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Chapter One
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I’m not okay.

I just walked away from the person who was supposed to be the love of my life, and the world might as well be ending. Now, I finally get what having your heart broken feels like. I’m not dead. I just wish I was.

I didn’t think about leaving him for long. If I’d thought about it, I wouldn’t have left. I’d have stayed, again, because staying is easier. Walking away is scary. Feeling this broken is scary. At the end, I just threw what I could carry in a bag. I left all my favorite clothes because they’re stained with memories, like the black shirt I wore to the party that changed my life. The bad memories hurt, but it’s the good memories that rip my heart out. But I can’t think about any of this now. If I give the thoughts space to grow, they’ll consume me.

I blink quickly, trying to hold back tears, but it doesn’t work. There’s no one in this waiting room from hell to notice me anyway, but out of habit, I scrub my eyes with the back of my hand, because boys don’t cry, right?

From the tiny, salt-crusted window of the passenger ferry, my haunted reflection glares back at me, like something you might summon in front of a cracked mirror in a horror movie. My hair curls above my head in a wild black halo, and the dark circles under my eyes are so familiar I can’t remember what I look like without them. Even in the murky glass, my eyes are still drawn to the tiny scar on my cheekbone, like a memento mori for my heart.

As the shore slips into the distance, the ferry lurches steeply to one side and I curse a stream of obscenities that would embarrass a sailor under my breath. Even if I don’t drown in the next hour, I already regret my decision to the core of my being.

I hate the sea.

It’s beautiful, but deceptive.

On the shore, there was barely a breeze, but with the land hardly out of sight, the ferry is tossed about, as though to remind me how unwelcome I am. I don’t need reminding about the power of the sea to drown anything that doesn’t belong. The sea tore my family apart when it took my dad.

Never knowing my dad made my childhood feel like a chapter with the first few pages missing, and now, before I start the next chapter, I need to know the truth. That’s why I’m here, barely clinging to life aboard a ferry to a tiny island that doesn’t even exist in my memories.

As the wind rages outside, searching for any gap between the metal panels, there’s a loud clank from the front of the boat. My eyes snap open. Jack and Rose in the icy water flashes briefly in my head. I don’t want to die alone. And I really don’t want to die clinging to a door next to a hipster-looking Captain Birdseye. But there are no icebergs off the Cornish coast. Then I remember the motorbike, chained on the deck, and my heart sinks as quickly as the old lady’s diamond necklace. It’s bad enough that I stole it. My stepdad will never forgive me if I destroy it.

My morbid thoughts are interrupted by the door flying open with a salty blast. A figure appears. With his loose tie and checked white shirt, he looks like every tired Geography teacher I’ve ever had.

“Don’t worry,” he says with a smile, as if talking to a surly teenage boy is nothing. Definitely a teacher. Does he read the concern on my face, or notice how my knuckles are white where they grip the bench?

“Your bike is fine. It’s only the ramp settling.” Maybe he’s psychic.

“Oh. Thanks.”

“You might be better on deck. Fresh air and looking at the horizon helps. Allegedly.”

Going outside, away from the stink of petrol, the ghost of summer holidays past, and egg sandwiches might help, but I can’t move. My heart thumps unsteadily in my chest. I don’t want to start a conversation, because people outside of London are notoriously chatty, so I smile instead. From the expression on his face, my best attempt at an appreciative smile is probably closer to the grimace of a skull. My teeth are clenched too hard around my fear to be convincing. The man nods and takes a seat in the opposite corner, as far away from the vomity kid as possible.

After rummaging in his bag, he pulls out a battered paperback. I crane my neck, but can’t read the title. It’s one of those really small paperbacks with the brownish pages that was probably printed well before I was born. I bet he’s reading something escapist because his rucksack is probably full of unmarked exercise books.

How can he bear to read at all? It’s taking all the effort I can muster to stay sitting upright as the boat sways and dips with no discernible pattern. My empty stomach lurches, reminding me how long it’s been since I ate or drank something. I’m probably so dehydrated that the process of mummification has already begun.

Minutes stretch like hours as I struggle with the constant motion. A cold sweat breaks out all over my body, coating my skin. When I lick my lips, they taste like salt and sadness. And blood, from the cut that won’t heal because I keep dragging my teeth over and over it. It’s almost a relief that I’m too ill to function properly. It’s the first time in days my thoughts have not been totally consumed by Mac. I can’t stop thinking about what I would have done differently if I’d known it would end like this. My hand slips into my hair, and I wince as my fingers find the barely healed cut hidden amongst my curls. I need to keep reminding myself it’s real.

The boat slows as we pass a cluster of small rocky islands, and through the crusty window the gray and black forms of seals lounge. I’ve never seen a seal without the filter of a lens before. I prise one hand free from the frigid bench and use my sleeve to remove some of the grime from the window. The seals stare, following the passage of the boat through their territory, their black eyes alert and watchful. Then they slip into the boat’s wake one by one before disappearing beneath the surface.

In the distance, the island rises out of the sea like a celestial, paused at the moment of birth. The north side is all sheer rock, but as we round the island, the cliffs give way to gently sloping sides and some semblance of civilization. The motion calms as we approach the shallow bay.

Unsteadily, I follow the other passenger onto the deck. The ramp is lowered slowly onto its concrete twin on the beach with a deeply unpleasant grinding sound as it settles. I don’t trust myself to ride the bike off the boat in case I fall into the sea, where I’ll die of shame before I drown in the shallow water. I’m also not ready to put the helmet back on yet. It’s claustrophobic. I can’t breathe properly, like all the noise inside my head has nowhere to go.

When the frustrated Geography teacher has sauntered off, I maneuver the bike carefully after him. My legs wobble. I’m no longer fully in control of them. I just make it to solid ground before finally losing the battle with my stomach and vomiting up most of my vital organs. To make things worse, the captain is there when I stand up, giving me a sympathetic smile.

“You get used to it,” he says, and extends a bottle of water towards me. He nods at the other passenger, who’s just a small figure in the distance now. “He was sick as a dog twice a day for a month.”

I’ve no intention of getting used to it. I take a swig of the water and wash it around my mouth. “Thank you.”

“No problem. You’ll be alright in a few minutes. It goes as quickly as it comes. Are you staying at the Castle?” Seeing my confused expression, he adds, “Or the Mermaid’s Head?"

“Actually, I’m staying with my aunt. Alva Kellow.”

A look passes over his face so quickly that I don’t have time to figure out what it means.

“Sam?”

I nod, and brace myself for a hug, but he gives me a manly clap on the shoulder instead.

“Welcome home.”

Home. Can it still be my home if I don’t remember living here? Maybe home is more of a feeling than a place. Maybe home is a person.

“I’ll let you get on. She’ll be dying to see you.”

I hope he’s right, because I’ve bet everything on it.

He’s about to return to the ferry as I say, “I’m sorry, but I don’t actually know which house Alva’s is.” If he thinks it’s weird that I’m visiting my aunt and I have no idea where she lives, it doesn’t show on his face.

“Turn left when you meet the main road and Alva’s is the first turn after the Lighthouse.”

The chill of the wind’s salty tendrils slips over the darkening water and through my hair. Beyond the boat, the seals wait, their heads bobbing gently with each wave, their black eyes unblinking.

Turning away from the watchful seals, fragments of memory tug at the corners of my mind like a fading dream as I mount the bike. I can’t explain it. The air, perpetually tinged with the smell of salt and seaweed, feels so familiar. Maybe this is what it’s like to have lived a past life. The swell and roar of waves, bonfires on the beach, a sound like the earth splitting apart, a flash of green as the sun sinks into the sea, bodies dancing in the beam of the lighthouse. The more I try to recall them, the fuzzier they become. But these fragments can’t be my memories because I was taken from here, and brought up far away from the sea.

I park the bike, but need to take a few deep breaths before I knock on the yellow front door of the little cottage. There’s a muffled noise from somewhere inside. It might be a curse. Then the door opens and Alva appears, just as I remember her. Big hair, paint spotted dungarees, and that air of too many browser tabs open. Alva’s my mum’s sister, but I haven’t seen her in ages. Her eyes meet mine and widen, surprise inked in every line of her face.

“Alva—” I begin before she sweeps me tightly into her arms, enveloping me in a mixture of salt, oil paint, and freshly baked bread. Then she holds me at arm’s length for a few moments. I wilt under her gaze.

“You look like shit,” she says at last.

“I feel like shit.”

It might be admitting the truth, or just the fact that I’m finally safe, but the tears come tumbling down my cheeks before I can wipe them away, and then falling onto her shoulder as she hauls me to her again.

​
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Chapter Two
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Alva makes dinner, and I shower, folding in on myself to avoid the damp caress of the curtain, and standing under the spray until the water runs so cold I forget how to breathe for an instant. The hot water eases some of the ache of riding the bike for so long, but I can’t wash away the emptiness or the guilt. I’m still stained by everything that’s happened. Like people will always be able to tell. The bruises will fade, but I’m scared the marks on my heart will last forever. What if they never heal, and I’m always just pretending? I hate myself more for feeling like this, which is frankly impressive, given how high my levels of self-loathing currently are.

Afterwards, I drag myself to the kitchen table and Alva sets a steaming mug of tea in front of me. Always leaves, never bags. The pot rests nearby, covered in a colorful knitted tea cozy. The smell of Alva’s cooking is like all my favorite memories of childhood. Every year, since as far back as I can remember, we rented a cottage for a week with Alva. It was always on neutral ground because Alva refused to come to London and Mum wouldn’t set foot on Beryon. Then one year, they just stopped, and no one ever told me why. Maybe because Mum met Simon, my stepdad, who is now minus his favorite old motorbike. Or maybe because of all the whispered conversations they thought I didn’t notice.

The phone rings, shattering the easy silence between us. I jerk, spilling a small puddle of tea. My hand goes automatically to the pockets of my joggers, searching for my own phone, but they’re empty. It must still be in my jacket. The battery died hours ago anyway. Some animalistic drive to plug it in surges through me briefly, but I resist.

Alva wipes her hands on her floral apron and grabs the phone. It’s mounted on the wall and has one of those long curly cables, a chaos of knots and coils. Maybe she stood just like this when we used to talk on the phone, poised as if it pained her to be this still for so long.

We wrote letters, too, but at some point, I just stopped replying because life got in the way, and I was afraid I couldn’t keep the truth out of my words. Maybe I’m more like my mum than I want to believe. But Alva never stopped writing or calling, and that’s why I’m here.

“Hello.” She tucks the phone between her head and shoulder. “Hi, Nessa.” I look up. My mum. She hates it when I call her Nessa, so it’s my default now.

“Yes, he’s here.”

“Yes.”

“He’s alive.” She glances at me as if to check. “He looks awful, though. Are you raising a vampire?”

“Of course he can stay,” she snaps, moving back towards the hob, the tangled cable stretching around her waist.

A pause. “No, of course I know that. He made it over here, didn’t he?”

She gestures towards the receiver, her eyebrows raised in a question. I shake my head just a fraction. Not tonight. Not yet.

“He’s in the shower, Nessa. Maybe another day, eh?” My aunt is a great liar. I don’t know if I should be scandalized or impressed.

“Try not to worry and just enjoy your honeymoon.”

“Love you, too.” She unwinds herself from the phone cable and returns the handset to its cradle.

“What did she tell you?”

Alva checks her watch before answering. “She called a few days ago to tell me that you skipped the wedding and stole Simon’s bike.”

I examine the remnants of my tea leaves, hoping to find some wisdom. “It’s more complicated than that.”

“It always is. But she’s worried about you.” Alva pauses and studies my face. “Are you going to tell me what happened?” She reaches across the table to trace the shadow of my black eye.

“I came off the bike,” I lie. We still have something in common after all.

“I guess I should be relieved it wasn’t worse.”

“Yeah,” I mutter, not lifting my eyes.

“How did the exams go?”

“They went.” Exams have never been my problem.

“That good, eh?”

I shrug. The biggest exams of my life are over, but it doesn’t even matter. I worked so hard for a future I don’t want any more. Alva opens her mouth to say something, but before she can, the sound of a kitchen timer fills the room.

A minute or two later, I’m holding a fish finger sandwich the height of my hand. To be fair, fish finger sandwich doesn’t really do it justice. Even the bap is homemade. There’s so much tartare sauce that I have concerns about its structural stability. My stomach growls. It’s been a while since I’ve been excited about food. Eating is mostly a chore, something I do to keep myself alive.

A weight sits heavily in my stomach, taking up so much space that there’s almost no room for anything else. It’s been that way for as long as I can remember. When I first met Mac, it was all nervous excitement, like my stomach was filled with...not butterflies, because that’s too much of a cliché. Maybe bees. Now it’s a writhing pit of snakes, sliding over each other endlessly.

Even though I’m not hungry, I force myself to eat as much as I can, because my toxic trait is trying to please people. 

***
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AFTER I’VE REFUSED to eat any pudding, much to Alva’s disappointment, she suggests we go for a walk. Then she ushers me out the back door before I have time to protest that I got myself here, but I’m not sure I have the strength for anything else.

There’s no boundary around Alva’s cottage. It merges seamlessly with the land. A washing line stretches across the garden, some clothes moving lazily in the breeze. Between the clothes, I catch glimpses of the sea, dark and blue. To the left is a thousand-year-old greenhouse, held together by the sheer force of Alva’s will. It’s maybe one storm away from complete structural failure. To the right, there’s a glorified shed, painted a pale turquoise. A sign reading, “The Salty Dog” swings above the door. It must be the pub Alva told me about in her letters.

“I can’t believe you built a pub in the garden.”

“Sometimes, I’m so done with people that I just want to sit and drink by myself.” She shrugs. “C’mon, we’ll have a drink another time.”

As we reach the coastal path, Alva asks, “Did you know the coast path is almost exactly thirteen miles around?”

“I did not.”

“We started organizing a marathon a few years ago. It’s at the end of September, so it keeps the tourist season going a bit longer. It’s getting really popular.”

“Sounds great.” It in no way sounds great.

Alva must pick up on my tone. “You don’t run?”

“Not unless I’m being chased.”

Alva’s laughter is loud and musical, but the wind whips it away before I can think too much about how it doesn’t match my mood.

“Yeah, me, too. It’s a great walk, though.”

We carry on walking mostly in silence. Alva doesn’t fill all the gaps in conversation. I sense her uneasiness, though, as I’m sure she senses mine. Like the last year has slipped in between us. I get the feeling that there’s a lot she wants to ask me. And the feeling is mutual.

I’m so lost in my thoughts that before I realize it, we’re almost at the foot of the lighthouse. It towers above us, all stripes of red and white with a crown of glass at the top. There’s a rectangular extension at the back, its tiny windows salt-crusted and veiled by stained net curtains.

“Does anyone still live here?” I ask, trailing my hand along the flaky red paint as we walk around it.

“No, not for a long time.” Alva has a distant look in her eyes.

I lift my hand away and my eyes fall on a small, tarnished brass plaque:

Caleb and Maeve Kellow

Forever with the Sea

Kellow. My surname. A distant memory claws its way out of the recesses of my mind. A school project, a family tree, a small drawing of a lighthouse, a teacher trying (and failing) to hide her surprise over my lopsided tree. I remember how odd it looked with nothing but a single name on my father’s side and not even a surname. That day, after seeing everyone else’s, I had known there was something wrong with my family, something incomplete. I took the project, crumpled it up, and threw it in a bin as I walked home from school. The need to know more is like a hunger I’ve never been able to satisfy.

"Why won’t Mum talk to me about any of this?” I’m desperately trying to keep my voice level, but the sadness of this unknown family history is too much. How am I supposed to figure out my place in the world if I don’t know who I am?

Alva sighs, and starts rubbing the plaque intently with the sleeve of her shirt. “It was a really hard time for Nessa. After Mum got sick, she kind of folded in on herself and she was never able to fully straighten out again. But you can ask me anything you want to know. I’ll be as honest as I can be.”

Looking up the length of it, I try to imagine what it would have been like to grow up in a tower perched on the edge of the world instead of a series of grubby flats that stank of other people’s dinner.

“How long did you live here?”

“It was our home until Mum got sick. It wasn’t an ideal family home, really. It definitely felt a bit cramped by the time we were teenagers and resented not having our own space. Dad started building the cottage, but time got away from him and he didn’t finish it until it was too late.” She stops for a moment and removes her dirty sleeve from the plaque. “I mostly only have good memories of living here, but Nessa remembers Mum’s illness more than anything.”

As we slowly move around the lighthouse, Alva gestures at a small window near the top and I crane my neck. For a second, I’m sure the curtain twitches, as though someone is watching us. A shiver creeps down my spine. I stare at the window, willing it to happen again, but there’s nothing. Just a draught.

“That was our room.” Alva seems oblivious to the stirring of the curtain. “Dad made these amazing, curved bunk beds to give us as much space as possible.”

She leads me to a faded wooden bench and sits down heavily. It looks as though it’s survived a thousand storms, both real and imagined.

“It was great, but it was also damp and impossible to heat. Dad was never able to make progress on the cottage because he was so busy keeping the lighthouse from falling apart. I think by the end, he’d pinned all his hopes on Mum miraculously getting better just by living somewhere else.”

“But she didn’t?” I ask, even though I already know the answer.

“Turns out you can’t cure cancer with central heating.” Alva shakes her head, and stares at the expanse of water in front of us. “I know you’re mad at Nessa because she won’t talk about it, but she was only fifteen when Mum died. Dad was beside himself.” She pauses. The hardening of her jaw is the only sign this is a painful story. I look away. “Dad was never the same. He was lost. It was like he was being washed out to sea a little bit more every day and there was nothing we could do. He died just before you were born.”

“I’m sorry,” I mutter. “I didn’t know any of that. She never talks about our fam—” I stop myself, because they don’t feel like my family at all. “She never talks about any of this.”

“She left here with nothing, and I don’t think she ever properly processed what happened. But she raised you all by herself, and she did a pretty great job.”

She’s wrong. If Nessa did her best, then it wasn’t good enough. She was never the mother I needed. She was consumed by her own grief, or absent because of it. I spent my childhood trying to fill the gaping hole in her heart. I thought that if I was the perfect son, then maybe she would love me like I loved her. We should have clung together like survivors from a shipwreck, but instead, I’ve been an albatross around her neck. I’ve never understood why.

“She didn’t have to leave, or do it by herself.”

“I wish she’d never left, but she made the best choice for her at the time. How come you didn’t ask me about any of this before?”

I stare at my fingers, pulling at the skin around my nails, until it bleeds. “She asked me not to. She said we wake the dead when we talk about them, and they need to rest. Eventually, I just stopped trying to talk to her about it.”

Alva says nothing, but a vein ticks furiously on her forehead. She takes my hand, lacing her fingers through mine before I do any more damage.

“You have my permission to wake the dead.”

We lapse into silence. Except silence doesn’t really exist on Beryon, because you can hear the sea everywhere. Watching the white peaks of waves in the distance, I can’t help but wonder what my life would have been like if we hadn’t left. I never felt at home in London. Not in the flats, where there was just enough space for Nessa and me to avoid each other as I got older, and definitely not in Simon’s sprawling house. I felt like a guest who had outstayed my welcome in that house, like a jigsaw piece that ended up in the wrong box until I met Mac.

Alva sighs sadly, as if she might be picturing a different life, too. “Nessa needed someone to blame, but there was no one but the island. She’d lost so much and she was scared of losing you, too. She thought she was protecting you by keeping all of this from you.”

“The truth doesn’t have to be good for us to need to hear it.” But it’s not Alva I need to say it to.

Alva gives me an assessing look. “With that in mind, you don’t ever have to tell me why you decided to come here, Sam. Or the reason for the radio silence. But I want you to know that you can. And I want you to know that I’m glad you’re here and this is your home for however long you want it to be.”

I don’t know how to tell her that finding out where I came from is only part of the reason I’m here. But if there was someone I could tell, it would be Alva. She would get it.

***
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BACK AT THE COTTAGE, Alva leads me up a narrow set of stairs to the loft bedroom. My legs are so stiff, it’s a miracle I actually make it up there without breaking my neck. The room runs the full length of the cottage with sloping wood ceilings and wide windows at either end, so there’s no escaping the sea views. The floors are varnished and covered by an assortment of mismatched rugs. Under one window is a bed with a white enamel frame, and under the other an ancient trunk big enough to fit a body in.

“The bed is already made up.” I’m not sure if it’s a question or a statement.

“I did it after your mum called.”

I frown. “How did you know I would come?”

“I just hoped you would.” She smiles, and gestures to a chest of drawers. “I cleared out the top drawers for you and there’s space in the eaves if you want to hang anything up.”

“Thanks.”

She nods. “I’m normally gone early to get things ready for the breakfast crowd at the café, so I don’t suppose I’ll see you until I get back. Make yourself at home, okay? Help yourself to anything you need.”

As she moves towards the stairs, I catch her hand. “Thank you, Alva.” I manage to keep my voice even. It’s an enormous effort.

She squeezes my hand firmly. “I’m glad you’re here, love.” Her warm smile makes my throat catch because I’ve missed her so much. “Get some sleep.”

I close the curtains tightly and collapse onto the bed. I don’t even take my clothes off. I crawl under the duvet, and hope for the dead weight of exhaustion to settle over me like a shroud. I want oblivion. But sleep won’t come. Lying in the darkness, counting every breath, I would give anything for an off switch for these feelings. My mind keeps drifting back to the conversation with Alva. It’s stirred up so many things that I haven’t let myself think about for years. My thoughts are an exhausting storm of broken images, a Pandora’s box of rubbish childhood memories that I’ve tried hard to bury. Alva doesn’t know what living with Nessa was like. She isn’t some tragic heroine. Maybe I should feel sorry for her, but I don’t, because it's her fault that I’ve always felt unanchored, as though at any moment, I could just float away. The worst part is that for the longest time, I’ve wondered if anyone would miss me if I did.
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​Chapter Three
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Almost night. But not full dark. A layer of mist lies heavy above the sea. Somewhere behind the clouds the moon hangs swollen and bright. I stand alone on the shore watching the water. Attack and retreat. Over and over. Forever. A song that never ends. White crested waves like teeth twist around my ankles pulling me deeper. Pulling me under. I try to scream, but there is no sound down here. Under the waves.

The watery images fade, and sleep slowly falls away, replaced by a familiar dull ache filling my chest cavity. The ache hasn’t subsided with the distance, or the days. Of course it hasn’t. I could go to the moon and feel no less broken because I can run from people, but I can’t run from myself. Or from my memories, because memories are who we are, carved in bone, written on hearts, and coded into every cell in the body.

But what if I don’t like who I am?

My mouth is so dry and fuzzy that swallowing is an effort. Something has crawled into my mouth and died a slow and smelly death. My brain pounds rhythmically. I collapse back on the bed until I can’t take the noise in my head any longer.

It’s just after six. I hate waking up early because it makes the days seem endless, stretching away with nothing but my thoughts for company. And my thoughts are a living hell.

I limp downstairs and find my shoes by the back door. Pulling them on, I let myself out as quietly as I can. The light is an assault. Maybe Alva’s right. Maybe I’m becoming a vampire after all.

I need to walk. It doesn’t matter where. I want the noise inside my head to stop. But my mind rakes over the same questions in an endless loop like I’m trapped on a demented Penrose staircase. Could I have tried harder? Was it my fault? Did I deserve it? The brain fog is denser than ever. It’s smothering me and I can’t see the end because I don’t know how to do life without Mac. I only know I can’t do it with him.

The breeze picks up as I make my way through the maze of planters towards the cliff path. I’m on the edge of the world. There’s nothing but me, the sea, and the morning sun tinting the whole sky pink. Luckily, the path is far enough from the edge to be comfortable because there are few boundaries other than the odd boulder, or massive gorse bushes tangled with honeysuckle. I don’t meet anyone until near the lighthouse, when I pass a woman walking the opposite direction, her long black hair whipped wildly by the wind.

The harbor looks different this morning because the tide’s out, and the armada of small boats lies abandoned and dejected, as though dropped by a careless child. Seaweed drips off ropes that hang like jungle vines and the air smells brinier, like in my dream. It’s deserted, just me and the sea.

Abandoning my shoes, I step onto the sand and turn right, walking along the beach until the harbor is almost out of sight, and the sand and pebbles are halted by a large cluster of swollen rocks thickly coated with a carpet of luminous green seaweed. If I squint, they could be the moldering corpse of an enormous sea monster. I stop for a moment, and fill my lungs with salty air. My thoughts are quieter here, like they can’t compete with the murmur of the water.

The urge to feel the sea against my skin is strong, like an invisible thread coiling around me. I gasp as the freezing surf skims my feet. But instead of retreating, I let the water draw me in. Just a little further. As I turn back the way I came, my eyes are pulled to a solitary figure on the harbor, legs dangling over the edge, the heels of his shoes kicking the wall, eyes locked on the book in his lap. I’m distracted, and a sharp stab of pain shoots from my right foot up my leg. It’s distant at first because my feet are cold, and the tiny pebbles are awkward to walk on. But when I try to put my foot down again, fire screams up my leg and I almost lose my footing on the shifting ground. I raise my foot tentatively. It’s not a sharp stone, or even glass. A single fish hook is embedded in my right foot. Some blood slips from the puncture wound and swirls lazily in the water. My vision blurs and my stomach rolls unpleasantly. I try to hop awkwardly out of the water, but the pebbles are slick and the gentle but insistent pull of the surf unbalances me. Stones rattle back and forth. From the harbor, the figure is watching me. I try to blend in with my surroundings, to disappear.

“Do you need a hand?” he calls, abandoning his book.

“No!” I underscore the lie with a wave and try to style out a limp, but I only succeed in losing my balance and toppling backwards. Water and embarrassment soak into me. I cringe so hard that my actual bones hurt. The embarrassment might be more painful than the hook. Okay, not really, but it’s close. To add insult to my injury, the figure on the harbor wall lowers himself down in one graceful movement and jogs towards where I lie sprawled in the surf. I try to stand, but before I can flail about any more, he’s at my side. I’m planning to insist that I’m fine despite evidence to the contrary. But he doesn’t ask if I’m okay. Instead, he offers me a hand and pulls me upright like I’m made of sponge.

“Did you stand on something?” His eyes linger for a moment too long on my eye. “Or are you just naturally clumsy?”

“Er...” I duck my head and try to laugh it off. “Maybe both?”

Of course, I end up being rescued by some really cute guy when I’m still wearing the clothes I slept in. Where are all the craggy old men when you need them? A half ponytail just dusts his shoulders. It’s black, but there’s a lot of gray, even though he can’t be much older than me. I’m definitely not swooning right now, because that would make me about as shallow as a teaspoon.

“It’s just a fish hook. It’s nothing.”

My rescuer is suddenly all serious, any amusement at my damp embarrassment fading quickly.

“Try not to put pressure on it.” He slips a muscled arm around my waist. I tense involuntarily at his touch. “You don’t want to push the hook in any further. It could get caught on muscle or muddled up with one of the bones in your foot.”

A very unmasculine noise somewhere between a groan, a whimper and a gush of air escapes my lips.

“Don’t worry.” His quick smile illuminates his whole face. “I’ve taken loads out.” His arm tightens around my waist as we start the awkward walk towards the harbor. For a second, I’m not on the beach anymore. My mouth is full of blood and my head is splitting apart and the lights are too bright and someone else has their arm around me.

“Are you okay?” His brow is furrowed, his gray eyes swimming with concern.

“Yeah.” I manage a watery smile.

“Just lean on me.”

I nod, and push the memories away. Then I slide my arm around his waist, because I don’t know what else to do with it. Beneath my fingers he’s so solid and warm, and I hate myself for noticing. We make it back to the harbor with my dignity in shreds and he helps me to the nearest bench.

“I just need to grab the first aid kit from the boat,” he says. “Don’t go anywhere.”

Ha. It doesn’t hurt too bad if I don’t move it. Walking is out of the question.

He kneels in front of me and lifts my foot carefully onto his lap. His calloused hands are rough against my skin, but so gentle. Across the knuckles of his left hand, he has the word ‘hold’ tattooed. I can’t read what’s written on his other hand because it’s cradling the heel of my foot. I don’t want to watch, but I can’t tear my eyes away from him.

“Are you on holiday?” he asks, looking up at me through eyes that are a kaleidoscope of gray under heavy black eyebrows.

“Yeah. I just got here yesterday.”

There’s another tattoo on his upper arm. Coiling tentacles wrap around his bicep emphasizing its perfect curve before disappearing under the sleeve of his faded blue Blondie t-shirt. I'm uncomfortably aware that I didn’t even brush my teeth this morning.

“Where are you staying?”

“With my aunt.”

“Who's your aunt?” He lifts his eyes from my foot for a moment. His eyelashes are unreasonably long. Movie star long.

“A-Alva?”

He grins. “You must be Sam.”

Does every stranger on this island already know who I am? I must look confused, or alarmed because he adds, “Sorry, it's a small island."

“Yeah.” I’m a real witty conversationalist.

“I just need to press down a fraction to disengage the barb and then pull it out, okay?”

“Okay.” Not okay.

“On three?”

I nod mutely.

“One, two—” Yank. There is a sharp pain and then it’s over. I sag against the bench as my whole body turns to jelly.

“You’re good to go.” He secures a plaster over the cut. “Just clean it regularly for a few days. You don’t want to get an infection.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. Where are your shoes by the way?” He tucks a stray strand of gray hair behind his ear.

Christ. My shoes. Could this be any more mortifying? “Um...they’re just on the beach by the path. I can—” But he’s already jogging to get them before I can badly articulate another sentence. I make a show of pretending
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