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Historical Note

In 1788, a fleet of eleven British ships landed on a shore almost 10,000 miles from England. The ships carried convicts whom the overburdened British prison system could no longer hold. A significant minority hailed from Ireland, which had been under British colonial rule for centuries. Exiled from their homelands, the convicts were put to work to create a new penal colony called New South Wales. Over the next eighty years, British authorities transported thousands of convicts to New South Wales and the nearby colonies of (as they were then called) Van Diemen’s Land, Brisbane and the Swan River Colony. In 1901, these and other surrounding colonies united to become Australia.

The First Australians, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, had thrived on the land for millennia before the arrival of those ships. It is estimated that over 250 languages – reflecting distinct nations with distinct cultures – were spoken in Australia prior to 1788. British invasion was devastating for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Their lands were taken from them. Many lost their lives to colonial violence and imported disease. Following 1788, First Nations peoples were subject to racist policies that aimed to ‘assimilate’ them into white Australian society, an attempt to deprive  them of their language and culture as well as their land. The effects of this are still felt today.

This is a painful legacy and one that is not mine to write about. Nor is it my place to write about the enduring agency of First Nations peoples and their conservation of language, culture and connection to Country. I would encourage you to seek out their stories. The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, accessible at aiatsis.gov.au, is a good place to start.




Acknowledgement of Country

Comber Bay is a fictional place, inspired by my treasured memories of staying with family in Batemans Bay, on the south coast of New South Wales. I would like to acknowledge the Walbunja people, the Traditional Custodians of that land, and pay my respects to Elders both past and present.




The ocean has its silent caves

Nathaniel Hawthorne, ‘The Ocean’





PART ONE




PROLOGUE

She breathes in time with the sea.

In.

The waves crash against the rocks, frothing through the mouth of the cave. Icy on her toes, her shaking thighs.

Out.

The tide sucks away, leaving offerings in its wake. A glistening rope of seaweed. Pieces of shell, pearled as bone.

She grits her teeth but the pain rips through her – a bright, shocking thing – and the next breath is a scream.

Another contraction, her cry swallowed by the thundering waves. She knows she is safe in her dark cave, with its slick rocks and its steady drip of salt. But the sea is hungry and it must be fed.

She places a shaking hand between her legs, feels the baby’s skull with its bloodied caul.

Now.

She lifts the fabric of her dress, bunching it into her mouth, biting down hard on the cloth, her body gathering itself together. One more push and she howls, her body split open until it is empty, spent, and the child is in her arms. She touches the tiny starfish hands; the half-closed eyes; the shell pink lips.

She allows herself this one, precious moment. And then she rises, trembling, her child mewling at her breast.

Below the entrance to her cave, the sea churns over the rocks, waiting.
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LUCY


MONDAY, 11 FEBRUARY 2019

Hamilton Hume University

Broken Hill, NSW

Australia

900 kilometres inland

It’s the scream that wakes her.

The room smells of must and sleep. She can feel the rapid beat of a pulse, the tender cords of a throat. Fingernails rake at her hands.

A grey dawn filters through the slats in the blinds, and in its light Lucy sees Ben below her, his eyes bright with fear. A blood vessel has burst in his left sclera, forming a red star. She stumbles back from the bed.

‘Lucy,’ he splutters, one hand clawing at his neck. ‘What the—’

The words choke out of him, his voice strangled.

Strangled. Her hands on his neck, the bulge of his eyes.

She’d been strangling him.

He sits up in bed, switches on a lamp. She bucks away from it like an animal. There is movement outside, in the corridor. A knock at the door.

‘Ben, mate? Are you all right? I thought I heard—’

She moves slowly, as if through water. Her pulse hammers at her throat. The knocking intensifies; Ben is coughing now. Calling for help.

The press of the door at her back. She grasps the doorknob with sweaty fingers, uses it to ground herself. The door is already unlocked, the faulty dead bolt jangling. She wrenches it open, pushes past Nick, Ben’s room-mate, and runs down the corridor up the flight of stairs to her own room.

Once inside, she leans against the door, breathing heavily as she struggles to process what just happened. Her dorm room is pin-neat as always, the books in careful piles on her desk and bedside table. But the bedclothes are rumpled, the air stale. Her sheets feel damp, as if she’s sweated through them.

She tries to draw the events of the evening back to her. Not willing to face the canteen, she’d skipped dinner; soothing her anxious stomach with ginger tea in her favourite mug brought from home. Then she’d put on a podcast and settled in for an early night, hoping the distraction would vanquish thoughts of Ben, and what he’d done.

There’d been a dream, she remembers now: cold water licking her skin, stones digging into her feet. The scrape of rock against her skull. A man’s hot breath in her face, his fingers digging into her flesh – fear warring with the desperate need to fight, to survive—

And then she’d woken to find herself straddling Ben’s chest, her hands clawed tight around his throat. Horror sweeps through her, numbing her fingertips, her lips.

She’d been sleepwalking. Something she has never – not once in her life – done before.

She looks at her hands, watches them tremble. Had she wanted to hurt Ben – to kill him, even – after what he’d done to her? Or had it been the dream, which lingers still like a bad taste in her mouth – the gnaw of fear, that primal need to fight, to survive? It was as if some limbic part of her brain had directed her to his room, a puppet led by its master.

A panicked glance out of the window tells her that the sun is rising now, turning the sky pink. She sees a dark blur of movement in the quadrangle: a uniform with neon lettering. A campus security officer. Ben – or his room-mate, Nick – must have called after she fled.

She imagines what he’ll say: I woke up and she had her hands on my throat – she was trying to kill me. Her thoughts whirl; she tries to slow her breathing, but finds that she can’t. The panic rises and rises, an awful heat in her blood.

There’ll be an investigation, she’s sure of that. She’ll be suspended, possibly even expelled. God, could they get the actual police involved? Could she be arrested – charged – with assault?

Everything she’s yearned and worked for. Gone. She pictures Ben: bruises blooming around his throat, the gouge marks from her nails in his flesh. She did that. Even if she doesn’t remember it, even if she wasn’t awake.

But who would believe her, especially after what happened?

After all, they’ve already taken his side.

Sweat dampens her armpits, the urge to flee rising inside her.

But where can she go? She can’t go home to her parents. That would mean telling them that she, Lucy, their good girl, attacked someone. And, worse, it would mean telling them why, telling them what Ben had done. No, she could never. But then, who? Who will help her, provide refuge while she works out what to do, how to fix things?

And then the answer comes to her. She changes quickly, scrabbles inside the small cupboard for an overnight bag. Underwear. Clothes. Wet wipes. Moisturiser. Laptop. Laptop charger. A notebook. She packs with shaking fingers.

She opens the drawer of her desk, retrieves a battered postcard, runs a fingertip over the address scrawled on the back.

Cliff House, 1 Malua Street, Comber Bay.

There’s only one place she can go, one person who might understand.

The road stretches on endlessly in front of her, merging with the horizon. Around her there is nothing but empty gold scrub, miles and miles of it. Dusky pink corellas – her mother’s favourite bird – burst from a withered tree as she passes.

There are no other cars. She is alone.

She reaches to the passenger seat for her iPhone, wedges it between her thighs as she calls her sister. After several rings – Lucy holding her breath in the silence between each one – the phone clicks.

‘Jess?’ she says, hope catching like a burr in her throat. But then her sister’s pre-recorded voice comes bright and terse down the line.

‘Hi, you’ve reached Jess Martin. I’m unable to come to the phone right now—’

‘Fuck,’ Lucy whispers as she hangs up.

Her eyes well with tears, blurring the landscape in front of her.

She tells herself that it’s all right. That Jess will answer eventually, that she’ll know how to help.

Won’t she?
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LUCY


MONDAY, 11 FEBRUARY 2019

Lucy’s phone rings a few hours into the drive. She pulls over into a layby, relief thudding through her. For a moment, she’s sure it’ll be Jess, calling her back.

But the caller is her friend Em. Em, with her haywire curls and salon-sharp nails, who’d been expecting her in their 9 a.m. class. Em, who has already texted her five times.

Lol did you sleep in

Can’t believe you’ve left me to face a Monday morning lecture on my own. Harsh

Seriously though are you OK

Hey – I just saw Nick. He said you attacked Ben?! Lucy, what’s going on?

Call me.

Lucy wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, takes a long, shuddering breath to compose herself.

But it’s no use. Already, her face burns with the memory: of how trusting she’d been, how foolish.

She and Ben had slept together just before the beginning of the summer holidays – the night before everyone left campus last December. Right away, it was clear that it meant more to her than it did to him: she read it in the practised way he removed her bra, the ease with which he slid inside her. She can still remember every sensation, every whispered sigh. As if she’d known, even then, that it would never happen again. After all, how could someone like Ben – Ben with his beautifully muscled shoulders and dark glossy hair – be interested in someone like Lucy?

But then, he’d surprised her. He’d texted her over the break, sending links to cat videos and Twitter memes. Once, they’d even spoken on the phone, comparing notes on the books they were reading (he bought In Cold Blood on her recommendation; she read Joe Cinque’s Consolation on his). It had felt so easy, so natural, that she was worried they were falling into friendship territory. That she would never again feel his fingertips on her thighs, his lips against her ear.

And so, just days before the start of their final year, she’d plucked up her courage and asked him if he wanted a picture. She’d never done anything like that before. For a start, no one had ever asked for one; and why would they? Who would want to see Lucy without her clothes on?

But she thought of Ben’s sigh as he sank himself inside of her, the way that he kissed the tender flesh above her collarbone. Like he didn’t see the rivulets of cracked skin between her breasts, across her ribcage. He was different, she could feel it. He was safe.

It felt like her heart ceased to beat as she waited for his reply, the minutes stretching on and on. First the blue ticks, then those thrilling words: Ben is typing.

That depends, he’d replied. On whether it’s a picture of you.

Again and again, she’d adjusted the lighting, hoping the soft glow of her bedside lamp would hide the worst of her skin. She must have taken dozens, in the end. How badly she’d wanted to be beautiful for him.

She’d been happy with the picture she’d chosen: the dark glimmer of her eyes, the wet shine of her lips. The way the lamplight gilded the curve of her breast; the rest of her robed in silky shadow.

Wow, he’d told her. You’re gorgeous.

And she’d stared at the photo through new eyes and thought that maybe, just maybe, he was right.

She’d been so excited to get back to uni, to see him again, to pick up where they’d left off. But he avoided her eye in their Tuesday afternoon lecture, and rushed to his next class before she could say hello. The strange thing was, other people seemed to be avoiding her, too: her classmates fell back when she passed, murmuring to each other; a Red Sea of gossip.

She’d thought it was because people knew about her and Ben, that they were an item, or becoming one. She’d let herself feel a twinge of pride.

How wrong she’d been.

It was Em who saw the TikTok video first, who sent her the link.

I’m so sorry, she said. But if it were me, I’d want to know.

The shock of her own body in the video was magnified by the sick horror of its soundtrack: ‘Monster Mash’. It was all there, visible, even beneath the cruel distortion of the filter. The crusted white flesh on her torso, the silver streaks across her breasts, the insides of her wrist.

But the worst thing was the look on her face – the soft melt of trust.

Lucy flicks the indicator on before she pulls back onto the road, even though there’s no traffic – just a lone truck creaking up ahead. Her palms feel clammy on the steering wheel.

This is why she has to get away. Why no one will believe that she didn’t mean to hurt Ben – that she’d been sleepwalking, in the midst of a nightmare. That she hadn’t known what she was doing.

He hadn’t meant for it to happen, Ben said when she confronted him. Yes, he’d shared the picture with some friends on WhatsApp, but that was just something they always did. He’d never expected – he couldn’t believe! – someone would be so cruel as to put it on TikTok.

He was sorry.

Lucy swallows, remembering the caption, the comments.

Tfw your friend’s girl is a literal gorgon

Hideous

Talk about a graveyard smash

Perhaps naïvely, she’d been surprised how little the university was willing to do, how dismissive they’d been.

‘Isn’t it a crime?’ she’d asked the student welfare officer, a fortyish woman with multiple rings in each ear. ‘Sharing an intimate image without consent – I looked it up. I want to make a report to the police.’

The woman had winced, sliding a box of tissues towards Lucy, even though she wasn’t crying.

‘I’d ask that you think long and hard about taking such a step,’ she’d said. ‘I understand that you’re upset – truly, I do – but everyone makes mistakes. Something like this could really derail Ben’s life. As a mother of a son myself—’

Furious, Lucy had risen from her chair and walked out.

Hadn’t Ben derailed her life? Since the discovery of the video, she’d spent most of the week in her room. In lectures, she’d sat as close to the exit as possible, leaving before the others rose from their chairs, before a hundred heads could swivel to stare at her. The post had been removed for violating TikTok’s policy, but she had no doubt that people had taken screenshots; that it circulated still, via Facebook and WhatsApp and Snapchat. The previous day, she’d ordered a coffee from the campus café, and the boy serving her squinted with recognition before blushing a deep red.

It felt like the whole world had seen it. Like it would follow her forever.

At the welcome assembly two years before, the university chancellor had told them to look around at the students sitting on either side of them. ‘This is the best journalism course in the country,’ he’d said. ‘We have alumni working everywhere, from Sky News to the New York Times. The majority of journalists working at the Sydney Morning Herald and The Age studied at Hamilton Hume. Remember that, during your time here. The young man or woman sitting next to you isn’t just your course mate, but your future colleague.’

It was a phrase Lucy couldn’t get out of her head. All of her future colleagues had seen her disgraced. How could she possibly have a career after this?

But despite her fury, the meeting with the student welfare officer had got under her skin, planted seeds of doubt. What if the police dismissed her, too? Then she’d be out of options. Besides, Ben’s father was an employment lawyer, at a fancy firm in Melbourne. ‘The kind who represents the employers instead of the employees,’ he’d told her, with a sneer in his voice. He hated his father, he said, for ‘greasing the capitalist machine’. But Lucy doubted that hatred would prevent him from asking for help if he needed it. That’s who she’d be up against, if she made the report.

For three days, she’d faltered, unsure of what to do. And then this morning she’d found herself with her hands wrapped around Ben’s throat, like her body had made the decision for her.

Well. She can hardly tell the police about the video now, not after what she’s done.

She needs to focus on getting to Jess. On staying awake: another twelve hours to go. Her sister recently moved to Comber Bay on the south coast. Lucy’s never been there, and she only has the address because Jess sent her a postcard for her birthday in September; the same postcard that now rests on the dashboard. A cliff looming over the sea, sunset etching shadows in the rockface. Garish font announces the location as Devil’s Lookout, Comber Bay. It’s touristy, tacky – which is strange, not like Jess at all. She normally makes her own cards – if she remembers to send them, that is.

Happy birthday, Lucy, it reads. I know I’ve been distant the last few months, and I’m sorry. I’d love to see you, though, and catch up properly. Let me know if you ever want to come and stay – it’s lovely here. Anyway, hope you have a great birthday. Love always, Jess x

But for Lucy, it was too little too late. She was still hurt by how cold Jess had been the last time she’d seen her – over a year earlier, the Christmas before last, in 2017.

She had just begun to think that it might be in reach, the bond they’d shared when Lucy was younger, now frayed by years of distance. She had gone to stay with Jess in Sydney for a weekend over the previous school holidays. It had been Jess’s idea, and Lucy was nervous: she felt like such a child in the passenger seat of her sister’s car, hugging her backpack tight as Jess asked hesitant questions. Was school OK? Did she still go to choir practice? Did she still want to be a journalist?

Was she happy?

By the time they’d arrived at Jess’s poky flat in Marrickville, exhaustion thudded behind Lucy’s eyes and homesickness swelled under her ribs. But her sister had obviously worked hard to make the place presentable – fresh linens were folded on the sofa, and the zig-zag patterns in the threadbare carpet suggested recent vacuuming. She’d even made Lucy’s favourite meal: vegetarian chilli, which tasted strongly of burnt garlic.

The awkwardness remained until after dinner, when Jess had thumbed through her collection of records and produced Nick Cave’s The Good Son.

‘Dad loves this one,’ said Lucy, as the melancholic piano of ‘The Ship Song’ filled the room.

‘I know,’ Jess said, grinning. ‘So do I.’

In an imitation of their father’s dramatic singing, they’d ended up standing on the sofa, arms flung wide as they bellowed the words. But soon they were singing in earnest – they both had good voices, deep and rich for their small frames – and half waltzing, half spinning around Jess’s cramped living room, sending piles of books and art materials everywhere. Lucy had felt the years melt away: she might have been five years old again, balancing on her older sister’s feet as they danced to The Wiggles.

By the time the song had ended, a neighbour was knocking angrily on the wall and Lucy was winded. Her sister’s eyes glittered and for an embarrassed moment Lucy wondered if Jess might be crying. Perhaps the reminder of their dad was painful for her – over the years, Lucy had sensed a tension between her father and her sister that she didn’t quite understand.

But when Lucy asked if Jess was OK, she’d just smiled and said she was going to make them each a hot chocolate, ‘with a bit of Baileys, but don’t tell Mum’.

They spent the rest of the weekend exploring her sister’s favourite markets and galleries. They laughed over a drunk tourist in Circular Quay and joked about getting matching tattoos when Lucy was older. The special language they’d had when Lucy was small – how she treasured the memories of her big sister singing and drawing with her – seemed to be returning.

Jess even began to call Lucy after the visit – weekly on her mobile, rather than saying a quick hello after her irregular conversations with their mother. But just as suddenly the phone calls stopped, and then that Christmas Jess had spoken to Lucy so little that she had spent the festive meal swallowing down tears.

And so when the postcard with its paltry apology had arrived on her birthday, Lucy had kept her response brief and cold.

Thanks for the card, was all she’d texted. Birthday was good.

She’d ignored the invitation to visit. She couldn’t face another rejection.

But now she has to put all of that aside. Jess is the only person she knows who sleepwalks, who might have some insight into why this is happening to her, how she can deal with it.

Lucy had even seen it once, when she was about five or six and Jess was home, making one of her rare visits from art college. She’d been woken by a roaring sound, which she’d first taken for a monster before she realised it was the thundering of the kitchen tap.

Gripping the banister with two hands, she’d made her tentative way down the stairs, across the corridor and into the kitchen, her stubby arms too short to reach the light switch.

Jess stood rigid in front of the kitchen sink as water poured from the faucet. Fear had bloomed in Lucy’s chest at the open, unseeing eyes, but still she’d crept to her sister’s side, tugged on the unresponsive hand. Her sister’s eyes were so vacant that Lucy had run back to bed and hidden under the covers.

Later, when Jess had returned to Sydney, Lucy asked her father about what she’d seen. She remembers the new tightness to his face, sudden as a curtain-fall. His hands trembling as he poured cereal into her bowl. He’d covered it with a laugh, a tousle of her hair.

‘Not bewitched, Goose,’ he said. ‘Some people – like Jess – walk around when they’re asleep. It’s nothing to be frightened of, I promise.’





When she’s halfway to Comber Bay, Lucy lets herself stop at a motel off the motorway. The neon ‘Vacancy’ sign blinking overhead makes her think of Psycho. The woman on reception lifts her eyebrows in surprise, no doubt expecting a long-distance truck driver rather than a 5 foot 2 girl with a buzz cut. But she takes Lucy’s cash and clanks a brass key on the countertop. Judging from the forest of others hanging behind the desk, Lucy is one of the only guests.

Inside, the corridors smell of ancient carpet and cigarettes, and the walls are lined with vintage advertisements for Bushells tea and Victoria Bitter beer. There’s a vending machine from which she buys a bag of chips and two KitKats, deciding not to check the sell-by dates. Next to the vending machine is one of those mounted singing fish, all rubbery fins and greenish scales. Lucy shudders at the memory of the dream that accompanied her sleepwalking the previous night. There are only fragments, but they are enough. Brine in her nostrils, sharp hands on her skin; sharp rock against her skull. She doesn’t want to remember more.

The room smells stale. The curtains are drawn, the floral pattern – a match to the bedspread – furred with cobwebs. She opens them, revealing the highway, the horizon pink with dust. A truck rumbles past, its tyres whining. She feels a lick of fear





























PART TWO




PART THREE




EPILOGUE

Comber Bay, NSW


Thirty-seven years earlier

Before he was Mike Martin, before he had daughters to lose and so many secrets to keep, Robert Wilson woke in his bedroom at Cliff House and watched the moon rise over the sea.

He kissed the top of his wife’s head. She murmured in her sleep then rolled away from him, to face the wall. He could see that her hands had come to rest on the flat plane of her stomach.

Robert sighed as he folded back the cotton duvet and crept lightly from the bed. He stood for a moment, watching his wife’s sleeping form, spliced by the moonlight that came through the blinds. He was struck by the beauty of her bare arm: the lightly muscled bicep, the slope of her shoulder blade. His wife had a strong body: sturdy ankles, even sturdier hips. Childbearing hips, you might call them, if you were cruel.

A waste, his mother had said before she died.

Robert agreed that it was a waste. His wife was born to be a mother. Not because of the width of her hips or the strength of her arms, but because … well, it was hard to put into words, and even if it hadn’t been, there was no one to hear them. If there’d been anyone to listen, Robert would have said that his wife was like the grit inside an oyster, polishing the pearl. She brought out the best in all who knew her.

That was why he hated himself so much as he padded downstairs, as he changed into the clothes he’d left out the night before: fisherman’s trousers, boots, a thick jumper and a heavy waterproof. He closed the front door with a soft click. Judy wouldn’t wake, he knew. She was a fisherman’s wife and was used to him rising before the sun.

As he descended the stone stairs, the moonlit sea gleaming in the distance, the guilt gradually ebbed away, replaced by a thrill in his stomach.

The night was cool but Robert’s skin was slick with sweat by the time he reached the cave. His jaw ached from clenching: every time he edged his way down the steep sandstone steps that led to the water, he imagined his skull splitting on the rocks below, Judy in her nightgown, opening the door to the police.

Sometimes, he wasn’t sure why he kept coming back. But on certain nights he woke and dressed, his body acting almost of its own accord, dancing to some remembered song.

He had to stoop to enter the cave. He could tell already that she wasn’t yet there: he’d come to learn the smell of her. A female scent, milk and fish and blood, but somehow pleasant. Now, the cave smelled of dank rock and lichen, of emptiness.

The first time, and the next few times after that, Robert had not believed what his eyes were telling him.

He’d been alone in the Marlin, early one morning. Ryan hadn’t shown up – he hadn’t been the same, since his brother’s death – and it’d been hard work, hauling in the catch. He’d anchored in the shadow of the cliff, so that he could watch the sunrise. The catch stared, glass-eyed, from the net. He sat on a crate and poured a cup of tea from his thermos. His muscles ached. Fish scales glimmered on his hands.

A snatch of music, perhaps a woman singing, had drifted towards him. A radio from another ship, he’d thought (though none were around), or from the shore (though he was, surely, too far out to hear).

Then, a rippling sound, as though the water had swallowed something, and the music was gone. There was a tightening of his scalp, of the skin on the back of his neck. He turned, looking for the source. Just the shifting waves, pink with sun; the refracted light blinding him.

And then, out of the corner of his eye. A fin?

He’d tensed, watching the dark shifting water, the movement of something pale. And then she’d surfaced, the gleaming impossibility of her, resting her elbows on the side of the boat.

The myths did not do her justice.

Her scales glittered beneath his fingers, cold to the touch. When they kissed and his hands cupped her jaw, he felt the beat of her gills against his skin. Her voice, when she spoke, was musical but somehow wrong, like a poorly tuned instrument.

At first, when he asked, she would not tell him her name. Later, when she did, he had trouble making it out: her mouth could not form the syllables, as if it had been an age since she had uttered them.

Mare, she might have said. A word for the sea.

He could not decide if she was beautiful in spite of her monstrosity, or because of it.

‘Where do you come from?’ he’d asked her once, the tide sighing around them. She had smiled, showing the sharp rows of her teeth, as if she knew it was his way of asking: what are you? Are you real?

‘Somewhere far away,’ she’d said, in her strange, lilting voice. ‘I’m a visitor here. Like you.’

Over time, he learned her origins, her purpose. Of the fates of the men who had disappeared, though he had only known Daniel well. Judy had never liked him, he remembered. ‘The way he looks at me,’ she’d said once, simply.

‘Will it happen to me, too?’ he’d said, feeling the nip of her teeth against the soft part of his neck. ‘What happened to Daniel, and the others.’

‘No,’ she’d said, breathing the word against his skin. ‘You’re different, aren’t you.’

He couldn’t decide if it had been a statement or a question. Perhaps it was an instruction.

He longed to take some piece of her home, to feel that she was with him, somehow. Once, returning from the cave with her briny scent in his nose and the memory of her scaly skin against his, he’d tried to draw her. But the furtive scribblings at the kitchen table (he was terrified, always, that Judy would wake) did not do her justice. He had never been good at drawing people. Perhaps because their faces changed so much, or because they themselves were always changing. That was their magic, a magic he could not capture. When Robert drew a human face he felt as if he’d pinned a butterfly for study. As if he’d taken something that flickered with life and beauty and killed it.

He would not do that to her.

And so instead he decided to draw something else to remind him, secretly, of her. Something that recalled the lustrous spread of her fins, the quivering spines. Something that was beautiful and vicious all at once.

A lionfish.

The tide brought water rushing into the cave, and there she was, her body wreathed in foam. Later, he would pick over his memory for signs. A curve to her stomach, a new heaviness to her shining breasts. But there had been nothing.

Months passed. One day, he came home to find Judy sitting at the kitchen table, hands trembling around a mug of tea. She looked at him with eyes so full of hope and fear that he had to look away. ‘Bobby – I’m pregnant,’ she said. She had waited longer to tell him, afraid that it was only a matter of time before she was curled on the bathroom floor, the beginnings of their child shuddering out of her.

When the inevitable happened again, something inside Judy seemed to die, too.

She moved away from him in bed. She said little and took long walks, her binoculars slung on a strap around her neck, preferring the birds for company. When she returned, her feet left shimmers of sand on the tiles. He wondered, half hoping, whether she had a place like the cave, a place she went to forget.

One morning he woke up feeling different. A strange pull, deep in his belly. Had it been like that before? He couldn’t remember. He put the feeling from his mind.

On the water, the sun painted the waves red, like they were fishing in blood. The nets came up empty but for tangled skeins of seaweed. The men were twitchy, bleary-eyed. Ryan’s breath stank sweetly of booze.

‘Lift the anchor,’ said Robert, powering up the motor. The feeling was back, a song humming in his bones.

‘Want me to cast?’ Ryan said when they dropped anchor in the shadow of the cliff, the Marlin bobbing gently in the current.

‘Wait a sec,’ Robert said. His eyes scanned the waves. He wasn’t sure if he was hopeful or fearful of seeing her. On the one hand he longed for it – hadn’t he driven the boat to the cave based on the strange stirring in his gut? – but he knew it wasn’t safe, not with the others here.

In the distance, something caught his eye. A flash of white. Probably just the crest of a wave, he told himself.

The waves slapped against the hull. There was a sound almost like a bird call, but strangely human, the notes of it touching his spine.

‘Christ,’ said Ryan. ‘What the bloody hell was that?’ ‘Sounded like my baby niece,’ said Dave.

‘We’re at sea, dickhead.’

Ryan and Dave started their usual sniping, but Robert didn’t hear them. There was something inside the cave. Something pale and small and—

Before he was really aware of what he was doing, Robert was tugging frantically at his waterproofs and his boots. He climbed up onto the side of the hull, touching his toes like a diver.

‘Mate, what the fuck—’

But the men’s cries were swallowed by the rush of water in his ears, down his nose. He resurfaced, coughing and blinded. His muscles drove forward, propelling him through the churn and froth of the sea.

Afterwards, in the back of the ambulance, Robert stared down at the damp bundle in his arms.

Her eyes were wide and so blue they were almost black, like the deepest part of the ocean. Her tiny hands curled open and shut, the skin between her fingers webbed. Silver shimmered around the lobes of her ears, her mouth.

She cooed, dark eyes looking up at him. Something burst open in his chest.

She was perfect, and he knew then that he would never let her go.
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Kate is staring into the mirror when she hears it.

The key, scraping in the lock.

Her fingers shake as she hurries to fix her make-up, dark threads of mascara spidering onto her lower lids.

In the yellow light, she watches her pulse jump at her throat, beneath the necklace he gave her for their last anniversary. The chain is silver and thick, cold against her skin. She doesn’t wear it during the day, when he’s at work.

The front door clicks shut. The slap of his shoes on the floorboards. Wine, gurgling into a glass.

Panic flutters in her, like a bird. She takes a deep breath, touches the ribbon of scar on her left arm. Smiles one last time into the bathroom mirror. She can’t let him see that anything is different. That anything is wrong.

Simon leans against the kitchen counter, wine glass in hand. Her blood pounds at the sight. The long, dark lines of him in his suit, the cut of his cheekbones. His golden hair.

He watches her walk towards him in the dress she knows he likes. Stiff fabric, taut across her hips. Red. The same colour as her underwear. Lace, with little bows. As if Kate herself is something to be unwrapped, to be torn open.

She looks for clues. His tie is gone, three buttons of his shirt open to reveal fine curls. The whites of his eyes glow pink. He hands her a glass of wine and she catches the alcohol on his breath, sweet and pungent. Perspiration beads her back, under her arms.

The wine is chardonnay, usually her favourite. But now the smell turns her stomach, makes her think of rot. She presses the glass to her lips without taking a sip.

‘Hi, babe,’ she says in a bright voice, polished just for him. ‘How was work?’

But the words catch in her throat.

His eyes narrow. He moves quickly, despite the alcohol: his fingers digging into the soft flesh of her bicep.

‘Where did you go today?’

She knows better than to twist out of his grasp, though every cell of her wants to. Instead, she places her hand on his chest.

‘Nowhere,’ she says, trying to keep her voice steady. ‘I’ve been home all day.’ She’d been careful to leave her iPhone at the flat when she walked to the pharmacy, to take only cash with her. She smiles, leans in to kiss him.

His cheek is rough with stubble. Another smell mingles with the alcohol, something heady and floral. Perfume, maybe. It wouldn’t be the first time. A tiny flare of hope in her gut. It could work to her advantage, if there’s someone else.

But she’s miscalculated. He shifts away from her and then–– ‘Liar.’

Kate barely hears the word as Simon’s hand connects with her cheek, the pain dizzying like a bright light. At the edges of her vision, the colours of the room slide together: the gold-lit floorboards, the white leather couch, the kaleidoscope of the London skyline through the window.

A distant crashing sound: she has dropped her glass of wine.

She grips the counter, her breath coming out of her in ragged bursts, blood pulsing in her cheek. Simon is putting on his coat, picking up his keys from the dining table.

‘Stay here,’ he says. ‘I’ll know if you don’t.’

His shoes ring out across the floorboards. The door slams. She doesn’t move until she hears the creak of the lift down the shaft.

He’s gone.

The floor glitters with broken glass. Wine hangs sour in the air.

A copper taste in her mouth brings her back to herself. Her lip is bleeding, caught against her teeth by the force of his hand.

Something switches in her brain. I’ll know if you don’t.

It hadn’t been enough, leaving her phone at home. He’s found another way. Another way to track her. She remembers how the doorman eyed her in the lobby: had Simon slipped him a wad of crisp notes to spy on her? Her blood freezes at the thought.

If he finds out where she went – what she did – earlier today, who knows what else he might do. Install cameras, take away her keys.

And all her plans will come to nothing. She’ll never get out.

But no. She’s ready enough, isn’t she?

If she leaves now, she could get there by morning. The drive will take seven hours. She’s plotted it carefully on her second phone, the one he doesn’t know about. Tracing the blue line on the screen, curling up the country like a ribbon. She’s practically memorised it.

Yes, she’ll go now. She has to go now. Before he returns, before she loses her nerve.

She retrieves the Motorola from its hiding place, an envelope taped to the back of her bedside table. Takes a hold-all from the top shelf of the wardrobe, fills it with clothes. From the en-suite, she grabs her toiletries, the box she hid in the cupboard earlier that day.

Quickly, she changes out of her red dress into dark jeans and a tight pink top. Her fingers tremble as she unclasps the necklace. She leaves it on the bed, coiled like a noose. Next to her iPhone with its gold case: the one Simon pays for, knows the passcode to. The one he can track.

She rummages through the jewellery box on her bedside table, fingers closing around the gold bee-shaped brooch she’s had since childhood. She pockets it and pauses, looking around the bedroom: the cream duvet and curtains, the sharp angles of the Scandi-style furniture. There should be other things to pack, shouldn’t there? She had loads of stuff, once – piles and piles of dog-eared books, art prints, mugs. Now, everything belongs to him.

In the lift, adrenalin crackles in her blood. What if he comes back, intercepts her as she’s leaving? She presses the button for the basement garage but the lift jerks to a stop at the ground floor, the doors creaking open. Her heart pounds. The doorman’s broad back is turned: he’s talking to another resident. Barely breathing, Kate presses herself small into the lift, exhaling only when no one else appears and the doors judder shut.

In the garage, she unlocks the Honda, which she bought before they met and is registered in her name. He can’t – surely – ask the police to put a call out if she’s driving her own car? She’s watched enough crime shows. Left of her own volition, they’ll say.

Volition is a nice word. It makes her think of flying.

She turns the key in the ignition, then taps her great-aunt’s address into Google Maps. For months, she’s repeated the words in her head like a mantra.

Weyward Cottage, Crows Beck. Cumbria.
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