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            Chapter One

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      The harbour at half five is supposed to be mine. Just me, the slap of rope against masts, seaweed stink and gulls tearing at yesterday’s chip papers, and the grim routine of nursing this business along when everyone else has the good sense to be in bed. But this morning, my brother Kit’s out there loading his Range Rover like he’s prepping for the apocalypse, and I’m watching him from the quay wall with coffee gone stone-cold in my hand, and there’s a twist and pull tight behind my ribs that I’d rather not name.

      ‘That’s Maisie’s activity bag, you daft bastard.’ I don’t raise my voice. I’ve never been the shouting type. That’s Dad’s territory. Kit’s trying to wedge his daughter’s pink unicorn carry-on between Isla’s matching designer luggage, and Christ, it’s painful to watch. ‘Unless you fancy Maisie singing, “Are we there yet” from here to Heathrow, I’d leave that where she can reach it.’

      Kit straightens up, runs a hand through his hair in that nervous tic of his which means he’s overthinking everything. Again. ‘You could help instead of standing there like a useless bloody ornament.’

      ‘Could.’ I take a deliberate sip of cold coffee, letting it sit bitter on my tongue. ‘Won’t though. This is entertaining.’

      Truth is, if I help, I’ll have to think about what this means. Six weeks. Six weeks of running Harding and Sons solo while Kit plays supportive partner in Manhattan, cheering Isla on from the wings while she remembers she’s Isla Quinn, not just another face in the Sea Salt Bay school-run queue. Six weeks of managing the quotas, the buyers, and Dad, who’s been calling me Kit more often than Jude lately.

      That last bit. I tell myself it’s nothing. Grief does that. Scrambles things. He’s just tired.

      The thing about Harding and Sons Fisheries is the plural on sons. It’s right there in peeling paint above the office door. It’s a two-brother operation. Except it hasn’t been, not really, not since Kit stepped back to build a life with Isla and his little girl. He’s still here, lives two streets up, comes to the harbour when the mood takes him. But his head’s been somewhere else for a while now. Broadway, apparently. His heart, his future, his family that doesn’t smell of diesel and brine.

      Can’t blame him for that.

      Doesn’t stop me wanting to.

      I’m the one who stays. I’m always the one who stays.

      Kit doesn’t know about the other Tuesday, when I found Dad waiting at Peter’s mooring at three in the morning, asking when Peter was getting back from his holiday in Plymouth.

      Peter’s been dead six months. Some holiday.

      I’d wanted to tell Kit. Nearly did, twice. But he had Maisie’s school play that week and Isla’s new and improved agent on speakerphone every other hour negotiating the Broadway contract, and there just wasn’t a gap that felt like the right shape for Dad might be losing it and I don’t know what to do. So I walked Dad home, made him tea, and sat on the end of his bed while he told me the same story about catching a bluefin off the Scillies in 1987 that he’d already told me at breakfast.

      He was fine the next morning. Completely fine. Knew what day it was, knew the tide times, called me by my actual name.

      So. There you go. Nothing to worry about.

      My eyes drift to that mooring now, where the Jenny’s Dream sits exactly as Peter left her. Lines coiled with his particular obsession for order, his lucky cap still hanging from the cabin hook, that stupid air freshener shaped like a mermaid he swore brought good catches. Nina can’t bring herself to sell the boat, and none of us can bring ourselves to suggest it again. She’s become part of the harbour’s architecture now, a memorial that bobs with the tide, pretending everything’s normal when nothing has been since the storm took Pete.

      The truth is nothing’s been normal since that night. Since Kit’s engine died three miles out in a force 9 and the shout went up and Peter, RNLI to his bones, climbed onto that lifeboat and went out to bring my brother home.

      Kit came back.

      Peter didn’t.

      Now his fishing boat sits here like it’s waiting for a man who’s never going to untie the lines, and my brother can barely look at the harbour without seeing the debt he can’t repay.

      ‘The monthly MSY returns are due by the fifteenth,’ Kit’s saying, still fighting with luggage but unable to stop himself listing duties. ‘That’s Maximum Sustainable Yield to⁠—’

      ‘I know what MSY means, you patronising git. I’ve been doing the paperwork for this business since I was twelve.’ The sigh that leaves me is both wordless and loud. That’s the thing Kit never quite grasped. He was always the one out on the boats with Dad, learning the trawls, the nets, the engine temperaments. I was the one in the office, making the numbers work, keeping us the right side of every regulation the MMO could dream up.

      Different kinds of useful.

      Though you’d never know it from the way Dad talks.

      ‘Right. And the buyer from Newlyn’s coming Thursday. Don’t let him lowball you on the megrim sole. Market price is up fifteen per cent this month.’

      ‘Twenty, actually. Checked yesterday.’ I drain the cold coffee, grimacing. ‘And before you start your whole speech, yes, I’ll check the shot ropes on the beam trawls, yes, I’ll make sure Billy doesn’t forget the escape panels in the nets again, and yes, I’ll keep the catch composition records for the Marine Management lot.’

      Kit pauses, gives me that look. The look that says I see you and I’m worried about you and I know I’m leaving you holding everything again and I feel guilty but not quite guilty enough to stay.

      ‘The new regulations about spurdog⁠—’

      ‘Prohibited species, immediate release if caught, log it in the ICES database. Jesus, Kit, I’m not completely incompetent.’

      Sometimes.

      ‘I know you’re not.’ He abandons the luggage altogether and walks over to where I’m sitting. ‘It’s just⁠—’

      ‘Tom says he’ll help out when he can,’ I interrupt, because I refuse to do emotional damage before daybreak. It should be illegal. ‘Between surgeries, obviously. Though apparently Mrs Penrose’s cat has developed a talent for getting stuck in drains, so his availability might be limited.’

      ‘Tom’s a good man.’ Kit pauses, gaze drifting to the sea that’s lightening with dawn. With new starts. With life for those of us still here.

      ‘The best.’ I watch a cormorant dive for breakfast, clean and purposeful, folding into the water like it was designed for nothing else.

      There’d been a time when I wanted to study that. Marine biology. Understand why they dive where they dive, what the water holds, what moves beneath the surface of everything I’ve spent my whole life looking at without really seeing.

      One of those sixth-form dreams that got shelved.

      Shelf’s been gathering dust a long time now.

      ‘He’s been checking in,’ I say instead. ‘A lot.’

      ‘He’s worried about you.’

      ‘Tom worries about everyone. It’s why he’s developing that permanently concerned expression. Like a constipated headmaster.’

      ‘Jude—’

      ‘Isla needs this.’ I cut him off, turning the conversation like avoiding a sandbank. ‘The Broadway thing. After everything with that Marcus Vale bollocks, she needs to be Isla Quinn again, not just Kit Harding’s girlfriend hiding in Cornwall.’

      Kit’s shoulders drop slightly, that tension he carries like ballast easing a fraction. ‘Yeah. She does.’

      As if walking onto set at the perfect time, Isla appears at the cottage door, sunrise catching in her hair like copper thread, one hand resting on the slight swell beneath her cashmere cardigan. Twelve weeks now, though they haven’t announced it. The whole village has been pretending not to notice. Collective amnesia is Sea Salt Bay’s superpower.

      Just like we pretended not to see Kit hosing off in the garden all winter, trying not to bring the smell of fish and grief into their cottage.

      ‘We need to head off in…’ She cuts off as she takes in the chaos of luggage. ‘Kit, please tell me you haven’t reorganised everything I already packed.’

      ‘Helping,’ he says, palms lifting innocently.

      ‘Hindering,’ I correct, earning a smile from Isla that makes her look younger, less battered by the media wringer.

      Isla Quinn, even when we were kids, was stunning. Not ‘oh she’s pretty’ stunning. I mean stop-you-dead, what the hell is someone like that doing in a place like this stunning.

      The only person who ever stopped her in her own tracks was Kit Harding. My big brother. The grumpiest arsehole fisherman around.

      ‘Jude.’ She pulls me into a hug that smells of vanilla and home at the same time. ‘You sure you’re okay with this? Six weeks is a long time.’

      I pull back, give her my best smile. The one that’s got me out of trouble since I was five and blamed the broken window on atmospheric pressure.

      ‘Isla Quinn, are you suggesting I can’t handle a few weeks of playing captain? I’m wounded.’

      ‘I’m suggesting’—her gaze narrows, scanning my face—‘that it’s okay to admit when things are hard.’

      ‘Nothing hard about it. Dad’ll be fine. The quota’ll be fine. You’ll come back to find I’ve revolutionised the whole operation. Might even paint the Mary Jane pink while you’re gone. Really lean into the whole absent management crisis.’

      ‘You fucking won’t,’ Kit growls.

      ‘Language,’ Isla and I say in unison.

      For a moment, we’re a proper family.

      Kit glances at his watch. ‘We really should be heading off.’ He looks around. ‘I thought Dad would get up to see us off.’

      My lips crimp together for a moment then I breathe deep and put on that grin again. ‘And miss his beauty sleep? He needs it more than most, Kit, you know that.’

      But then Maisie explodes from the cottage like a tiny hurricane, still in her unicorn pyjamas under her coat, brandishing Captain Bear like a battle standard.

      ‘Uncle Jude! We’re going to NEW YORK!’

      ‘I heard, monster.’ I scoop her up, spin her until she shrieks. Pure joy, the kind only kids can manage before life teaches them to moderate their happiness. ‘You going to bring me back something good?’

      ‘A snow globe?’

      ‘Perfect. One with the Statue of Liberty giving me the finger.’

      ‘JUDE!’ Kit warns, but he’s fighting a smile.

      We don’t drag out the goodbyes. Can’t. Kit grips my shoulder.

      ‘The spring tides are next week. Watch the moorings.’

      What he means is call if you need anything. We both know I won’t.

      ‘Make sure you eat something besides coffee and whatever Nina forces on you,’ he adds.

      ‘Sure, Mum.’

      Isla plants a kiss on my cheek and whispers, ‘Look after yourself too. Not just everyone else.’

      Maisie demands fourteen hugs, counting them out loud with the seriousness of a nuclear physicist, arms wrapped around my neck like kelp. I give her all fourteen, slip in another for luck when she’s not counting.

      ‘Look after them, yeah?’ I tell her quietly. ‘You’re the sensible one.’

      ‘I know,’ she says solemnly. ‘Daddy needs supervision.’

      Then they’re gone. The Range Rover swallowing them up, efficient and final.

      The echo of their voices thins out like morning mist, leaving me with all the words I never managed to spit out. The ones about being scared. About missing Peter so much it feels like drowning. About how sometimes I wake up and forget for thirty seconds that our idyllic safe haven was splintered by one bad storm and a friend who never made it back to shore.

      The harbour settles into its new quiet, heavy with absence. Even the gulls seem subdued, circling half-heartedly like they’re going through the motions.

      I glance at the swell beyond the breakwater. Clean lines rolling in from the west, the kind that would be perfect at the reef break on the far side of the headland.

      My board’s been leaning against the hallway wall at home for weeks now, gathering a fine layer of guilt.

      One more thing I keep meaning to get back to.

      One more thing there’s never time for.

      I turn back to the boats. Nets that need mending before tomorrow’s dawn shot. The Mary Jane’s engine that’s been coughing like a sixty-a-day smoker since she was righted after the storm six months ago. Fuel filters that should’ve been changed last week.

      Enough work to keep both hands and mind out of dangerous territory.

      The phone buzzes.

      Tom: Surgery’s quiet this morning if you need help with the boats. Also Nina says you haven’t eaten actual food in two days.

      All good, mate. Had a pasty yesterday.

      That was three days ago. I was there.

      Time’s a construct.

      So is malnutrition. I’ll bring sandwiches.

      I don’t reply, but we both know he’ll show up anyway. That’s what Tom does. Shows up, brings food, doesn’t ask the questions that don’t have answers.

      Six weeks.

      Starting now.

      I look at Peter’s boat once more, that fucking mermaid air freshener visible through the wheelhouse window, and make myself turn away.

      There’s work to do.

      There’s always work to do.

      That’s the point.

      The sun’s properly up now, turning the water into hammered bronze, and somewhere beneath it the fish are running their ancient patterns, completely indifferent to our human disasters.

      Lucky bastards.

      I could sit here all day just watching, noting, understanding. Unravelling the whole secret language of the sea.

      Instead I’m up here with a spreadsheet and a diesel bill.

      And the sea keeps its secrets to itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      The afternoon stretches out like old fishing line – taut, unreliable, likely to snap if you pull too hard. I’m taking stock of nets with Tom, pretending my shoulder doesn’t still ache from yesterday’s haul, when the sound cuts through Sea Salt Bay’s usual Tuesday quiet like a gutting knife through mackerel.

      Tom and I are sitting in companionable silence eating his sandwiches. The March sun is doing its best to pin us in a small globe of tepid spring warmth, but it’s a losing battle – the wind keeps finding us, sharp-edged and salt-heavy.

      I’ve got half an eye on the swell which is decent. Clean lines, glassy faces. An ache pulls through me, the faintest longing for the freedom of walking out with my dusty board under my arm, the rush of freedom. I push it back, lock it down. Focus on anything other.

      Like watching for Dad to come back in to dock. He’s been out for hours after turning up about an hour after Kit and Isla left with Maisie. Dad, you remembered they were leaving, right? I’d asked him.

      His answer is now looping around my head with the churning of the cheese and pickle sandwich Tom handed over. Course I did. Did they need a fanfare send-off?

      But I saw the look in his eyes.

      The spark of remembrance. The half-second where his face went blank before it rearranged itself into his gruff but familiar exterior, making it look like intention rather than forgetting. I’ve been seeing that more lately – small lapses, tiny gaps, like a net with holes he doesn’t know are there. It’s nothing. He’s sixty-three and tired. That’s all it is.

      I didn’t say anything and neither did he.

      A cormorant surfaces near the breakwater, sleek and dark. Thirty seconds they can hold their breath. I used to time them. Focus, Jude.
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        * * *

      

      The Mary Jane needs her filters changed. I should be doing that instead of sitting here eating Tom’s sandwiches and watching Dad’s boat not come in. But the paperwork mountain on my desk won’t climb itself either, and someone’s got to reconcile last month’s catch logs with the harbour master’s records before Friday.

      I check the horizon again. Dad’s boat – there, finally, rounding the headland. Moving slowly. Too slowly.

      It’s nothing. He’s fine.

      Tom and I both turn as the sound of music, angry, female, and turned up loud enough to wake the dead, blasts down the sleepy lane behind us. The harbour freezes, all eyes zero in on a vintage Land Rover – rust-orange like dried blood, chrome catching the sun – as it tears into the harbour car park. I’m almost expecting doughnuts and burnt rubber, but instead the music cuts off abruptly, leaving a silence that feels louder than the noise. Then the door opens.

      She steps out in ripped jeans and steel-toed boots. ‘Christ,’ Tom mutters beside me. ‘Who’s that then?’

      I don’t answer because I’m too busy staring. My gaze focused on the set of her shoulders, the way she’s planting her feet like she’s expecting a fight. My brain’s doing that thing where it tries to match a present threat with a past pattern. It’s coming up empty but insisting I should know – I should recognise the familiarity in the way she moves, and believe me, it’s all contained violence and deliberate space-taking. She’s surveying the harbour with a hint of possession that makes my hackles rise before I even know why.

      She’s parked in the old spot by the harbour wall. The one we’ve been using for equipment storage so long I’d forgotten it was ever anyone else’s.

      ‘Shit,’ I say, and start walking over before I’ve even decided to.

      ‘Jude?’ Tom calls after me, but I’m already halfway there, some primitive part of my brain recognising trouble before my conscious mind catches up.

      ‘You can’t park there,’ I say, and I sound like a useless tool, but it’s too late to back down now. ‘Public parking is up in the car park.’ I gesture back up to the road sloping away from the harbour.

      She turns, lifting aviator glasses that she perches on espresso tangled waves, and the world does that thing where it tilts just enough to make you seasick on dry land. Her eyes are dark, so dark, as they blink at me, one shutter of long lashes, and then another. I’m sure she has a rest of a face, I just can’t look at it yet. I’m stuck on the eyes. A loose thread in the back of my mind gives a little tug.

      ‘Says who?’ Her accent’s not quite Cornish – someplace else, Welsh maybe, or further, not city, not like some of Isla’s friends who have visited recently.

      And I don’t know why I do it. It’s probably the way she’s standing there looking at me like she’s just tacked me on the sole of her shoe into her house, but I decide instantly to be an arse.

      ‘Says common fucking decency. We’ve been using that spot for⁠—’

      Her hand comes up to cut me off. Rude. But then I did just swear at her for no reason other than I’m a moron. ‘For storing your shit in a space that doesn’t belong to you?’ She reaches into the Land Rover and produces paperwork like a magic trick. A wad of official-looking documents is paperclipped together. She makes a show of pretending to read it, like she’s reading to a five-year-old. ‘Oh, there. Trelawney Marine Services. Still own it. Never sold, just … abandoned.’ Her smile is cherubic hell bitch.

      Trelawney.

      The name hits like cold spray in the face, and the gears in my brain start grinding together. Suddenly I’m nine years old, chasing a girl with seaweed dripping from my hands while she shrieks and runs, stopping every few paces and glancing over her shoulder to make sure I’m still following.

      Suddenly it’s summer again, not March, and the edges are softened, brilliant with impossible colours as we sit on the harbour wall and protect our ice-creams from seagulls circling over easy prey.

      Jesus Christ.

      ‘Brynn?’ The name comes out strangled. Forgotten. Sideways in my throat.

      Her eyes narrow. Pouted lips pull into an upturned smile. Then her expression clears, a beat of a breath, before hardening into icy depths of darkness. I swear a cloud passes across the sun in the same moment. ‘Well, well. Jude Harding.’

      She says my name like it tastes bad.

      ‘You came back.’ It’s possibly the stupidest thing I could say, but my brain’s still catching up to the fact that Brynn Trelawney – the girl whose grandfather left in disgrace, whose family name became just whispers and legends, the girl I asked to marry me with a Haribo ring when we were both seven. The girl who I tried to learn to surf with, falling under waves, laughing as we choked on salt water, is standing in front of me glaring like she wants to burn the whole harbour down with me as the guy stuck on the top.

      ‘Disappointed?’ She leans against the Land Rover, all studied casualness, but her shoulders are high, the toes on the foot she’s crossed over the other are drumming into the sand-topped pavement of the dock. I’m speechless. Which is a lifetime first. ‘Thought all the Trelawneys were gone for good?’

      ‘I thought—’What? That she’d dissolved into memory? That I’d always wondered what happened to make her family leave in the middle of the night and never return. That I’d spent years listening to my dad badmouth them.

      That ultimately, I’d forgotten her.

      ‘We were kids.’ She tilts her head, and there – there’s the girl who built sandcastles with architectural precision just to prove they were better than mine. ‘You’ve grown up. Got tall. Got…’ She gestures vaguely at all of me, and I can’t read whether it’s insult or observation. ‘That limp new or did I do that when I hit you?’

      ‘You broke my nose, not my leg.’

      ‘Shame. Would’ve been a better story.’

      We’re standing too close for strangers, not close enough for whatever we used to be. The space between us feels charged, like the air before a storm rolls in.

      ‘You can’t park here,’ I say again, because falling back on the original argument feels safer than whatever this is.

      ‘Watch me.’ She turns back to the truck, leaning inside the cab, and I catch myself noticing the way her hair falls, a thick curtain of brown waves turning fire red under the shine of the sun.

      ‘Brynn—’

      ‘That’s all you’ve got?’ She turns back, arms full of boxes. ‘Twenty years and the best you can manage is “You can’t park here”? At least tell me to fuck off properly. Make it interesting.’

      ‘Fine. Fuck off.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Brynn—’

      ‘What are you going to do, Harding? Chase me with seaweed until I cry?’ Her smile is sharp as fish hooks. ‘Oh wait, that already didn’t work.’

      The memory surfaces fully now. Her laughing as she ran, not really scared, turning it into a game until I caught her by the old boat shed and told her I loved her with all the seriousness a nine-year-old could muster. She’d punched me in the face and run home crying.

      Then the Trelawneys were gone.

      ‘Welcome home, Brynn,’ I say, and it comes out more sarcastic than intended. ‘Try not to run away crying this time.’

      Her face flushes, lips pursed, gaze narrowing like a wild cat, before it hardens into an expression truly terrifying. Blank. Closed. Empty. Her gaze sweeps across me, taking in what she sees and clearly finding it wanting.

      ‘Fuck you, Harding.’ She says it like a promise. ‘And get your shit out of my space by tomorrow.’

      She stalks off towards the harbour office, and I absolutely do not watch her go. Except I do, because apparently, I’m still nine years old and stupid around Brynn Trelawney.

      ‘So,’ Tom says, appearing at my elbow with that grin he gets when he’s about to be insufferable. ‘Want to tell me what that was about?’

      ‘That,’ I say, still staring after her, ‘was Brynn Trelawney.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘The girl I asked to marry me once.’

      Tom chokes on nothing. ‘What the hell?’

      I rub my jaw, phantom pain from a twenty-year-old punch. ‘I was seven and she hit me. Broke my nose. There was a lot of blood. Very romantic.’

      Tom’s laughing now, the bastard. ‘You proposed to a Trelawney?’

      ‘We were both seven. Different times. Less family politics.’

      ‘Your dad’s going to lose his mind.’

      And there it is. The fact of this new developing situation. Dad’s held a grudge against the Trelawneys for twenty years. Business rivalry, he calls it – fishing rights and territory disputes – though I’ve always suspected it was more personal than that. The type of feud that gets passed down like inheritance, until it’s become a lore where nobody remembers the original sin but everyone knows who to hate. And Dad – Dad remembers everything about that feud, even on the days when he forgets his own son’s name.

      ‘Yeah,’ I say, watching Brynn disappear into the harbour office like she owns that too. ‘He really is.’

      Tom claps me on the shoulder. ‘Want me there when you tell him?’

      ‘What, so you can watch the explosion?’

      ‘Obviously.’

      I’m still watching the spot where she disappeared, trying to reconcile the sharp-edged woman with the wild-haired girl in my memory. The one who built elaborate sandcastles just to knock them down, who knew the name of every boat in the harbour, who hit harder than any of the boys.

      ‘She came back,’ I say, more to myself than Tom.

      ‘After twenty years,’ Tom agrees. ‘Question is why.’

      Why indeed. But standing here, with the phantom taste of Haribo cherries and the ghost of childhood humiliation, I have the sinking feeling we’re all about to find out.

      ‘Come on,’ I tell Tom. ‘If I’m going to tell Dad that a Trelawney’s back in Sea Salt Bay, I’m going to need a drink first.’

      ‘It’s two in the afternoon.’

      ‘Your point?’

      We head towards The Ship, but I can’t help looking back one more time. The Land Rover sits in that space like it never left, like twenty years was just a pause between breaths.

      Brynn Trelawney is back.

      Christ, we’re all fucked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          BRYNN

        

      

    

    
      The key sits in my palm with a crushing judgement I don’t normally like to receive from inanimate objects. Heavy, rusted at the edges, accusatory in its weight. Three months it’s been sitting in that solicitor’s envelope, sealed up with the rest of Grandad’s estate – if you can call a neglected cottage and the bones of a dead fishing business an inheritance.

      But it’s mine. He left it to me, not to anyone else. Not to Uncle Alan who only visited at Christmas, not to the highest buyer, not to some developer who’d knock it flat and build holiday lets. To me.

      The last Trelawney standing.

      The only Trelawney.

      A family of one.

      You’ll go back one day, my bird. His voice is in my head, rough as rope burn, soft underneath. Along with the way he always sounded when he talked about Sea Salt Bay – like he was describing a woman who’d broken his heart but he loved her anyway. When you’re ready. When it’s time.

      I wasn’t ready. But then he died, and the solicitor called, and the key arrived, and so here  I am.

      This isn’t about inheritance though.

      Not really.

      We never had money. I’m not, say, on a deathbed payout that needs taxing.

      It’s something else. A ‘thing’ that I can’t explain or articulate. When I handed my notice in at the last garage and told them my plans.

      Get back the boat shed.

      Put a boat on the water.

      Have a home.

      They’d practically laughed me out of the building.

      A single woman fishing business.

      Yeah, well. Ha. Ha.

      Here I am.

      The lane up to the old Trelawney place is steeper than my memory has suggested, overgrown with brambles that are catching at my jeans like they’re trying to hold me back from making a monumental error of judgement. The cottage squats at the top of the cliff like it’s grown out of it rather than being built on it. The stone walls have gone green with moss, the windows clouded with salt and decades of neglect.

      It’s further from the Harding place than I remember. Not that I remember much. Just heat, bare feet on warm asphalt, the sting of oxygen exhaling from my lungs as we ran up and down the hill.

      Damn it.

      Why am I even thinking about them? About him? One car park run-in and suddenly I’m seven again – mud on my knees, heart too big for my ribs, watching Jude Harding from behind my grandfather’s legs and hoping he’d look back.

      He got tall. That’s all. Filled out like fishing men do, with broad shoulders, and hands that look like they’ve held onto rough rope too tight for too long. Sandy waves pushed back off his face, still damp – from the sea or a shower, who knows – and freckles across his nose and cheekbones even though it’s barely March. Who has freckles in March? Someone who’s been outside every day of his life, that’s who. The limp’s new. Probably some heroic act involving a boat and terrible decision-making. Definitely nothing to do with me.

      And that bloody hoodie. A faded surf brand, hood poking out from the collar of his weatherproof coat like a uniform. He couldn’t have looked more beach bum if he’d tried. I bet the flip-flops come out the second it hits Easter. I bet he surfs before dawn and thinks that makes him deep. I bet he’s never lived anywhere that wasn’t within spitting distance of the Atlantic and has absolutely no idea how lucky that makes him.

      I bet he’s never had to miss it.

      The thought lands wrong – not sarcastic, but raw. Because that’s the thing, isn’t it? He gets to be here. Gets to roll out of bed and smell the salt and hear the gulls and feel the pull of the tide like a second heartbeat. He’s had that every single day of his life, and I’ve spent twenty years aching for it in landlocked flats and dockside bedsits that were close but never close enough.

      The key scrapes in the lock, scratching into the silence like it’s forgotten how to work. Takes three tries and some creative swearing before the door groans open, releasing twenty years of trapped air that smells like damp and dust and faintly, and worryingly, animal. Behind the door a mountain of post slides in an avalanche. I push at it with my feet so I can walk in without slipping onto my arse.

      ‘Fuck.’

      It’s worse than I imagined, and I’d imagined pretty bad. The solicitor’s photos were apparently taken through a filter of extreme optimism and probable cataracts.

      The front room is thick with neglect. Wallpaper peeling off in great curls, a dark stain spreading across one corner of the ceiling where the roof’s letting the weather in. Damp has crept up the skirting boards, and there’s a smell – not rot exactly, more like abandonment has its own particular scent – that’s bloody revolting and is going to live inside my nostrils for the foreseeable future. The kitchen is dusty and bare, cupboard doors hanging open on ancient hinges, mouse droppings on the counter.

      A setback. That’s all this is. I’ve weathered worse. That Bristol flat with no hot water for three months. The Southampton bedsit where the ceiling leaked directly onto the bed. That memorable week sleeping in the Land Rover in a Tesco car park when everything went to shit after the garage in Taunton let me go. This is just … a project.

      My laugh echoes off the stone walls, hollow as a gull’s cry – startling, joyless, a sound I don’t entirely recognise anymore.

      Grandad would have walked in here and started a list. He was a list man – everything in order, everything solvable if you broke it down small enough. I can see him now, stood in this doorway in his ancient, waxed jacket, pencil behind his ear, squinting at the ceiling with that expression he got when things needed fixing. Not angry. Never angry. Just … assessing. He assessed everything – boats, weather, me – with a patience that made you believe things could be put right.

      His toolbox is in the back of the Land Rover. His actual toolbox, the one with his initials scratched into the lid and the socket set he taught me to use when I was eleven. Righty-tighty, lefty-loosey, and if that doesn’t work, hit it. The memory ambushes me – his hands over mine on a spanner, engine grease on both our fingers, his low laugh when I overtightened a bolt and stripped the thread.

      ‘Patience, Brynn. It’s not a fight. You’re having a conversation with it.’

      Christ, I miss him.

      A different brand of Trelawney – that’s what I’m going to be. Not the kind who got run out of town. A Trelawney who comes back and plants her feet and stays.

      I’m not fixing this place up to sell it. I’m not passing through.

      This is mine. He left it to me. And I’m keeping it.

      The floorboards creak but hold as I pick my way through the ground floor. Newspapers from 2004, mail addressed to my grandfather piled behind the door like paper accusations. A photograph face-down on the mantle that I don’t turn over because I know that it will be a captured image of Dad and Grandad, probably, standing in front of some boat, back when things were simpler. Before Dad faded and Grandad picked up all the pieces, including me.

      In the kitchen, a small darting shape scurries away from my footsteps. Excellent. Wildlife. That’s what the animal smell was.

      But the bones of the place are good. Stone walls thick enough to withstand Atlantic storms, beams that are probably older than most of the boats in the harbour. The structure’s sound – I can feel it in the way the walls take my weight when I lean against them, in the floors that give but don’t crack. It needs the roof sorting, heating, a full cosmetic overhaul and a deep clean that might take the rest of my natural life. But the building itself has survived twenty years of nothing. It can survive me.

      I pull out my notebook from the holdall that contains literally everything else I own that matters. Three changes of clothes, a battered laptop that probably shouldn’t work anymore but still wheezes to life, the letter from Dad I still haven’t read, and this notebook that’s going to be my bible for the next however long it takes.

      Grandad’s handwriting is in my head as I write. Neat, clear-lettered words, never cursive or scrawled, the way he labelled everything in the workshop. I write the way he taught me – practical, no self-pity, one thing at a time.

      
        
        Priority One – Make Habitable

      

      
        Roof (leak in the front room corner, spreading damp – urgent)

        Electrics (check with utility company – can they reconnect?)

        Plumbing (turned off, not broken – hopefully)

        Deep clean everything

        Mouse situation (traps, poison, stern conversation)

        

      

      
        Priority Two – Make Liveable

      

      
        Heating (currently none)

        Insulation

        Actual furniture

        Kitchen appliances

        Paint (everything – twice)

        

      

      
        Priority Three – Make it Mine

      

      

      I stare at that last line, pencil hovering. Make it mine. Like I know what that even means anymore. Like I haven’t spent twenty years being nowhere’s daughter, belonging to nothing, taking mechanic jobs in coastal towns because at least I could smell the sea and pretend it was this sea.

      Every place I’ve lived, I’ve lived near the water. Bristol docks. Southampton marina. Plymouth – God, Plymouth was the closest, just up the coast, and I still couldn’t make myself drive the last stretch. Every job I’ve taken has had me elbow-deep in engines and hydraulics, boats and motors, learning the trade that should have been my birthright if we’d never left.

      Grandad saw it. Even in our cramped flat in Bristol, even working odd jobs that had nothing to do with the sea, he saw where I was heading. Bought me my first Haynes manual when I was twelve. Drove me to the boatyard in Portishead on weekends so I could watch the mechanics work. Never said, This could have been yours. Never needed to. We both knew.

      The pencil keeps moving:

      
        
        Money needed:

      

      
        All of it

      

      
        Time needed:

      

      
        As long as it takes

      

      
        Chance of success:

      

      

      I don’t fill that in.

      Outside, a car rumbles past on the lane – unusual up here where the road leads nowhere except to these cottages and eventually the coastal path. I move to the window, wipe a clear spot in the grime just in time to see a Land Rover disappearing around the bend. Could be anyone. Lots of Land Rovers in Cornwall. Doesn’t mean anything that it looked like⁠—

      No. Not doing this.

      Back to the list. Practical things. Things I can control.

      
        
        Immediate needs:

      

      
        Somewhere to sleep tonight

        Builder references

        Electrician who won’t rip me off

        Way to make money fast (Marina? Boatyard? Anyone need a mechanic?)

        Miracles, several

      

      

      The cottage groans around me like it’s commenting on my plans. Twenty years of emptiness have settled into its walls, and I’m here with a notebook and attitude thinking I can bring it back to life.

      But I’ve spent twenty years wanting to come home. Grandad spent twenty years wanting me to. That’s got to count, right?

      Heading back to the front door, I scoop up the avalanche of mail that toppled as I pushed the door open. There are countless brown envelopes that my childhood memories of both my grandfather and father tell me are never fun to open. There’s a handwritten letter to my dad, the handwriting loopy and feminine. Not from the taxman then. I slide my finger under the edge of the seal, almost unsticking itself, and am about to rip it open when what sounds like the flap of wings from the upstairs of the house echoes down to where I’m hunched in the hall.

      Sweet Jesus. Please not bats. I can cope with anything but bats.

      I climb the narrow stairs to the first floor, testing each step because falling through on day one would be embarrassing. They hold – solid wood under the dust. The bedroom that used to be mine is empty except for cobwebs and memories. The window’s intact though, and through it, I can see down to the harbour.

      I find the flapping noise. The window in the master bedroom is open and has been for years, water damage stains the floor, and the curtains are slapping back and forth against the glass panes.

      And that’s when it hits me. Not gently. Not gradually. Like a fist to the sternum.

      The boats. The nets drying on the harbour wall. The lobster pots stacked in neat towers. The morning’s catch being sorted on the dock, gulls wheeling overhead. The whole machinery of a fishing village going about its business like it always has, like it always will, tide in and tide out, the same rhythm my grandfather built his life around.

      That should have been mine.

      Not watching from a cliff. Not pressing my nose against the glass of someone else’s life. But down there, in it, part of it – nets in my hands, salt on my skin, a Trelawney boat in the harbour again. If we’d never left, if whatever happened between the Hardings and us hadn’t blown our lives apart, I’d have grown up on those docks. I’d know every boat by name, every current by feel. I’d be the thing I’ve spent twenty years trying to become by working in other people’s boatyards and fixing other people’s engines – a fisherwoman. Home.

      Instead, I’m twenty-seven, broke, and staring through a dirty window at the life that was stolen from me.

      Good. Let it hurt. Hurt means it matters. Hurt means I’m not letting it go.

      Somewhere down there, Jude Harding is probably telling his father that a Trelawney is back. Probably using words like ‘trouble’ and ‘problem’ and ‘get rid of’. Maybe Hardings only make exceptions for Hollywood actresses – Isla Quinn’s triumphant return to Sea Salt Bay was national news last year, splashed across every gossip site I hate-read on my lunch breaks. Funny how that outsider got a welcome.

      The setting sun is turning everything golden, and for a moment – just a moment – I can see what this place could be. Fixed up, lived in, mine. A Trelawney house on the cliff again, like a raised middle finger to everyone who thought we’d stay gone.

      I add one more thing to the list:

      
        
        Show them all

      

      

      Then I grab my holdall and head back down to the Land Rover. The harbour’s settling into evening when I get there, and I park in the Trelawney spot that Jude Harding thinks belongs to him, windows down so I can hear the water against the stones. Someone’s cooking dinner nearby – the smell of frying fish drifts across. Probably The Ship starting evening service.

      Twenty years since I’ve smelled that exact combination of salt, diesel, and fried cod. Grandad used to say you could tell the quality of a fishing village by the smell of its chippy. He’d have approved of this one. He’d have sat here with me, window down, eyes closed, breathing it in.

      Twenty years of being nowhere.

      I’m home.

      Whether anyone likes it or not.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Land Rover’s getting cold, and I’ve already had one concerned local tap on the window asking if I’m all right. Can’t sleep in the harbour car park – too visible, too much like admitting defeat on day one.

      Back up the lane I go, armed with a camping lantern, my sleeping bag, and a streak of the stubborn stupidity that’s got me this far. The cottage is different in the dark – softer somehow, like night’s forgiven some of its sins.

      The back bedroom faces the moor rather than the sea. There’s furniture – an iron bed frame that might be Victorian, a mattress that definitely needs burning. But the room feels solid. The walls are dry back here, away from the leaking corner. It’ll do for one night.

      I drag the mattress off and lean it against the wall. Open the window to let twenty years of stale air escape into the dark. The bed frame looks sturdy enough without the mattress – just springs and iron.

      The sleeping bag rolls out across the bare springs. Not comfortable, but manageable. I test it with one knee first – seems stable. Then carefully, carefully lower myself down.

      For exactly three seconds, I think I’ve won.

      Then the ancient springs give way with a crack like this bed wants nothing more to do than die, and then I’m falling through the frame, metal and rust and twenty years of deterioration all giving up at once. I hit the floor in a tangle of sleeping bag and tetanus-inducing metal, my elbow catching on a sharp jag of metal hard enough to draw blood.

      ‘Fucking hell!’

      My voice echoes through the empty house and probably out through the dodgy roof for good measure. Somewhere in the walls, a living being with four legs and a tail (hopefully on the smaller side of the scale and not a fox with cubs) scurries away from the noise.

      I lie there for a moment, assessing damage. Elbow’s bleeding but not badly. Pride’s taken the worst hit. Even the furniture’s rejecting me. Message received, universe.

      But Trelawneys are nothing if not adaptable. Grandad would have been on his feet already, dusting himself off, muttering about the quality of Victorian ironwork not being what it used to be. So that’s what I do.

      I drag the sleeping bag free from the wreckage, shake off the rust and probable spiders, and set up camp directly on the floor. Push the broken bed frame against the wall – it’ll make a good clothes rack if nothing else. The floorboards are actually more solid than the bed was, wide old planks that have survived longer than most marriages.

      The camping lantern throws strange shadows on the walls, making the damp patches look like maps of places that don’t exist. I spread out my belongings like I’m claiming territory: toolbox in the corner – his toolbox, his initials, his legacy – clothes folded on the windowsill, laptop charging from the one working outlet I found (miracle), notebook beside my makeshift bed.

      From the floor, I can hear the sea. Not see it – the window faces the wrong way – but hear it, that constant shush and pull that’s been the soundtrack of every dream I’ve had since I was seven. The tide coming in, doing what it always does. Coming back.

      ‘Not lost,’ I tell the cottage, the sea, Grandad, myself. ‘Not passing through. Staying.’

      So why can’t I stop thinking about Jude Harding? Those green eyes and that bloody surfer’s tan and the way he said You can’t park there like he owned the whole harbour. I bet he’s planning payback – a complaint to the harbour master, a village petition, some Harding power play to push me back out before I’ve even unpacked. The boy who pulled pigtails and proposed with Haribo will definitely be making a plan, but my plan is to be there to block him.

      The Hardings and the Trelawneys don’t get to be friends. That’s as sure as the tide coming in and ebbing out. But I’m not leaving. Not this time. Not for him, not for his father, not for anyone.

      The question isn’t whether I want to stay.

      The question is whether they’ll let me.

      The floor’s hard beneath my back. I pull the sleeping bag up to my chin, listen to the cottage settling around me – groans and creaks like an old boat finding its rhythm.

      Tomorrow I’ll deal with the harbour master. Tomorrow I’ll start fighting for what’s mine. Maybe I’ll check out the old Trelawney boat shed down at the harbour too – see what’s left of what Grandad built. That shed is where it starts. The cottage is where I live. The shed is where I build.

      Tonight, I’m sleeping on the floor of a rough-around-the-edges cottage on a cliff in Cornwall, and somehow that feels more like home than anywhere I’ve been in twenty years.

      ‘Welcome back, Trelawney,’ I whisper to the darkness, and it doesn’t sound like defeat.

      It sounds like a beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      The Mary Jane is being a temperamental bitch this morning, and Dad’s mood isn’t helping.

      The harbour’s barely woken up – half five, the sky that bruised grey-blue you only get in early March, seagulls starting their shift with half-arsed screaming. The dock’s already busy, though. Always is. This is a working harbour, not a postcard. Fish crates stacked three high along the south wall, nets draped over the drying racks like enormous spiderwebs, the sharp stink of diesel and brine and yesterday’s catch rising off the wet concrete. Lobster pots are piled by the fuel pump in towers that lean at angles that would give a health and safety inspector a coronary. The rigging on the moored boats clinks and taps in the wind – a sound so constant I only notice it when it stops.

      Dad’s running his hand along the Mary Jane’s gear housing like it’s personally offended him.

      ‘You didn’t check the hydraulics before bringing her in,’ he says. ‘Kit always checks the hydraulics.’

      ‘I checked them.’ I had. Sort of. A glance counts as checking. ‘They were fine yesterday.’

      ‘Fine doesn’t mean functional.’ He’s got that tone that suggests I’m about twelve and have just tracked mud through the house. ‘Fine is what people say when they haven’t looked properly. Peter would’ve⁠—’

      He stops. We all do that – hit Peter’s name like a wall and can’t get past it. We both know what Peter would’ve done. Peter would’ve stripped the whole system down, rebuilt it with spare parts and wishful thinking, and somehow made it work better than factory standard. Peter, who’d been the harbour’s unofficial mechanic for the better part of two decades, working out of the old Trelawney shed down by the slipway like he’d been born to do it. Which, in a way, he had – he’d married into the trade, learned from the old man himself, kept the Trelawney workshop ticking over long after the family left. Half the boats in this harbour owe their continued existence to Peter and that shed.

      Six months. Christ. Six months and we still can’t talk about him without the sentence trailing off into nothing.

      ‘The buyers were happy with the catch,’ I offer, trying to redirect. ‘Got eighteen per cent above asking for the turbot. Negotiated the Dover sole up too – seasonal premium, new supplier contract. The margins are the best they’ve been since⁠—’

      ‘Should’ve been twenty.’

      ‘Market price was⁠—’

      ‘I know what market price was.’ Dad straightens, his back creaking loud enough to hear over the harbour noise. ‘Been selling fish since before you were born.’

      Right. One of those mornings, then. The kind where nothing I do is the right thing, because the right thing would be Kit doing it instead. Kit, with his easy confidence and his feel for the mechanical side, the engines and the rigging and the physical work that Dad respects because it looks like effort. Not the spreadsheets, the supplier negotiations, the licence renewals and quota management and all the invisible labour that keeps Harding and Sons afloat. That’s just paperwork. Anyone can do paperwork.

      He wanders off to find someone else to correct – Frankie, probably, who’s trying to patch nets by the far wall.

      ‘All right, Reuben?’ I hear him call.

      Then, quieter, Dad replies with, ‘Good morning, er—’ A pause. ‘Frankie.’ His laugh is off key. ‘Those nets won’t mend themselves.’

      I go still. He hesitated on the name. Just for a second – a beat where his eyes went somewhere else, searching – before landing on it. Frankie. A man he’s known for forty years.

      It’s nothing. He’s tired. Early start, cold morning. Happens to everyone.

      I turn back to the Mary Jane and her mysterious hydraulic issues. The manual’s already spread on the dock, pages held down with a rusty shackle because the wind’s picking up. The harbour around me is settling into its morning routine – Cal hosing down the deck of the Celtic Pride, Bill checking his pots with the grim determination of a man who’s been catching along the same stretch of coast for three decades, a couple of the weekend boats bobbing smugly in the visitors’ berths, all polished fibreglass and money.

      The diagram might as well be in Japanese. No, that’s unfair to Japanese – at least that has consistent patterns. This is just lines and numbers and arrows pointing to things that don’t look anything like what I’m staring at in the engine.

      ‘Fuck’s sake,’ I mutter, leaning deeper into the housing.

      Twenty minutes later, I’ve got oil on my shirt, grease in my hair, and I’m no closer to fixing anything. The spanner slips, I graze my knuckles on the metallic sharp edge of – well, whatever the fuck this bit is I’m fixing. Automatically, I let out a string of cursing that would make Dad proud, and it echoes across the water.

      ‘You know there’s a manual for that.’

      Tom’s voice makes me jerk, banging my head on the housing cover. ‘Fucking hell, Tom.’

      ‘Language.’ He’s grinning, the bastard, holding two cups of coffee from Nina’s. Tom – who is technically Tom Darcy member of the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons, but around here is just Tom, the bloke who shows up with food when you forget to eat and opinions when you don’t ask for them. Him and Nina have been a story waiting to happen for years, a fact obvious to everyone in Sea Salt Bay except apparently Nina. ‘Thought you might need this.’

      ‘I need a new hydraulic system. Or a mechanic. Or a different life.’

      ‘So dramatic.’ He passes me the coffee, studying my pathetic attempts at repair. ‘That’s… What are you even trying to do?’

      ‘Fix it.’

      ‘By hitting it with a spanner?’

      ‘It’s a legitimate technique.’

      ‘It’s really not.’ He pauses, takes a deliberate sip of coffee. ‘So. You tell him yet?’

      I focus on the engine, suddenly fascinated by a bolt that doesn’t need adjusting. ‘Tell him what?’

      ‘Don’t be a dick, Jude.’

      ‘I’m not being⁠—’

      ‘You haven’t told Reuben that Brynn Trelawney’s back.’

      Her name sounds loud out here, like Tom’s summoning something. I glance around, but Dad’s safely out of earshot, now bothering Bill about something by the pots.

      ‘I’ll tell him when it’s relevant.’

      ‘When she shows up at a harbour master meeting, that’ll be relevant. When the whole village is talking about it by tonight, that’ll be relevant. When she’s working in that shed’—he points towards the south end of the harbour, where the old Trelawney workshop sits squat and solid against the harbour wall, its corrugated iron roof just visible past the slipway—‘that’ll be relevant.’

      That shed. It’s a big stone-and-iron building – proper workshop, not some glorified cupboard – built by Brynn’s grandfather in the sixties. Trelawney Marine Services still just about legible on the gable end if you know where to look, although the paint is worn to ghost-letters by decades of salt wind. A long time after the Trelawneys left, Peter took it over – kept it running as the harbour’s workshop, oiled the hinges, maintained the electrics, stocked the shelves. The rest of us treated it like communal space, storing equipment, borrowing tools. But it was never ours. It was always theirs. We just stopped thinking about that.

      ‘Since when did you become the voice of reason?’

      ‘Since you lost yours, apparently.’ Tom finishes his coffee and sets the cup on the dock. ‘Look, I don’t know what happened between your families, and don’t give me the business rivalry line, because we both know it was more than that, but secrets have a way of⁠—’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Do you? Because from where I’m standing, you’re playing with fire and calling it warmth. You know what your dad’s like.’

      ‘That doesn’t even make sense.’

      ‘You know what I mean.’ He starts walking away, then turns back. ‘She’s watching you, by the way.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Ten o’clock. By the harbour wall. Been there about five minutes.’

      He walks off before I can respond, the bastard, leaving me frozen with a spanner in my hand and the sudden awareness that yes – there she is.

      Brynn’s leaning against the harbour wall, maybe thirty feet away, hip cocked against the stone, arms crossed. Watching me fail spectacularly at basic engine maintenance. Christ, how long has she been there? Did she see me consulting the manual like a first-year apprentice? Did she hear Tom asking about Dad?

      Our eyes meet across the dock.

      She’s smirking. Probably cataloguing every mistake I’ve made, every wrong tool I’ve used. Her hair’s pulled back in a messy bun that somehow makes her look more dangerous, not less. She’s dressed for work – steel-toed boots, an old flannel shirt rolled to the elbows.

      I straighten up, setting down the spanner. Wipe my hands on my already ruined jeans.

      Whatever happened between our families – whatever made the Trelawneys leave, whatever it is that makes Dad spit at the mention of their name – it’s got nothing to do with us. Not really. We were kids. She was seven, I was nine, and now we’re … what? Two people who happen to share history and a harbour?

      I take a step towards her. Not aggressive, just … closing distance. Because maybe if we could just talk, like adults, like people who aren’t carrying twenty years of their parents’ grudges⁠—

      She turns.

      No hesitation, no backward glance. Just turns and walks straight to the old Trelawney shed. Her shed. The one that’s been hers all along, whatever we told ourselves while we filled it with our gear.

      The door opens. She disappears inside. It closes with a sound that carries across the water.

      ‘Fine,’ I say to the empty space where she was. ‘Be like that.’

      But I’m still standing here, holding a spanner I don’t know how to use properly, watching that closed door like she might come back out. Like she might give me a chance to … what? Apologise for something I didn’t do? Welcome her home to a place that clearly doesn’t want her? Ask her if she still builds sandcastles?

      The door stays closed.

      The wind picks up, sending the manual pages flapping despite the weight holding them down. I look back at the engine, at the mess I’ve made trying to fix something I don’t understand.

      Maybe Tom’s right. Maybe I am playing with fire.

      But standing here, oil-stained and frustrated, watching that closed door and remembering the challenge in those dark eyes, I can’t help thinking that getting burned might be worth it.

      Just to feel warm.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Ship Inn at seven on a Wednesday is depressing as fuck.

      The pub sits at the top of the harbour lane, hunched and low-beamed, looking like it’s been serving pints since before the Armada and hasn’t redecorated since roughly the same era. Carpet sticky enough to remove shoes. A dartboard nobody’s sober enough to use past nine o’clock. The smell of old beer and woodsmoke and something fried that Ayo claims is a speciality but is really just whatever didn’t sell at lunch. The walls are covered in photographs – boats, catches, crew shots going back decades – and a chalkboard behind the bar still has Peter’s name on the quiz league roster because nobody’s had the heart to wipe it off.

      Frankie’s holding court at the bar, telling the same story about the seventy-pound bass that definitely existed, definitely got away, definitely wasn’t a floating log. Bill’s nursing his third pint and his fifteenth year of divorce. Ayo’s behind the bar, polishing glasses that are already clean, while Tilly does the crossword with aggressive pencil strokes.

      ‘Jude!’ Frankie waves me over. ‘Tell Bill about that time with the nets, you know, when Peter⁠—’

      ‘Not tonight, Frankie.’

      I order a whisky. Then another. The pub feels emptier without Kit taking the piss, without Maisie sneaking crisps when she thinks no one’s looking, without Isla mediating our worst arguments with her actress ability to redirect attention.

      ‘You all right, love?’ Tilly asks, not looking up from her crossword. ‘Seven letters, means solitary?’

      ‘Isolated?’ I offer.

      ‘That’s eight.’

      ‘Recluse, then.’

      ‘Must be.’ She fills it in, pencil scratching. ‘So. I hear a Trelawney’s turned up in the harbour.’

      News travels in Sea Salt Bay at the speed of gossip, which is to say faster than light and twice as distorted.

      ‘Her name’s Brynn.’

      ‘I know what her name is. I was at her christening.’ Tilly looks up then, sharp blue eyes in a face lined by decades of sea wind and crossword puzzles. ‘Question is, what’s she doing back?’

      Good question. One Dad definitely knows the answer to but won’t tell. One that sits between the Hardings and the Trelawneys like an unexploded mine, ticking quietly, waiting for someone to step on it.

      ‘Why is she back?’

      Tilly takes a long drink of wine before answering. ‘Maybe she
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