemed to pulse with energy.

         ‘It’s easy to make the mistake of thinking that Exmoor’s been tamed,’ Emily had told Morgan. ‘If you go out walking on your own, don’t underestimate it. When the weather turns, it can be deadly. Despite appearances, this is one of the most unexplored places in the country. Beneath the surface, these moors are full of buried secrets.’

         Like me, thought Morgan.

         A high-pitched whinny cut through the air.

         Morgan’s head whipped round. Nine horses and riders were trotting across the moors in her direction. Screened by a clump of gorse, she watched them approach. When they were near enough for her to see the steam rising from the horses’ flanks, they came to an uneven halt.

         The lead rider pushed open the gate at the corner of the sheep field. Twisting in the saddle, she addressed the trekkers bunched around her.28

         ‘Remember what I told you – keep your legs still and your hands kind. No racing.’

         With that, the group proceeded untidily through the gate. Their leader secured it behind them before guiding them down the hill to the beach.

         Watching them made Morgan feel strange. Not long ago, riding horses had been as natural to her as breathing. Now it was just another thing that felt as if it had happened to someone else in another lifetime.

         Down on the shore, the horses began trotting along the water’s edge. The trek leader circled back to help some of the less confident riders. A girl was tipping sideways in the saddle. Dismounting, the leader signalled to the other riders to stop. Almost everyone pulled up their horses.

         One rider ignored her. Steering his grey horse into the shallow waves, he kicked it into a gallop, leaning forward like a jockey, his elbows flapping. Behind him there was chaos as the others tried to hold back their energetic ponies. Faster and faster, he and the grey went, spray flying up all around them.

         From her eyrie on the hillside, Morgan saw a tiny missile of a dog break away from its owner to hurtle after the horse. After that, it was only ever going to end badly.

         One nip of the grey’s heels. One rodeo bronco buck
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