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For the luckiest




Prologue

‘Sure you’re not coming down with us, Cass?’

My dad was leaning on our fence, facing across the sun-browned field to the sea, and he glanced back over his broad shoulder at me. It was late into the season, early September, so his face was weathered and darkly tanned, his natural paleness only visible in the crevices of the crow’s feet around his blue eyes.

He looked disappointed. He was always disappointed when I said no. He could not imagine a world where anyone willingly refused a dive, especially me.

And I gave him some casual, offhand answer, I can’t even remember what it was – perhaps I said I was tired. Perhaps I lied and said I was coming down with a summer cold. All I knew was that it was my day off and I didn’t want to dive the Undine that day. I wanted to lie on the deck of the boat in my tiny green bikini, to sunbathe, to read, but mostly, if I was honest, to fantasise about my kinda-sorta boyfriend Ben.

I didn’t realise it, but this was to be my last real memory of my father.

That said, I know I must have spoken to him afterwards – he would have stood behind me in the little wheelhouse of the Mustang Sally, ‘backseat steering’ as my mother would have said, laughing. He never trusted me to find the bobbing hazard buoy, despite having done it a thousand times before.

He would have muttered instructions and observations as the other three suited up, and everybody checked each other’s gear, and would have made rubbish little jokes and offered that tiny nervous cough of a chuckle after them, as had been his habit his whole life.

It’s funny that he had these anxious tics above the surface of the water. Below it, his unruffled bravery was a matter of legend. Complete strangers had approached me all my life, in dive shops and bars and on social media, to tell me about it, and about how inspirational he was to them.

I remember other things about that day instead. I remember that my sister Sid had on an expensive new drysuit with pink flashes on the sides, and I had to fasten it up for her while she wriggled within like an eel to get comfortable. I could smell the coconut oil she smeared on her long curtain of glorious fair flyaway hair to protect it against the salt, something our mother had taught us to do. Beneath our feet the Mustang Sally tossed us gently up and down, tugging against her anchor, and it made us both giggle as we fell against each other.

‘Stand still. You’ll get your hair caught in the zip,’ I said.

‘All right, all right, hurry up.’ Sid loved to dive, was impatient to get into the water.

‘Hold on … there. Done. That suit is way too small.’

‘Cass, it’s supposed to be tight …’

I took half a step back from Sid as the boat rocked beneath my feet and bumped backwards into Adam, who was holding Sid’s diving belt, threaded with her weights.

‘Oh, sorry,’ I said, righting myself.

He laughed. ‘It’s no problem.’ His hand was momentarily around my arm, steadying me. It felt warm against my skin. ‘The sea’s lively today, eh?’

Adam had just started work at Blue Horizons a couple of weeks ago – he’d come down from a dive shop on the Scottish borders, murmuring something about ‘family reasons’ in his low Southern accent. It seemed indelicate to pry any further.

And just like all the new guys, he had made a beeline for Sid before the end of his first week.

I walked back to the bench and slumped down next to Jimmy as Adam decorously hung the weight belt around Sid’s waist. He checked the strap while she tested her regulator with a short, huffing breath, distantly oblivious to him.

‘Another one bites the dust,’ Jimmy muttered under his breath, raising a dark eyebrow at me. He was already in full kit, only his face poking out of his drysuit.

I’ve known Jimmy for most of my life, or at least ever since we came to Anvil Point as little girls. He and his wife Mandy had just moved up from Bradford a year or so before we arrived. It was they who took care of us when my parents flew all over the world to dive.

He was the nearest thing Sid and I had to an extended family.

‘Hmm.’ I gave him a tiny smile.

‘Everyone ready?’ called Dad.

There was a murmur of assent.

‘We’ll be forty-five minutes, Cass, if that,’ said Dad, advancing to the back of the boat.

‘Okay.’ I shrugged at the ocean all around. I don’t think I was even looking at him. ‘I’ll be here. Have fun.’

I remember that they all jumped off the transom of the boat one by one, each with a thunderous splash – my dad, Sid, Adam, Jimmy – but by then they were covered by their diving masks – they had become faceless, neoprene beings as they splashed down into the royal blue of the Atlantic, only Sid identifiable by her too-tight pink flashes.

They would have gathered, a bobbing quartet, before my dad raised his hand at me. I doubtless waved back as they vanished beneath the surface in a stream of bubbles.

I can’t remember that part exactly, but I think, if anything, I was probably pleased to see them go, already fishing my novel and water bottle out of my backpack, my patterned beach towel under my arm. Finally, I would get some peace and quiet.

We had come out to check on the wreck of the Undine, which had sunk in mysterious circumstances more than twenty years ago. It lay some hundred feet beneath the Mustang Sally and had somehow become our responsibility.

My dad was a famous person in our small but international community, an athlete with a life of firsts – the first to dive to the bottom of the Manniton Hole in the Caribbean, the first to sound out the southern reaches of the Black Belly Cavern System beneath the Appalachians, and the first to explore the wreck of HMS Chivalry and take those fantastic images of its silent, coral-studded gundeck, with that great white shark looming out of the darkness of the hold like a pale revenant, its belly shining in the gloom.

He’d had handsome sponsorship deals in his time, most of which had gone into sending me and Sid to private school.

Now he had ‘retired’, allegedly, to concentrate on running the dive school off the Cornish coast where he was born. But as Sid and I constantly chirruped at him, he was doing the exact same things, just in less exotic places and for much less money.

I rolled out my towel on top of the wheelhouse, checked the time on my phone – 3:14 p.m. They would be gone for three-quarters of an hour, tops – they would just check that the wreck was still safe, that the trail plaques were still readable, and that nobody was stealing from or damaging the wreck in the meantime. It was a box-ticking exercise.

Ruffling the pages of my book to find my place, I felt again that little stab of guilt that I’d not offered to accompany them.

I was leaving – heading out to Australia for my year’s secondment at the Institute of Oceanography – and it would be the first time I’d left my dad and Sid since my mum died two years ago. I was conscious I should be spending more time with him.

Sid will still be here when you go, I reminded myself. She’s the eldest, anyway. You’re not totally abandoning him.

Then why did it feel like I was?

I let out a long sigh, and my brow fell on to my forearms and their slimy residue of sunscreen.

Maybe I shouldn’t go.

After all, Ben was here.

Hmm, Ben. I picked up my phone, checking it for texts.

I’d been seeing Ben since late July. He’d told me, as we lay spooned around one another in his room up above the Wreckers, that he’d be thinking about me every day, and the thought of his warm voice, his large and sensitive hands, filled me with a low, sweet yearning that made my belly flutter as it pressed against the towel.

‘Maybe you could visit me,’ I’d said. ‘In Queensland.’ I’d tried to sound casual, unforced, as though suggesting that we buy an ice cream on the beach.

His face had frozen for a second.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ but I’d heard that hesitation, and he knew I had.

I shouldn’t have said that, I thought, smiling at him, shrugging it off. I was always pushing him too hard. He kept telling me he wasn’t ready for a relationship, for commitment, after what had happened with his last girlfriend, but I just couldn’t seem to stop.

I turned over on the towel and shut my eyes against the blazing sun.

After what seemed a long while of trying and failing to read, I glanced at my watch.

It read 4:05 p.m.

I frowned, surprised, and sat up, scanning the horizon.

I wouldn’t have described myself as worried, even then, though my dad had always been a stickler for keeping to a dive plan. They were all experienced divers, after all, with air tanks that we’d filled that morning with Nitrox, using our own compressor. Under normal circumstances, any one of them could have made that air last for up to an hour if they had to.

But I felt, despite the glorious sunshine, the glittering ocean, that familiar sense of chill disquiet that came over me whenever I thought about the Undine, locked in the rocky embrace of the sea’s floor beneath my feet. She was, after all, a mass grave – a rusting steel mausoleum where everyone on board had drowned.

I stood up, stretched, fooling myself that I had meant to get up anyway, that I’d had enough sun, and it wasn’t that I wanted to go down to the deck and look for their heads breaking the surface.

After all, I reasoned to myself, pulling on my light shirt against a wind that suddenly felt faintly cold, they may have just found something interesting down there. I shaded my eyes against the glare, scanned the shifting surface of the water.

Come on, I thought. Come on, come on now.

My hair stirred in the rising wind.

Suddenly, a sign.

It was a popping trail of bubbles, some hundred feet away, too far away from the boat. One black-clad head, then another.

I breathed a sigh of relief. At last. I waved over towards them.

But there was no wave back. Instead, they both raised their arms out of the water, and with a shiver of dread I recognised the diver’s distress signal.

I couldn’t tell who it was at this distance, but I thought one of them might be Jimmy.

Nor could I turn the boat towards them. Not till I was sure they were all on the surface. I couldn’t risk scraping the whirring propellers over their heads.

‘What is it?’ I screamed at them.

No answer. Just that arm signal, twice more.

And then two more heads bobbed to the surface, and I was in the wheelhouse, turning the Mustang Sally around, and she was responding slowly, all too slowly, and as I drew near I could see Sid in her pink flashes, her mask and regulator thrown back, and in her arms my father floated, eyes closed, as still and pale as the dead of the Undine ever were, with a thin foam of blood dripping out of his nose and into the dark blue water.




Two Years Later




1

‘It’s nearly dark out there – look.’

Livvy had climbed up on the overstuffed gold brocade sofa to peep through the ancient windowpanes. Empty glasses sour with beer and abandoned playing cards were strewn at her bare feet as she pointed her narrow, freckled face through a chink in the heavy curtains.

‘Well, yeah,’ said Jake, in contemptuous deadpan. ‘It will do that. It’s fucking night.’

It wasn’t even funny, or remotely clever, but somehow the other two still fell about in hysterical laughter.

They had been doing that all day. Part of it was the booze and pills, she knew, but not all.

‘Sorry, Liv. But you just keep asking for it,’ said Jake, not looking particularly sorry, as he pushed his vaper between his pale lips and leaned his back against the foot of the armchair. A thin stream of steam burbled out of the end of the device.

She hadn’t asked for it, not really, she thought to herself, as she sank back on the cushions, but it was pointless to fight about it.

There were only two more days to go until she went home.

Then she could get on with never having to speak to any of them ever again.

When Jake had suggested this, them all coming out to his parents’ holiday house in Cornwall, she had been so thrilled to be finally accepted into their circle. There was always a buzz of excitement around Jake – he said and did whatever he wanted, and never cared what other people thought. She had fancied him like mad ever since Freshers’ Week, had contrived to be at the same parties and social events as him. That was how she had ended up befriending Hannah, an arch and willowy business admin student who had gone to school with Jake, and who Livvy wasn’t sure she really liked.

Nevertheless, when Hannah had rolled up in her little green Mini five days ago, Livvy had jumped in, her bikini line freshly shaved and her scarlet and purple overnight bag slung over her shoulder. She had not looked back.

The first night had been so promising – the house was huge and amazing, with its real fireplace, and its ancient, blocky furnishings and heavy fabrics, its retinue of stopped clocks. It was like something out of a du Maurier novel, she said, and Jake had merely shrugged.

He told her it had belonged to his Cornish grandparents, and they had died too recently for anyone to sell it yet without paying massive taxes on it. He was lying on the gold brocade sofa at the time, staring up at the mock Georgian chandelier. Livvy had admired the way his thick, dark eyelashes fluttered over his hazel eyes like moths’ wings, while simultaneously marvelling at the idea of being able to own two houses at once and be in no hurry to sell either one.

He’d seen her watching him and offered her a slow, wicked smile that made her heart pound a frantic bassline.

Everyone had been exhausted after the long drive, and there had been a frenzy of hugging. They had played cards and drank, the others making mean little comments about some friends who had cried off at the last minute, before erupting into peals of cruel laughter. Livvy had stayed mostly silent, smiled too much, stirred restlessly.

The next morning she woke, hung-over and hungry, and decided to shake off her misgivings. She had been longing for this holiday so much, she told herself, that there was bound to be a sense of anti-climax now she was finally here. She was just tired after the long drive, and having to cope with Hannah, who had a talent for issuing occasional barbed compliments that did nothing but make her feel insecure (‘Love your make-up! I could never get away with that eyeshadow …’)

But Livvy hadn’t known at the time that this would now be the pattern for their days and nights. Jake didn’t want to swim or hike or explore, which meant that the others didn’t want to either. Instead they hung around the house, only leaving for meals and big rounds of drinks at the Jolly Wreckers, the pub in the village, lavish outings which burned through Livvy’s tiny reservoir of funds at a terrifying rate. They didn’t even want to sit on the beautiful pale beaches with her – Hannah had merely drawled that ‘the sun is really bad for my skin, but don’t let me stop you, Liv.’

Instead, Jake had stayed in and played tunes on his laptop, nodding along complacently with every beat. Seamus had urged him at one point to keep the noise down, and this made Jake turn the music up, till the heavy old house shook and an incipient headache lurked constantly between Livvy’s brows, waiting for its moment to spring forth.

Within twenty-four hours her crush had died stillborn in the cramped, monotonous conditions. Jake wasn’t some free-thinking maverick or rebel, merely a petulant child used to getting his own way.

I am such an idiot, she had mumbled into the soft feather pillows of her bed, her eyes wet with fury, after he’d spent the evening making fun of her accent – ‘Eee Mum, I’m missing Corunn-ay-tion Street’ – and she understood that his needling hostility towards her was growing because he realised, on some subconscious level, that she had gone off him.

And since Hannah was her lift, and Hannah was going nowhere – hanging on Jake’s every word, squawking out loud laughter at all his shitty jokes – and Livvy was flat broke, she was stranded here until at least Friday.

It was suddenly all more than she could bear.

‘I’m just going to stretch my legs,’ she said, getting to her feet.

‘Get some firewood while you’re out there,’ called Jake to her departing back. ‘Can’t all be living in mammoth skins and clubbing sabretooth tigers like you Northerners.’

Again, that peal of asinine laughter as she forced her feet into her pumps.

‘Go fuck yourselves,’ she murmured as she slammed out of the kitchen door into the garden, disappointed that she’d not had the courage to say it loud enough for them to hear.

By the time she crossed the field to the dark shape of the woodshed she was already texting, the evening dew wetting her feet through her thin cloth shoes:


Mum – pls can u lend me money 2 cm home tmrw am??? [image: ] Can’t afford the train! Promise I’ll pay u back from September student loan!!! Lxxx



A beat, then she added:


Missed u loads!!!!! Lxxx [image: ]



She stopped, staring into the phone, waiting, all around her the field growing darker. The woodshed was already little more than an oblong lump against the dark smudge of yew hedge. The bars of the metal farm gate shone palely in the last rags of dusk, and the lane beyond was empty.

A cool breeze ruffled through the thin tendrils of hair on the back of her neck, and it smelled of the sea.

She realised she was holding her breath.


More?! You already owe us 400. Are you ok? [image: ] X



She was light-headed with relief, giddy, and she had a flash of insight then into how miserable, how distressed she had been.


Yes! I’m fine. Just want to get home. Thank u!!!! [image: ] Lxxx [image: ]



There was no reply then, not for the longest time, and Livvy started to grow anxious, fidgeting with her clunky amber necklace, the phone in her hand a little glowing beacon in the dusk, and now the brightest thing for miles around.

She was distracted by a faint whistling.

Someone idling up from the village, along the farm lane – probably a dog walker. She waited for them to pass the farm gate, but strangely they did not appear.

The sound of footsteps ceased.

She frowned into the empty darkness around the gate, with a flicker of trepidation.


How much are we talking? Another 200? x



Livvy’s heart soared. She was leaving.


YES!!! Tha



‘Excuse me? Hello?’

A man was standing against the metal gate. His voice was vaguely muffled, and she could just make out a scarf drawn around his mouth and nose.

Livvy jumped, nearly dropping her phone, and let out a little shriek.

‘Sorry! Didn’t mean to startle you.’ He stood back from the gate, his head turning up and down the farm lane, as though searching for something. He was holding what looked like a map. ‘I think I’m lost. I’m looking for Anvil Point?’

‘Oh,’ said Livvy.

She knew the way to the village. She’d taken it the first day, with her towel stuffed into her canvas tote bag, her jaunty sunglasses perched above her forehead despite the faint grey mist.

‘It’s that way,’ she pointed to the right. ‘Back the way you came.’

‘It is? Yeah?’ He took another few steps backwards, nearly vanishing into the darkness. ‘I … Oh, thanks.’ He glanced at the map. ‘But it looks like the road forks – which way do I go?’

She did not remember a fork in the road, but that did not mean that there wasn’t one.

She approached the gate, reluctantly, not sure why but there was something about him that didn’t sit right with her. Some people were still wearing masks, of course, she thought, regarding the scarf pulled up to just under his nose. But who did that on a deserted country lane?

Still, she didn’t want to appear rude.

‘If you just follow the main path,’ she said, staying a careful few feet away from the gate, ‘you should be all right.’

‘Oh, okay,’ he said. He was peering at the map again, and she realised, with a flutter of horror, what was bothering her.

It was barely light enough to see his eyes.

There’s no way he could read a map in this.

She swallowed, hard.

She had to get away.

‘Anyway, it’s not far, only twenty minutes.’ Her voice was high, tense, and he glanced up sharply at her.

‘Is that so?’

And there was something else in there now, a visceral familiarity, something warm and gloating.

Run, said a voice inside her head.

Just run.

Livvy abandoned politeness, abandoned dissemblance, and started to pound back across the field, but already she could hear the steel sing as he vaulted up over the gate, and though the house was only five minutes away, with the golden light shining out through the chinks in the heavy curtains, it might as well have been on the other side of the world.

She opened her mouth to scream and a kind of tangled hitching noise came out, little more than a squeak.

And as she did his hand curled fast in her thin dark hair, hurting her – he was so fast, how was he so fast?

‘What’s your rush?’ he breathed into her ear, his voice smiling, almost playful, as his arm locked around her throat and she was pulled backwards across the grass, her heels digging frantically into the earth to stop her progress.

Livvy struggled, clawed at him, tried to kick him, tried to scream, until he punched her so hard in the side of the head that her vision wavered and the few sprinkling stars in the sky above doubled.

She was limp with terror as he dragged her into the covering darkness of the woodshed, and the sky vanished.

He did not speak again.




2

‘You all right there, love?’

I blinked myself awake, an act that felt like swimming upwards through a sea of wallpaper paste.

When I had left our house of mourning almost two years ago, my plans had been simple – to complete my year’s internship in Australia, then to return to Britain the following summer. Sid had been adamant that I go – she would take care of the business – something she had been primed to do since Dad had acquired it, and she was, despite our loss, surrounded by good friends. Our dive shop, Blue Horizons, would be fine.

Reluctantly, I’d got on the plane.

But despite everything, happiness had stolen up on me from behind, like a kidnapper. I was seduced by Australia, by the blue depths of the Pacific. I became submerged in the work – quite literally, most days. By Christmas, I was barbecuing swordfish on the blazing beach with my housemates while we drank ice-cold lager, and even though every new experience, every new friend, made me conscious of the void that existed where I would be telling Dad about this, somehow it grew less hollow, less bitter, as time drew on.

Sid also seemed to be recovering, slowly but surely. The dive school was thriving, she told me, and sometime in late October, a month after I left, she started seeing Adam. That Christmas, he surprised her by jetting her off to somewhere in the Dominican Republic (she sent a flurry of images to my phone, of them both lounging on beaches and holding on to brightly coloured and plumed cocktails, smiles and heart emojis scattered over all her communiqués like digital glitter).

I couldn’t have been happier for her, and I thought Dad would have been happy for her too, though I must confess I was a little surprised.

I wouldn’t have thought Adam was her type.

At any rate, I told myself, I would soon be home for the summer, and able to judge for myself what her type was.

But then Covid had happened, the destroyer of lives and all plans. By March the next year the borders were closed. In the meantime, Blue Horizons was forced to shut its doors and all lessons stopped. Even if I’d come home, I would merely have been another mouth to feed.

I’d had no choice but to stay away, and to keep staying away.

The upshot of this was that I had not seen my hometown for the best part of two years, and my exhaustion and homesickness made it feel insubstantial, as though I had turned a corner in a dream and found myself here, rather than travelling ten thousand miles to arrive.

‘Yeah, sorry, just tired,’ I said, hoping that would be the end of the conversation.

The taxi driver’s eyes flickered towards me in his rear-view mirror, like a bright chirpy bird’s.

‘Oh yeah?’

I think I was out of luck.

My eyes fluttered shut again. I am just resting them, I told myself. I am not falling asleep. Honest.

‘Come far, then?’ he asked, after a few moments.

I’d been travelling for forty hours at that point, at least twenty-three of them spent crushed into a tiny economy seat on an airplane.

Small talk was the very last thing in the world I wanted just then.

‘Yeah, from Queensland.’

‘Have fun?’

‘I … yeah.’ I sighed, softened. ‘Still, it’s nice to be back.’

I let my eyes slide closed again.

‘So where are you headed to in Anvil Point?’

‘Blue Horizons,’ I said, happy for once to be offering tangible information that would get me closer to my goal. ‘The house, that is, not the dive school.’

‘Oh yeah, I know the house, all right. Up on the cliff. To be honest, I thought the dive school was shut.’

‘No,’ I said, finding the energy through my exhaustion to be surprised. ‘It opened again six weeks ago.’

‘Yeah? If you say so.’ He glanced at me in the mirror. ‘Used to be really popular, it did, now, not so much.’

I stirred on the backseat of the cab, unpleasantly surprised.

Sid had been so effusive in her calls, then her emails as her calls petered out (‘Always so busy!’ she’d write). She never seemed to stop.

In fact, it was this busyness that had finally lured me back across the equator. Blue Horizons was horrendously short-staffed, said Sid. There had been something hesitant, almost wistful in her words, and I realised instantly what was being asked of me.

Jean-Paul, my supervisor at the Institute, had been very understanding.

‘We will hold your role for you as long as we can, Cassandra,’ he’d said, his long, thin fingers stroking through his beard. ‘We’d love to have you here full-time. And I know your family is important to you. But as for the visa situation …’

I knew what he meant. There was no knowing how long it would be before the backlog in visas that Covid had caused in Australia would be sorted. The borders were still closed. If I left the country now, it was not clear when, if ever, I would be able to return.

I was taking a risk with my future and I knew it, but when your family calls, you have to answer.

And I wanted to see Sid.

So here I was.

‘Really?’ I asked the driver. ‘I heard the dive shop was busier than ever.’

‘You did?’ His eyes met mine in the rear-view mirror again, bright, curious. ‘Maybe. I dunno. Apparently some new guy took it over.’

A sense of relief washed over me then. He’d obviously got his wires crossed somehow.

‘My sister Sid is the owner,’ I said. ‘It’s run by a woman.’

He widened his eyes at me, as though I was the mistaken one.

‘Right.’ He blinked again, and the short, unsure way he said it made me think he was humouring me.

Exhausted as I was, I was not expecting that first flush of emotion upon turning up the winding, cracked road to Anvil Point. The village was there below, a small crowd of white-painted houses looping around the grey harbour walls and stretching up the nearby hills in narrow arteries, the sea beyond ivory and dark blue and thrashing against its pale strip of pink sand and pebbles. On the prominence overlooking Anvil Point was the cluster of buildings that was our home.

I realised I was about to start crying, facing the roll call of all who would not be here to welcome me as we cranked our way up the steep and meandering driveway to the house.

‘Where shall I set you down, love?’

We were passing the huge glasshouse structure that covered our indoor training pool. Through the windows, all was silent and empty, boxes of kit racked against the far wall.

‘The house, thanks,’ I said, trying to keep myself under control. The sea air was forcing its way in through the tiny crack in the driver’s side window and though cool, it smelled of salt and fresh air. I sucked it in, savouring the taste of home.

The taxi pulled into our gravel driveway, and he got out to unload my luggage, making theatrical little sighs at its weight. I’d been carrying this stuff across the country for the last seven hours so I was perhaps not as sympathetic as I should have been.

‘This looks heavy,’ he said mournfully, reaching for my dive kit.

‘No, it’s all right, I’ll handle that,’ I said quickly, darting forward to swing it out of the boot.

That stuff may be heavy but it’s fragile. The last place you want to find out somebody’s damaged it is a hundred feet under the surface of the sea.

I paid him, waiting for Sid to emerge from the house to greet me, but there was no sign of her.

I sighed and turned around as the taxi rumbled away, alone for the first time in hours. Not even the cat was turning up to welcome me, it seemed.

My tiredness had morphed from a kind of confused fug to something sharp, almost too alert. I was getting my second wind, perhaps, or maybe it was just a sense that something was off.

I walked up the wooden steps – they looked weathered, we had to take care of these things living so close to the sea – and now I was here I realised the whole place had a slightly neglected air. The plant pots on either side of the door had housed two lavender bushes, and both now appeared to be dead. There had always been a windchime hanging from the awning over the porch that sang out tiny atonal notes in the sea breeze, a purchase of my mother’s, and this had vanished.

I rang the bell, but instead of the sound of the buzzer I was greeted with silence.

Staring through the frosted glass of the door, I could see nobody.

I knocked this time, loudly, and stood back, waiting.

Then, like a pale flame, the distorted figure of someone who could only be Sid was making her way down the stairs. She seemed to be moving slowly, or that could have been a factor of my tiredness. I thought of Sid as someone who was always in flight – rushing to the boat, rushing to the pub, rushing down to the sea from the beach.

This new dilatoriness made me uneasy.

The door swung open.

‘Cass!’ she cried, and I was suddenly in her arms, after a kind of weird, hesitant pause. I had only a second or so to get over my shock, to smother my surprise at the change in her.

‘Oh God,’ I gasped. ‘It’s so good to see you! You look well,’ I lied.

‘Oh, I don’t know about that.’ She wouldn’t meet my eyes. ‘How was your journey?’

‘Dreadful,’ I stammered, with a little fake laugh. ‘But it was always going to be dreadful, so let’s not even. How have you been? How’s Tallulah? What’s been going on?’

Her hair, her beautiful long golden hair was all gone – replaced by a sharp, asymmetrical bob that somehow made her look older. She’d gained about thirty pounds as well, by my guess, and it didn’t sit well on her.

More to the point, I also thought she looked tired, with dark smudges under her eyes. Sid had no business looking pale – even in the depths of winter she was constantly outdoors, constantly on the sea.

Something of my feelings, despite my best efforts, must have shown in my face.

‘It’s the hair, isn’t it?’ She twirled a couple of strands between her fingers.

I felt sick. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘It was a surprise.’

‘I know, I know. But it was such a faff to look after, you know? With working so hard it was just getting in the way.’

I stared at her. Her hair had been, to use the hackneyed old phrase, her crowning glory – a shower of pure gold that had made her look like a fairy-tale princess. The boys in town had called her Rapunzel.

‘And anyway,’ she said, still not meeting my eyes, ‘Adam likes it short. Says it shows off my bone structure more.’

‘Of course, of course, it looks great, now I’m used to it,’ I lied again. It did indeed show her bone structure off more – the slightly crooked nose from where she’d broken it against the stone pool lip as a child, and the broad chin we’d both inherited from Dad, tiny defects the hair had distracted the eye away from and which now lay exposed.

‘Anyway, I am so glad to see you. I’ve missed you so much. It must have been a wrench to leave Australia. I know you loved it there.’ And she hugged me again, and this time her hug was tight, genuine. ‘How did you leave them at the Institute? Bet they were sorry to see you go.’

‘They were lovely,’ I said, remembering my conversation with Jean-Paul. ‘They couldn’t have been nicer. They …’ I had nearly said ‘want to offer me a job’ but managed to bite this off. I could not possibly talk about leaving again so soon.

In fact, I couldn’t have, even if I wanted to. I had given up my visa and the door to Australia had slammed shut behind me. For the foreseeable future, I was here.

‘Come in, come in,’ she said, taking me by the hand with a shadow of her old impulsive intimacy, and leading me into the kitchen. ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea.’

‘Oh Sid, bugger tea,’ I laughed. ‘Have you got any wine?’

‘Oh,’ she said, stopping short so I nearly ran into her.

I squinted at her. ‘What’s up?’

‘It’s just that Adam’s planned a nice meal for later, so I was saving the wine for then. He’ll be back from the dive school at seven.’

I glanced sideways at her. Before I’d left for the journey home, the agreed plan had been to go to the local pub, the Jolly Wreckers, for dinner.

‘He wanted to cook, you see.’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Okay then. That’s great.’

Though, if I’m being honest, my heart sank a little. I’d been hoping to set off for the Wreckers as soon as may be.

I wanted to run into Ben again.

When my dad died, Ben and I had trailed off – with the funeral, the organising, ultimately my leaving – we had mutually agreed to end it.

But eight months later, in the midst of lockdown, I’d been surprised by a new follower on my Instagram account, where I posted occasional images of sharks and other marine life I captured on camera.

This time, I’d posted a picture of myself on the patio in our Townsville house. It was sometime in June, so I was clad in a light sweater and jeans against the mild winter evening, gazing mournfully out to sea. Nine tenths of my diving had been cut so I was mostly doing research from home. I forget what the caption was, something maudlin and moody like Someday I’ll be back out there, I think – and within moments an image appeared in my DMs of Ben and me, arms around each other’s waists, laughing under the fairy lights in the Jolly Wreckers beer garden. His hair had been a fluffy dark halo around his long face.

Remember this?

We’d kept in sporadic contact since.

Maybe, I’d allowed myself to think on the way home, perhaps by now, absence had made his heart grow fonder. We could start again properly, on a new, more equal footing …

In short, I was desperate to see him.

Still, this gesture of Adam’s, to cook for me, was lovely and I was determined to appreciate it. Adam had been looking after my sister while I was away, after all. It would be good to spend quality time with them both, maybe even get them to come out to the pub with me later.

‘Sorry, Cass. There isn’t a bottle open,’ said Sid, looking anxiously into the fridge. ‘I can get you a beer …’

‘It doesn’t matter. Tea will do. I’m parched.’

As Sid moved off towards the kettle, a small grey cloud suddenly leapt up on to the table in front of me, making a series of low yowls.

‘Tallulah! How’ve you been, baby girl?’ I reached out to take her in my arms.

She wouldn’t let me hold her – from the glint in her golden eyes I was a truant and still in trouble, it seemed – and she turned small twirls on the table, as though unsure where to put herself.

I could have been imagining it, but she seemed thinner to me, her cries a little desperate.

‘Shoo! Shoo, you silly cow, get off!’ Sid glanced at me. ‘Sorry, Cass. Adam goes mad when he sees her up here.’

I almost said out loud, So? She lives here.

But I didn’t. In fairness, we were forever trying to persuade the cat not to get up on the kitchen surfaces. Instead, I picked her up despite the way she froze in my arms, and kissed her downy head, setting her in my lap.

She quitted it immediately and, with immense offended dignity, trotted out into the hallway and vanished up the stairs.

Sid threw an affectionate glance after her. ‘So, the cat’s still a bitch.’

‘Yeah.’

We talked at the kitchen table for a little while, as she shared the small news of the village and our friends, gossiping about them in a way that she would never have considered doing in her texts and WhatsApp messages.

‘Have you seen much of Ben about?’ I asked her, trying to sound nonchalant.

‘No, not really.’ She shook her head. ‘We’ve barely stopped working.’

This had been a constant theme in her calls, emails and texts – she was working so hard, working all the time, we are working 24/7 – and despite my tiredness and trepidation I couldn’t help but hold it up against what the taxi driver had told me on the way down.

‘So, how’s business been?’ I asked, deciding on a direct approach.

She went still for a long minute, as was her habit when caught in a lie, and my alarm was back with a vengeance.

‘Oh … well, you know, with the lockdown and all, and then the new place that opened up at the Lizard last year, it’s not been as much as we’d like. To be honest, Adam and Jimmy are handling all the figures now, but it’s been harder to fill the classes.’

‘I see,’ I said.

‘And there’s been a lot of staff changes as well,’ she said, looking down at her cup.

‘Yeah? Like who?’

‘Oh, Nathan left in the spring, as you know. And Elna –’

I was astounded.

‘Elna left? Elna?’

Elna was a South African who had been here for seven years and was practically a member of our family – to the point where nobody would have batted an eye if she’d sat down at our dinner table without being invited.

‘When? Did she go home?’ I asked. She’d sometimes talked about this, but with no real enthusiasm. Perhaps something had happened there and she’d had to return.

‘No.’ Sid bit her lip. ‘I think she went over to Devon in the end.’

‘Devon? Why?’

Sid looked away. ‘I dunno. Didn’t suit her here any more.’

I stared at her. ‘You never said.’

‘Well, you know, I didn’t want to worry you.’ She looked shifty. ‘I know how you get. But people told me it’s normal, when, you know, there’s a change in management, and with Dad not …’

We paused, and the moment itself seemed to tremble, this first time we had acknowledged to each other the hugeness of our loss since I had come home.

‘Yeah,’ I said softly. ‘That makes sense.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, blowing out gently. ‘It’s been a transitional period.’

I looked up sharply at her. It didn’t sound like a phrase she would use.

‘Jimmy’s still here, isn’t he?’ I asked. Shit, if Jimmy had left …

She grinned, clearly glad of the change in subject. ‘Of course! He’s still the same.’ Her gaze moved away. ‘I would have asked him up to dinner, but to be honest …’ Her voice lowered and her head dipped towards mine, though only I and possibly Tallulah were in the house. ‘I don’t think he gets on that well with Adam.’

‘No?’

‘Well, you know Jimmy. Wildly overprotective.’ She managed a little shivering false laugh. ‘Especially since Dad …’

I glanced at her, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

Jimmy had been Dad’s diving buddy that day on the Mustang Sally, so he was the one who’d been responsible for keeping an eye on him.

All we’d ever learned about his death was that Dad had been distracted away from the guideline somehow, and had swum away from Jimmy. It had been Sid who had found him next, floating unconscious ten feet below the surface, and pulled him up with her.

We think maybe that he’d been entangled or stuck in the wreck, since there proved to be nothing wrong with his equipment – and in his efforts to get free overexerted himself and used up his air that much faster than the others. Once he ran low and since he was alone, he would have faced a stark and terrifying choice – to swim to the surface from great depth too quickly before his air ran out, and risk a fatal case of the bends, or to drown.

It was this ascent that had killed him.

The truth was that enclosed wreck-diving is potentially dangerous, even for the most seasoned professionals, and it could have been anything that triggered his accident. We had learned to come to terms with the idea that we would never really know the details.

‘You’ll probably see Jimmy tonight in the pub.’ Sid raised an eyebrow at me. ‘He’s not stopped asking about you. You always were his favourite.’

‘Stop it,’ I said, and yawned hugely, not taking the bait. ‘Sid, I literally cannot keep my eyes open. I have to lie down just for a bit if I’m going to be conscious for dinner.’ I gave her a rueful smile.

She didn’t smile back, looked embarrassed. ‘Um, Cass, sorry, your bedroom isn’t ready – we didn’t have time. Can you go in the guest room until we sort it out?’

‘What? Oh, don’t worry about the bedding and all that …’ I flapped a hand at her. ‘I could sleep on a park bench, the way I feel. Can you give me a shout half an hour before?’ I stood up.

She didn’t move.

‘No, I mean Adam made that room into his office. He liked the view – sorry, we were going to change it back – we’ve been talking about it all week – but it’s just been so crazy that …’

There were soft red blotches appearing on her throat, as they did whenever she was uncomfortable.

‘It’s all right,’ I said, trying to sound cheerful, though there was no denying that I felt the dull ache of disappointment tightening my throat.

I would have thought that Sid would have been as excited to see me as I was to see her. If our situations had been reversed, getting her room ready would have been part of that pleasure.

I had, after all, blown nearly all of my meagre inheritance from Dad in buying a horrendously overpriced ticket to return here.

‘Cass, I’m really sorry.’ She knew me, after all. Her voice had gone up an octave, almost trembling, and this, too, was new.

Usually, when Sid was pressured, she found the best form of defence was attack.

‘Just go in the guest room tonight and we’ll move it all back in the morning, yeah?’

I smiled at her, crushed my feelings down. ‘Yeah. Sure thing.’
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When I woke the sun was setting outside – and I was lost, disoriented – where was I?

I was in the tiny, cramped guest room, my suitcase standing upright at the foot of my bed like a sentry, and through the small window I could see the patch of lighting from the kitchen. There was a radio playing somewhere, and the sound of the sink being filled with rushing water. There were also quiet voices, having hushed conversations.

At my back, Tallulah stirred with a soft sigh. At some point she must have come in and lain down on the bed.

I sat up, my neck stiff, my eyes and throat dry. Within me the ache for more sleep was like a physical pain. I glanced at my phone. It was nearly eight o’clock.

I staggered to my feet, into the bathroom. I felt filthy and travel-stained, so I decided on a quick shower, letting the cool water wake me while I considered all that I had learned so far.

Despite everything, I couldn’t shake my disquiet. The change in Sid was too great. Could it really all be explained by grief?

And hard on the heels of this, a sharp memory from my journey.

Apparently some new guy has taken over.

Come on, I told myself. You’re just tired and overwrought.

You just need to give things a chance.

Coming out of the shower I briskly towelled off and put on a T-shirt and leggings. I was raking a comb through my hair in front of the mirror when there was a knock on the door.

‘Two secs,’ I called out.

On the other side was Adam, looking just like I remembered him, with his square face and large grey eyes.

‘Oh, hi …’

‘Hey Cass!’ he said, and to my surprise lunged in and engulfed me in a huge bear hug. I could feel his arms flex around my waist, his breath on my shoulder, my breasts crushed against his chest.

I froze, too astonished to move, as with a final squeeze he let me go.

‘Welcome home! Sorry about the mix-up with your room. It’s just got such a great view, and with one thing and another we forgot to change it back in time. We’ll sort it out tomorrow.’ He hitched up a wide smile. ‘Hope you’re hungry!’

‘I … sure, sure, I haven’t eaten since this morning.’

‘Come on down when you’re ready. Can I get you a glass of wine?’

Finally, some good news.

‘Um, sure, yeah, that would be lovely …’

‘Red or white?’

‘Oh, white, please. I’ll be down in two ticks.’

He smiled again, vanished.

I watched him retreat down the hall, swing round the bannister, his feet thumping quickly all the way down the stairs, as though he had inherited Sid’s missing energy.

When I tramped downstairs, my wet hair wrapped up in a towel, I saw that the table had already been laid. The barbecue grill had been lit in the back garden, and through the open windows I smelled charcoal and smoke.

As I emerged into the kitchen, Sid looked up from where she was mashing potatoes by the stove, her face flushed with the effort, her pale blue top damp with sweat and steam. It was a little burst of shock to see her without her gorgeous hair again, but I quickly suppressed it.

‘How do you feel?’ she asked.

‘Much better,’ I said, drawing out a chair, and I smiled at her, because she seemed strangely anxious. There was a full glass of white sitting on the table, so I presumed this was my place. ‘Can I help with anything?’

‘Oh no, no, it’s all done nearly.’ She was back to pummelling the potatoes. ‘So you slept okay?’

‘Oh yeah. Like a log. I’m going to stay up now. Somebody told me that the way round jet lag is to force yourself into your normal routine.’

Sid nodded. ‘Good plan.’ Then she gave me a sly little wink. ‘And that way you get to head off to the pub and check on Ben before bedtime.’

She grinned, and suddenly I recognised the old Sid, perhaps for the first time since I had arrived.

But something caught at my attention in what she’d said, like a snagged thread.

‘Well, you’re coming to the pub too, aren’t you?’

Her eyes widened, then moved away shiftily.

‘Oh, I’d love to, but I’m just exhausted, Cass. Another night, yeah?’

‘Sure,’ I said brightly, trying to keep the brittle disappointment out of my voice. ‘Of course.’ I decided to change the subject. ‘What’s for dinner?’

‘Steak,’ said Sid.

‘Fantastic,’ I said. My mouth was watering.

‘Hey hey, ladies,’ said Adam, carrying in a big plate, its contents covered in a white tea towel. ‘Hope you’re hungry!’

He came up behind Sid and kissed the crown of her head. ‘Mmm, looks great.’

‘I’ve tried to get all the lumps out.’ She sounded distressed. ‘Think it’s …’

‘It’ll be fine.’ He put the plate down on the table, glanced over at me. ‘So how was Australia?’ he asked. ‘You know, Sid never actually told me what you were doing over there. Some kind of ocean science, right?’

‘Yeah, I was seconded to the Institute of Oceanography for a year. Well, that was the plan.’ I shrugged helplessly. ‘In the beginning. Just a year. To study sharks.’

‘Sharks?’ He peered at me in amusement as he picked through the cutlery drawer, raised an eyebrow.

‘Yep.’

‘What sort of sharks?’

I drifted for a moment, lost in happy memories. ‘Well, all kinds really, but the main project was about grey nurse sharks and the effect of shark culling techniques on their population.’ I sipped the wine. ‘Y’know, sharks don’t get great press, and it affects how humans deal with them …’

He laughed, hugely, abruptly, as though I had said something patently absurd. ‘They have to be free,’ he sang, opening his arms dramatically. ‘To live, to love, to eat people …’

I raised an eyebrow at him. ‘They very rarely eat people.’

‘They only have to eat you once, Cass.’ He gestured at me with the fistful of steak knives he was holding.

‘Maybe,’ I conceded with a laugh. I glanced over to Sid, to include her, but she was not looking at us, still focused on pounding the potatoes.

‘So, I presume you saw lots of sharks,’ said Adam.

‘Not as many as I would have liked.’ I sighed. ‘Once the lockdown started I spent a fair amount of time confined to barracks. But I got out a few times, at least in the beginning.’

‘Well, it sounds a great life,’ he said with a sigh. ‘All right for some.’

‘Maybe.’ I took another sip of the cool Pinot Grigio and pulled the towel off my head, letting my hair free to dry in the warm air. ‘Are you sure I can’t help with anything?’ I asked.

‘Absolutely not.’

Sid set down the dish of mashed potato on the table and Adam moved to sit down – not taking the seat opposite me, but instead moving to the head of the table, pulling the chair out, settling into it.

I froze.

He was peering at me, surprised. ‘Is something wrong?’

The chair at the head of the table had always been my dad’s place. A palimpsest of memories flooded in then – Dad sitting there dishevelled, fresh out of bed, monosyllabic until every drop of his coffee was finished, while the morning sunlight bathed him. Dad sitting there in the low dusk, surrounded by friends, a glass of wine at his elbow, telling some tale of his adventures in the depths of the sea. Dad sitting there, his face lit up in wonderment and delight, as I told him about being accepted for my internship, my impending trip to Australia …

To now see someone else scrape that chair across the floor, sit in it, lean back against that wall, was suddenly more than I could bear.

Pull yourself together, I told myself firmly. He’s not doing it deliberately.

Stop making this weird.

Or at least any weirder.

I hitched up an apologetic smile. ‘No, no, I’m fine. Sorry, I’m a bit spacy. My head doesn’t know what time zone I’m in.’ I rubbed my eyes, wondered if I was kidding anybody. ‘I keep tuning out. I’ll be better with something to eat.’

‘Well, that’s a hint if ever I heard one,’ Adam replied archly, glancing over at Sid, who was sliding into the chair next to him. He drew off the tea towel from the plate he’d brought in.

Beneath it lay a mass of burnt meat in a pool of its own blood.

Sid actually clapped her hands together in delight. ‘Oh, it looks fabulous!’

I wanted
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