
        
            
                
            
        

    
Praise for Daughters of the Tide

‘Arianne James has created a mesmerising elegy to the sea and the wild coastlines of our fragile, courageous hearts. Daughters of the Tide retells a favourite myth with luminous haunting beauty.’

– Heather Rose, author of A Great Act of Love

‘Daughters of the Tide is a beautifully atmospheric portrait of a family shaped by separation and the sea … Dreamy, moving and full of heart, Daughters of the Tide explores the power of memory, the resilience of women, and the courage it takes to face the past to forge a future of your own.’

– Kell Woods, author of Upon a Starlit Tide

‘Memory, reality and truth swirl and tumble in waves of dream, ancient song and mystery to create a lyrical and poetic novel that pulls at the senses like the tides themselves. An assured and alluring debut.’

– Mary-Lou Stephens, author of The Hobart Hotel

‘A haunting tale of the pull of the sea and the strength and determination of women. A remarkable debut.’

– Victoria Purman, author of The Marriage Trap

‘A lyrical tale of days gone by that moves between the wild Orkneys and east coast of Tasmania. Here, myth and reality merge, as the siren song of the sea and its fluid denizens lull the reader into a tender story about three generations of women and their struggles to embrace the legacy of a haunting past. This is a piece of historical fiction magic that will captivate and delight.’

– Karen Brooks, author of The Whisky Widow

‘A beautifully written debut, lush with dark family secrets shrouded in memory and mystique.’

– Darry Fraser, author of The Adventuress of Albany

‘Haunting, magical, and impossible to put down. Arianne James’s mesmerising prose drew me deep into this sea-soaked tale of longing, love, and legend.’

– Nadia Mahjouri, author of Half Truth

‘A shimmering new Tasmanian voice.’

– Robyn Mundy, author of Cold Coast


Arianne is a writer of fiction and an avid reader. She lives in Hobart on the beautiful island of Lutruwita/Tasmania, surrounded by the ocean and an ever watchful mountain. Her stories have been published in The Hunter Writers Centre’s Grieve anthology, Swinburne University’s journals Backstory and Other Terrain, Corvid Queen magazine and Voices of the Southern Ocean. Arianne holds a Bachelor of Behavioural Science (2017) and First-Class Honours in Creative Writing (2019) from the University of Tasmania, and is a graduate of the Faber Writing Academy (2024). Her writing has taken her on residencies to Varuna, KSP Writers Centre, Patterdale House and Chateau d’Orquevaux. In 2020 she was shortlisted for the HNSA Elizabeth Jane Corbett mentorship, and in 2022 she was shortlisted for the Margaret Scott Young Writers Fellowship at the Tasmanian Literary Awards. She facilitates Once Upon a Bookclub at Fullers and hosts The Book Shelf on Edge Radio (99.3FM), where she interviews people from the Tasmanian literary community and beyond. Daughters of the Tide is Arianne’s debut novel.
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For anyone with a story inside them gathering the courage to begin. Consider this your sign and permission slip.

And for my ancestors. For all the strong, brave, brilliant women in my line who dared and dreamed and fought so that I can pursue what I love today.



A mermaid found a swimming lad,

Picked him for her own,

Pressed her body to his body,

Laughed; and plunging down

Forgot in cruel happiness

That even lovers drown

William Butler Yeats,

‘A Man Young and Old’
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PROLOGUE

The air is sharp tonight. Each breath coats your throat in an aching, icy sheath. The moon rises as you tread along Fossil Cove and she casts the ocean in silver while the stars drift between the clouds like glitter. Then a tenderness dilutes the chill. It is the softness that comes with a tune familiar to the singer and sung beautifully. The melody is haunting and lyrical and sustaining. It gathers in the wind and you walk towards it.

There is a woman standing on the precipice of Yesnaby cliff. She is far above you, and yet her song sounds as clear as if she were performing for you alone. She holds herself with conviction and an old, deep knowledge born of solitude and listening. Her hair is long and dark and straight, and it wraps around her like a cape. For one glorious second she is frozen in this moment, as if your eyes are holding her steady. You blink. She tilts, over the edge, arms reaching towards the sky before she finds her tipping point and dives, and you watch as she falls, softly, like a star into the sea.


ETTIE

Hobart, 1885

‘Tell us a story,’ her youngest granddaughter says. It’s a cold night. The windows were like ice when Clara and her sister Adelaide traced each other’s hands against the glass, before Ettie closed the curtains against the dark and pushed them into bed.

‘It’s the perfect night for it,’ Clara pipes up again. ‘Windy and wintry, like in a fairytale. Isn’t it, Adelaide?’ Clara, at seven, is firm in her opinions and, despite being the younger of the two, is always telling Adelaide how things should be. Ettie’s large, elegant hands are brisk as she tucks them in, packing her granddaughters as tightly as if they were sardines in a tin. Neither Clara nor Adelaide dare to loosen the covers. Not yet. Ettie smooths her fingers across the coverlet before moving towards the oil lamp on the dresser.

‘Please,’ Clara says in a small voice. Ettie pauses. Her shoulders, held so stiff against her body, relax. After witnessing their grandfather’s rage manifest in the ugliest of ways today, her granddaughters yearn to lose themselves in a tale. One where the possibilities of happily-ever-after don’t feel likely to slip away if you loosen your grip. An old one, with familiar cadences.

‘Alright.’ Ettie blinks, forcing herself into the present. The sisters close their eyes and settle against the pillows. Ettie allows her voice to become deep and resonant.

‘Once upon a time there lived a selkie named Orlena. The youngest and wildest of her sisters, the one who dared to hope for more, she loved nothing better than feeling the currents stream across her sealskin as she raced with her clan. Orlena would hold her breath and dive to collect the tiny crustaceans on the bottom of the sea floor. The stars above were a source of endless fascination, and she loved the land as much as the ocean.

‘On nights when the moon was waxing full and the currents warm, Orlena and her sisters would dance on the shore. From their first steps onto sand their sealskins slipped from them to reveal the women hidden inside. Dancing until she was giddy, Orlena would collapse onto the cool sand, crush the gritty earth between her fingers and look up at the glittering night sky. And she would wonder what it would be like to know the stars the way she knew the coral kingdoms or the kelp forests.

‘When the first pink glimpse of dawn rose over the water, she would return to the ocean, always with an ache for what she was leaving behind, for this selkie’s heart yearned for something more, and couldn’t decide where it belonged.’

‘And then what happened?’ Adelaide’s expression is desperate with the need only a good story can summon.

‘That’s enough for now,’ Ettie says, fixing her granddaughters with a steely look. Her girls know better than to argue. Ettie squeezes their feet under the covers.

‘Goodnight, girls,’ she says. Her tone is gentler than before.

The shutters rattle as she walks across the room. The storm she watched brew all day is finally coming to a head. Ettie hopes the morning will dawn calm and clear.

You shouldn’t have said anything, Ettie hears Clara whisper as she closes the door. She smiles to herself, though her sadness peaks – a sadness that’s been spreading from her toes to her heart ever since Clara asked for a tale, ever since Alistair started watching her granddaughters too closely. Ettie rubs at the sharp ache piercing her breast.


Isla
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A selkie who has room in her heart to love more than the ocean, more than one person or one place, carries a burden rarely acknowledged or understood by her clan.


CHAPTER 1

September 1923

The Findlay house sits on one hundred acres of eucalypt forest, and if you venture deep enough and know the shapes and twists of the trees, you will find a hidden path winding down to the sea. Isla Findlay treads this familiar track now, crushing bracken underfoot and pushing aside sprigs of overgrown tea tree. She can smell the ocean, sharp and tantalisingly close and mingling with the scents of the bush after rain.

For the third time this month, Isla has chosen this place over church. She doesn’t see the point of sitting on a cramped bench breathing in the stink of mothballs, listening to a preacher who does his best to warn women away from living lest their ‘susceptibility to the devil’s charms’ ruin them forever. Isla smirks at the memory, but her smile fades when she thinks of her mother sitting on the hard pew, hands folded in her lap, face lifted towards piety. Isla pushes the ache the image brings down deep into her belly and presses on. At the end of the track is a length of rope tied to the stump of an ancient peppermint gum. It’s been there so long the rope looks as if it’s growing into the bark. Isla clasps it tight and launches herself forward, grateful for her new walking pants. They’re waterproof, made of waxed cotton dyed a dapper burgundy, and she’s added four extra pockets for her collecting. Gone are the days of traipsing home with torn frocks and muddy hems. Isla’s hair is auburn and wavy like her aunt’s, though her eyes are blue rather than green. At twenty-one, she is tall and lean, but her hands are small like her mother’s.

Fossil Cove is a calm grey to match the sky. It stormed last night, and as always, the beach the morning after is still and cold, as if biding its time before another battering. She’s surrounded by rocks of all sizes, each embossed with a fossil or several, from creatures who breathed tens of thousands of years ago. Very few people aside from the Findlays know of this cove. Isla has been careful never to mention it to any of her peers. She sits on the pebbled shore and catches her breath, feeling the chill of the damp stones below her. Far to her left she can just make out the dark mounds of the seal colony.

Isla has begun to dream of them again, like she used to as a child after her aunt left. But in those dreams of childhood, it was always her watching the seals from afar. Occasionally Isla would try to follow them, but as soon as her feet hit the water, the animals would disappear.

Her visions are different now. In these dreams, she makes it to the water. In these dreams, the seals do not flee from her.

Isla takes the navy sketchbook out of her largest pocket and draws a small piece of sandstone with the image of a trilobite. She has never picked up a stone here without an ancient impression of some long-departed creature embedded into the rock. Mostly she finds the skeletons of fish, arthropods and seaweed, but she’s always hopeful she’ll discover something rarer, a bird perhaps. The fragile hollowness of avian bones, however, means they’re unlikely to survive as fossils. To find a new set of wings cast forever in limestone would certainly secure respect at Oxford University. Isla longs to study paleobiology, to unpack the secrets of ancient worlds under the keen eye of a microscope. She thinks of the application she sent in now that they’re accepting young women, feels her heart constrict at the possibility they may never reply – and grow even tighter at what her mother would say if she knew about her secret dream.

Isla turns back to her sketch and fiddles with the creature’s legs. They’re difficult to perfect. Frustrated, she snaps a photo of the fossil with her box brownie camera. She’ll try again later. Adelaide bought her the camera, before she went away. Isla uses it almost constantly. It’s one of the few possessions with a connection to her aunt that doesn’t trigger painful memories.

Isla stands and heads towards the sea arch, her steps sturdy and practised over the uneven rocks. The tide is low and she’s able to walk rather than wade. Isla pauses below the archway and looks up at the shadowed ledge, slick with moisture. Clumps of Neptune’s necklace are wedged into deep fissures, reaching down like ghostly fingers. Her breath ricochets off the walls, and she thinks of how the hollow sound used to terrify her. Adelaide had told her it was the voices of the sea spirits, and that they would always protect her. She hadn’t been comforted at the time, but listening to the rumbling echo of her breathing and feeling the resonance of this place deep in her chest, Isla understands. This is her special place, where she comes to plan and dream, and only about a twenty-minute walk from the house. She remembers (though it aches) the first time Adelaide showed it to her when she was six years old.

A Saturday afternoon, just after dinner, and Adelaide had come into the nursery, eyes bright with the wicked promise of fun. Her aunt had sat beside her on the floor where Isla was rearranging the dollhouse, and told her there was a secret to be shared. She’d bundled Isla into her coat and piggy-backed her to the door, tilting and twisting so that she had to grip her aunt’s shoulders tight. Clara must have heard the squeals, because she intercepted them.

‘You two are making enough noise to alert the constabulary,’ Clara had said, but Isla remembers the expression that came with her mother’s words, a concoction of barely contained amusement and something like hope. Isla wonders where it went.

‘There’s no fun in treading silently through life, is there, Clara?’

‘Where are you going?’

‘To a secret place!’ Isla had blurted.

‘You can’t take her there at this hour; you won’t be back before dark.’ Clara had grabbed for Isla but Adelaide had spun out of reach.

‘Don’t be such a child, Adelaide.’

‘Come with us.’ Her aunt’s voice had a siren quality to it that afternoon, and Isla had watched her mother hesitate.

‘Only so you don’t do something reckless. Only for an hour.’

They had stayed for three. Isla had never seen her mother so released. As soon as they’d set foot on the beach she’d freed Isla’s hand from her anxious grip and unlaced their boots. They’d all paddled and splashed each other and balanced for as long as they could along the miniature sand cliffs left behind by the tides before the delicate shelves collapsed under their weight. But then a seal had surfaced in the shallows just off the rocks. Adelaide wanted to join it.

‘Don’t be foolish,’ Clara had said. ‘It’s getting late, and where there are seals there are sharks.’

‘There’s still plenty of light,’ Adelaide had replied as she stepped out of her skirt. Isla remembers watching her aunt’s clothes pile on top of each other in a jumbled tower, and before Clara could utter another protest, Adelaide had run into the sea. Isla and Clara watched her dive and disappear, resurface further out. When she dived a third time, she stayed below. Clara had sunk to her knees, pulling Isla down with her. It was the first time Isla had seen her mother cry. She didn’t know what to do. It felt wrong. She remembers stroking Clara’s hair and humming the lullaby Adelaide always sang to her – a song with strange words that came from far across the sea – and wishing till she almost burst that Adelaide would come back.

And she had, some thirty minutes later. Clara’s face was whiter than the moon and that much colder.

‘The seal and I …’

‘Don’t.’ Clara cut her sister off. ‘How dare you disappear like that then pretend we hadn’t thought you’d perished?’

‘Clara, you know I’m a strong swimmer, I …’

‘No!’ Clara’s yell was shrill. Adelaide had reached for Isla but Clara blocked her.

‘I’m taking my daughter home.’

‘But you don’t know the path, Mother.’

‘Yes, she does,’ Adelaide had said, as if all her joy was sinking into the sand beneath her feet. ‘All Findlay women do, Isla.’

‘But it does not mean you should follow it.’

Isla has never forgotten her mother’s words that night.

In the clear daylight, Isla continues onto the smooth, non-pebbled sand on the other side of the arch. Isla doesn’t need to understand her draw to the ocean. It’s always been a part of her just as it was for her Scottish ancestors. She is still frightened by the sea, though not enough today to be deterred. She takes off her boots and socks, rolls up her trouser legs and lets her toes sink into the wet sand by the tideline, waiting for the waves to wash over them. She watches a cormorant as it dives for fish, surfaces, dives again, and the corner of her heart she knows will always belong to the water wants to dive in with it, never resurface. She shivers at her wanting and backs away up the beach, where she finds a large boulder to perch on. The waves creep further up the sand, licking at the pipi shells and weed, at her, like a hungry animal, and she can’t stop herself. She takes off her jacket and her walking pants, laughs into the wind at the impropriety, at all the things her mother would say, and runs into the sea.

Isla hears the bells as she leaves the trees and comes up the hill. Her mother will be livid. She wonders what excuse Clara gave to her friends for the wayward daughter’s absence. As Isla walks she thinks about a plausible reason as to what could have kept her away, but her brain refuses to cooperate, and she resigns herself to an afternoon of reproach. She looks up at the house with a sigh.

Built in 1857, the Findlay home was impossible to miss if you were coming from Hobart on your way further south to the smaller hamlets of Cygnet and Woodbridge, and about an hour’s drive from central Hobart. Some swore it was haunted, and the rambling mansion certainly had that look about it, with its medieval-style turret, but there were no malign spirits there, just sad ones. Great-grandmother Ettie’s ghost seemed to prefer the attic. Isla had never felt her in any other room.

Sometimes, though, Isla has felt something more than Ettie lingering in the corridors, something darker. Sometimes she wakes with a weight pressing against her chest. She’s never wanted to linger on or overly acknowledge these thoughts, as if by doing so she’ll make whatever presence she’d felt come to life.

Reaching the gate by the road that leads to the long driveway, Isla notices a dozen men dressed in faded uniforms, epaulets on display. One of them nods at her as they pass, and Isla smiles back. It’s not uncommon to see groups of returned soldiers parading through the town. It’s as if they’re frightened people will forget what they did, but Isla knows that’s impossible.

No-one in her family had fought. Her father’s heart troubles prevented him from enlisting, and she’d been too young to join the nursing corps. One of her mother’s friends had lost her boy, and in her grief, whether she meant to or not, had implied that Clara was somehow less of a woman for not providing a son to the war effort. It makes Isla sick to remember it.

Agatha Rosedale, the Findlays’ housekeeper, smiles at Isla’s approach. She’s sweeping the steps in front of the large mahogany door with its leadlight windows depicting swans in flight. Agatha has been serving the family for decades, and often eats with them at the dining table. She’s always busy, brewing tinctures and tisanes in the kitchen, gathering ingredients in the garden or mending all manner of broken things. Isla can’t imagine this place without her. She’s small and wiry, wrinkled; the skin at the base of her neck gathers in layers like a necklace of flesh. She has silver, dead straight hair and fierce, ice-blue eyes.

‘You’d better dry your locks before your mother sees,’ she says as Isla joins her.

‘I suppose she’s in a state about me missing church again?’

‘She’s up in arms about a lot of things this morning.’

‘Why can’t she relax?’

‘It’s never been in her nature.’

Isla sighs and reaches for the door handle.

‘Wait.’ Agatha puts a hand on Isla’s arm, peering at her.

‘What is it?’ The old woman raises her hand to Isla’s forehead and catches a curl between her fingers, studying the strands.

‘Agatha?’

The housekeeper blinks and her eyes clear. She smiles and shakes her head. ‘Never mind, Isla, best go inside now.’

And though Agatha doesn’t say, Isla knows deep in her belly that Agatha was looking at her and remembering Adelaide.

The hallway is dim, save for streams of light from the three diamond-shaped windows below the ceiling on either side of the wall. The sunbeams pierce the gloom in thin shafts that illuminate the motes and swinging cobwebs hiding in the air, making them twinkle. The house is beginning to show its age. The floorboards creak and some of the stairs dip in the middle. Isla knows her mother has a list of all the things that need fixing, but so far no plans for renovations have been put in place. Constructed with convict brick and sandstone, the manor is large without being palatial, and has four floors (not including the attic). Isla loves its wrap-around verandah with iron lacework trimming and the crown glass windows in the bathroom that warp the light into dozens of tiny suns. But her favourite thing about the house is the view from her bedroom window where she can watch the ever-changing sea. And she’s always been glad about her home’s separation from Hobart, a good hour’s drive away, meaning she was unlikely to run into anyone she knew when she wanted to walk alone (which was often).

Isla goes to the library; oh how she wishes it were hers. The fire is always lit in the library, even on rare sunny days, and Isla likes it this way. Books and fire. The smell of words and flames seem to go together. Wall-to-wall mahogany bookcases take up the majority of the space, and in between each stands a tall leadlight electric lamp depicting a different floral motif and providing ample light for reading.

In his study that is adjacent to the library, Mr Harold Andrews is leaning back in his emerald-green leather armchair and squinting at a stack of papers. Harold has dark brown hair that is trimmed short and matches his chestnut-coloured eyes. In his youth he was tall and lean, fit and energetic in the days before his heart stopped working as it should and he began to have what he called his ‘woozy spells’, where he could not climb to the top floor without puffing. Age has made him soft. Now his belly eagerly encroaches over the waistline of his trousers, and his broad shoulders have a stooped appearance.

When Clara married she kept her maiden name, as her mother had done before her, thanks to the extraordinarily unconventional legal document drawn up by her great-grandmother, Ettie Findlay. Despite this, people persist in calling Clara Mrs Andrews. She’s stopped correcting them, though Isla has no qualms doing so. She’s proud to be a Findlay. Isla sits in the smaller chair opposite her father and waits for him to notice her. Harold is the sort of man who likes to adhere to time-honoured values, but would also never call himself a conservative. While he believes in order and the importance of established institutions and traditions, he also tries to keep up with the fast-changing views of the era, to read widely before forming an opinion. Harold takes pride in providing for his family, in managing a successful boat building factory. He wants to leave a legacy. He wants to be remembered.

Harold was often an absent father, particularly in Isla’s early childhood. Not unusual, she knows, but oh how she’d resented him for it in the days after Adelaide left, with her mother trying to be close to her in every way Isla didn’t want. But Isla knows Harold loves her. Certainly he’s proud of how clever she is. Isla owes Harold much of her connection to the latest scholarship in her field. One of her father’s closest friends, Mr Richard Ferguson, is a doctor of biology. The two met at Oxford in their twenties, and are still in touch. Richard has subscribed his old friend to a number of scholarly articles and scientific journals over the years, such that the Findlay library now has an impressive collection of the latest research in the natural sciences.

Books were the one thing that brought father and daughter closer and the library is the place they can talk with any degree of intimacy.

‘Have the Edith Whartons arrived, Father?’ Isla pulls the string to switch on the desk lamp, a reclining woman cast in bronze and cradling a mother-of-pearl lampshade.

‘Not yet.’ Harold looks up from his papers and then places them in a neat pile on the desk. ‘But hopefully in the next week or so. When was it that we ordered them? January? They can’t be far off.’

Isla nods, thinking of something else to say that will keep her here with him. Her letter to Oxford comes to mind. Oxford has been admitting women since 1920, and Isla means to join them. She longs to meet other like-minded young women passionate about books and learning in a place where curiosity is not frowned upon but rewarded, to smell the rich, leathery scent of the thousands of tomes in the Bodleian library and learn to row along the Thames. All this and the possibility of more makes Isla’s heart pound like she’s about to dive off a cliff.

‘Father?’

‘Mmmm?’

‘I would love it if, one day soon, I could …’ Isla imagines what her father would say to her mother, what Clara would reply – her disapproval, her list of reasons why their daughter leaving the security of home and family to pursue a degree was the definition of insanity. Isla cringes.

‘One day you could?’ Harold rests his dark brown gaze on Isla.

‘Go to Stanley? I’d like to see the nut.’

The nut was an ancient volcanic plug that looked like a great green rectangular table. If you climbed to the top you could enjoy three hundred and sixty degree views of the picturesque fishing village of Stanley. Harold smiles and looks back down and Isla wishes for the millionth time that she were braver.

‘Of course. I’m sure your mother would love to go with you.’

Clara is, predictably, in the drawing room. The space is large and light-filled. The walls are painted lilac to match the rugs in shades of purple that cover the wooden floorboards. Arranged carefully on the mantelpiece and across side tables are many of the pretty things her mother has collected over the years. A silver candle snuffer, a collection of tiny trinket boxes, the ornamental teapot painted with wild roses and edged in gold. Isla’s favourite though is the pair of ceramic figures that serve as bookends for her Bible collection. Perched at opposite ends, the couple glance at one another over their delicate shoulders. As a child Isla always had the urge to sit them side by side.

Isla looks at her mother, at the way her head tilts just so over her work. Clara is much shorter than both Isla and Adelaide. When she was younger, her figure was the perfect, fashionable hourglass and the envy of many. Where Adelaide and Isla are dark and olive skinned, Clara has golden hair, a peaches-and-cream complexion that turns ruddy with embarrassment, much to her irritation, and forget-me-not blue eyes. Today she’s wearing her rope of pearls, looped twice around her neck.

Clara is knitting a pair of socks for the Hobart RSL. The cream wool is splayed across her lap like jellyfish tentacles yet still strangely neat. Perhaps it is her mother’s hands, small and deft and purposefully clacking, that makes it seem so. Clara is never idle. Isla can’t remember a time when her mother was not making or planning or writing a list. If only she didn’t expect the same level of diligence from everyone else.

‘We missed you at church this morning,’ she says, looking closely at her daughter without dropping a stitch. ‘Pastor Williams asked after you.’

‘He asks after everyone, Mother.’

‘Did you bathe late? Your hair is still damp.’ This is Clara’s way, to weed out the truth with stupid questions, daring Isla to lie, so she never has to ask directly. Isla touches her plait and inwardly curses.

‘No, I went for a swim. It was invigorating.’

Clara nods slowly, her face more sad than angry now. ‘It’s dangerous, Isla. How many times must I say it?’

‘It was a calm morning, and I’m a strong swimmer.’

‘It doesn’t matter how strong you are if a current takes you. Think about what happened to your great-grandmother Ettie, and to my own mother too. Swept away before she had time to scream.’

Ettie and her daughter Eliza had both drowned twenty years apart. Neither body was ever found. Eliza had gone first. According to the story Isla has been told from the cradle, it had been a wild night. The weather had turned quickly, and she must have lost control of the dinghy they’d found shattered on the shore. A tragedy, an accident. Eliza left behind two children, now orphans, their father having died of typhoid the previous year. Adelaide was just three, Clara six months. And so they were raised by Ettie and her husband Alistair, until both their grandparents fell prey to what Isla secretly calls the Findlay curse.

But Isla also knew about the rumours, the whisperings of strange obsessions, of suicide. And Isla knows herself too. This is what scares her the most, what keeps her awake into the witching hours. She loves the ocean. It’s in her veins just as surely as her lifeblood, and sometimes its pull is stronger than a magnet, almost impossible to resist.

‘Mother, I always …’

‘Enough. If you miss another service I will give your collection of Keats to the poor.’

Isla is ninety-five per cent certain that Clara never would, but the threat makes her jaw clench.

‘Today is the third week in a row you’ve been absent. Do you know what I told the pastor?’

‘That I have renounced our lord and saviour in favour of natural science and literature?’

‘That you were ill.’

Isla tries to stop her snort but it’s too late and instead she produces a strangled kind of whistle that makes Clara’s skin turn blotchy.

‘Do you want to invite gossip about this household? Do you want people to stare and whisper when you go into town?’

Isla studies her mother, at the way she clutches at her knitting like it will save her from all evil. She looks at Clara’s hair, luscious and thick yet bound in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She aches to tell her mother exactly what she wants, to confide every single one of her dreams, just as she wants to reach over and yank the pins out of that damned bun and let those beautiful locks fall free. Instead, Isla sits in the chair opposite, takes the skein of wool from Clara’s lap and winds it around her fingers.

‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ Isla says. ‘Let me help you.’

‘If you had come to church like you were supposed to, you would have been there when Mrs Peters agreed to attend the Veterans’ tea I’m organising.’ There’s a trace of a hurt child in Clara’s tone. ‘Her presence will do wonders for attendance. It might even get a mention in the local newsletter.’

Mrs Rosalie Peters was the wife of Edmund Peters, one of Hobart’s most prominent magistrates. Clara has always admired her fashion sense and charm, and has been trying to ingratiate herself into their circle for years.

‘I was hoping you might like to help me with the tea?’ Clara says.

Isla’s heart sinks. Deciding on table settings and decorations is the last thing she would enjoy, especially when she’s so preoccupied with planning for Oxford, and exactly how she’s going to tell her parents. But then, maybe all the excitement will make her mother that much more likely to see things from her point of view, or at least provide enough of a distraction to soften the blow.

‘I’d be happy to,’ Isla says. She looks at the portrait on the wall above the fireplace. Ettie and Alistair Findlay, her great-grandparents, who emigrated to Tasmania from Scotland in the 1850s and set down roots with the immense wealth and widespread respect generated by Alistair’s invention: the Findlay Sixerns, small, efficient vessels that could be lowered from large ships in order to sail greater areas and catch a wider variety of fish. At the height of the sixern era, the Findlay Company had employed over a thousand people, and had warehouses in Edinburgh, London and Sydney as well as Hobart. Isla’s family clung to the legacy of the once unstoppable industry, before it was overtaken by the natural course of progress – bigger boats, more bounty. There was still some demand for the boats however, and Isla’s father now managed the company.

In the typical manner, Ettie is seated with Alistair standing behind her, one large hand resting on her shoulder. A handsome pair. The portrait was painted shortly after they arrived. They’re in their thirties. Ettie’s hair is still auburn. She’s wearing a peacock-coloured shawl that sets off her bright, grey-blue eyes. Isla has always wondered about her great-grandmother’s expression, which looks more like she’s just experienced the flash of a camera for the first time rather than having sat for an artist for hours.

Alistair looks serene, dressed in an emerald-green overcoat that brings out his eyes.

What had they thought of Tasmania when they arrived? Isla supposes there was some comfort in the similarities to Scotland. The bracing winds and the hills at the foot of the mountain that in certain lights, when the eucalypts release their purple, hazy mist, resemble the glens of their homeland. But they must have missed their families. Letters, even today, take a long time to arrive from the United Kingdom, and sometimes they get lost. Ettie left her sisters and her mother behind, knowing she would no doubt become a mother herself without their support. She must have loved Alistair, to follow him, literally to the ends of the earth. Isla can’t imagine ever loving a man to that degree.

‘What was Ettie like?’

‘Stoic, sometimes aloof. She wasn’t the most affectionate of folk,’ Clara says.

‘You must have other memories.’

‘Yes …’ The clacking of the needles pauses, and the space feels large with the sudden silence. ‘Ettie was remarkable, with a broad set of skills most women of her time, and even now, can hardly dream of acquiring.’

‘What kind of skills?’

‘Fishing, for one. Ettie could coax anything into her nets. And dancing. She was an extraordinary dancer, yet she hated balls. I think she disliked the structure of them, more than anything. Her dancing was fluid, never a step the same. Her mind was fierce and her will fiercer still. I was always a little bit frightened of her. She never behaved like the grandmothers in story books. She was not soft or gentle or even kind, but she was wise. She would tell Adelaide and I never to let anyone decide our fate for us. It always sounded like a warning.’

‘I wish I could have known her.’

Clara nods. ‘You know Adelaide and I came to live here when our mother died,’ Clara says. ‘I was just a baby. This is the only home I’ve ever known.’

‘It must have been hard for you both,’ Isla says.

‘We had Agatha.’

Isla wants more but she can see her mother beginning to close this window of her heart. Clara picks up her knitting.

‘I’d like you to accompany me to the children’s home tomorrow morning,’ she says. ‘Mabel was just telling me how rewarding it is reading to the little ones. It’s time we did our bit.’

Thought it was time we kept up with the Joneses, more likely, Isla thinks.


CHAPTER 2

The morning air is crisp against Isla’s salt-washed cheeks. Gum leaves and lichen stick to the undersides of her feet, so thickly they’ve created a cushioned sole equal to any slipper. Isla’s hair is deliciously damp against the back of her neck, and she can still smell the salt on the strands, against her skin. She steps off the bushy track and makes her way towards the orchards. As Isla nears the house she squints, trying to make out whether it’s her mother’s lamp she sees in the upstairs bedroom, or a trick of the light.

‘Isla,’ Agatha calls after her, and she turns.

‘You just missed the post,’ while you were at the cove, the old woman’s eyes say. Gripped between her knotted fingers is a letter. Isla knows even before she grabs it, before she notes the Oxford coat of arms on the top right corner, that her future resides inside.

‘Did … I mean, has …’

‘Your mother has not seen it,’ Agatha says.

‘Thank you, Agatha.’

Isla leans against her bedroom door. Her chest is taut, tender when she presses her fingertips to the soft skin above her collarbone, anticipation making each breath an effort. She should have asked Agatha to open the letter, read it to her. Don’t be stupid. Agatha detests cowardice. Isla stares at the immaculate penmanship on the envelope until it blurs. Her eyes sting. Just rip it.


Dear Miss Findlay,

I am glad to inform you that the Department of Paleobiology has agreed to admit you as one of the fifteen female undergraduate students at Oxford University for the Hilary term of 1924 …



Joy and relief flood Isla’s senses in a giddy rush and she sags against the doorframe. She did it. They want her. Isla Findlay will join Oxford’s hallowed halls at last. Now all she has to do is keep her excitement contained at the Veterans’ tea tomorrow, which she’s been grudgingly helping Clara organise all week. She will tell her mother, but when it comes to Clara, timing is everything.

Isla changes into the pastel blue dress Clara requested she wear, and looks regretfully at the books lying closed on her desk. At least this tea for the soldiers has more of a purpose to it than some of the other events her mother has hosted in the past; the one to celebrate Mrs Hurley’s winning flower arrangement comes to mind. But still, Isla wonders how much of a kindness it is to force returned soldiers who have witnessed, done, unspeakable things, into a room filled with tea and scones and flowers and prettiness.

It must be bizarre, Isla thinks, to be expected to slot back into normality as if their whole world hasn’t been ripped from underneath them.

The parlour is decked out in shades of sky blue and rose. Four rectangular wooden tables have been erected around the space, draped with crisp white tablecloths and a crystal vase filled with posies of roses and bluebells in the centre of each. All in all, her mother has outdone herself. It could not be a prettier scene if she tried. Agatha puts a large teapot on each table, and Isla arranges the cups and saucers.

‘What time do they arrive?’ she asks.

‘In about half an hour, if they care to be on time,’ Agatha says.

Isla tugs sharply at the edge of a doily and smiles when it flies free without disturbing the sugar bowl sitting under it. At least this diversion will force her to focus on something other than the dreams which have been plaguing her waking hours – of the seals and what it feels like to swim with them, of the increasing pressure in her chest that pushes her a little further towards the ocean every day, towards that tantalising possibility of really swimming with them. Isla thinks of Orlena from the story Adelaide had told her. For so long as a child, and even after Adelaide left, she’d wanted to be her, had coveted Orlena’s freedom, her courage to make her own decisions and follow her heart. If she’s honest, Isla has never truly let go of this admiration, even though Orlena was only a story. But is anything ever just a story?

At three o’clock, twenty men arrive on the doorstep. Agatha ushers them inside. Some are better dressed than others. Not all look nervous. To her mother’s delight, Mrs Peters does indeed make an appearance, arriving fashionably late at two fifteen, her proud, portly husband and three other stylishly dressed women in tow.

Isla keeps her distance for as long as she can. It was always more fun to participate in parties as a child. Now the thought of small talk is exhausting. But eventually Clara finds her, of course she does, gives her a little wave as if she hadn’t known where she’s been hiding the entire time, behind the sideboard, pretending to dust. Trailing behind her mother is a veteran. He looks about thirty, with a trim black moustache and deep-set eyes.

‘Isla, I want you to meet Mr Mason Blaine.’

Another of her mother’s pitiful yet persistent attempts at matchmaking. This poor creature is number five.

‘Mr Blaine served in Albert and earned the Military Cross for gallantry in the face of active operations against the enemy,’ Clara says, beaming. Mr Blaine’s mouth is like a reptile’s, too wide and with an eager arrogance that makes Isla want to scratch an invisible itch.

‘What did you do before the war?’ Isla asks, and Clara looks mortified. Mr Blaine, however, is unfazed.

‘I was a lawyer. I’m just beginning to return to the practice now, actually.’

Isla regrets asking as Mr Blaine launches into a lengthy description of estate keeping and contract management that she senses even Clara has difficulty following. It doesn’t take long for Isla’s mind to drift. Pearlescent ocean surrounds her. Ahead, she can see the forms of her sisters, but they’re far away and she’s worried she won’t be fast enough to catch them. She can smell the thick, cloying scent of krill swarming, the gathering of clouds high above that will soon burst and pockmark the surface with raindrops.

‘Isla,’ Clara hisses through pursed lips. She blinks to find Mr Blaine looking at her with annoyance.

‘Am I boring you?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Isla says. ‘I’m oddly tired this afternoon.’ She rolls her right shoulder, reaching back to knead the knot forming there, and receives a warning look from Clara.

‘Women are such feeble creatures. Thank goodness the country didn’t have to rely on you for the war effort!’ He almost guffaws.

‘Perhaps we were relied on too heavily,’ Isla says. ‘We may not have been on the front line, but I can assure you just as many battles were fought at home. Who fabricated your weapons? Who nursed your wounded?’

‘You couldn’t possibly understand,’ he sneers.

‘Oh really? Do enlighten us.’

‘Women aren’t fit to fight battles and therefore have no concept of what it’s like to be in one.’ His neck is turning blotchy.

‘You look in need of refreshment, Mr Blaine. Why don’t I get you some tea and scones? Our housemaid really does make the best.’ Clara’s smile is full and fixed, her teeth white and gleaming. It makes Isla sick to see it.

Mr Blaine takes a long, shuddering breath.

‘I do not want tea, Mrs Andrews. I would like to leave. I should have known better than to accept an invitation from so tainted a family. My mother used to tell me stories of your sister and her proclivity for high fancies. Clearly, your daughter is similarly afflicted.’

Clara’s mouth falls open, and she looks from Mr Blaine to Isla and back again like a broken automaton. Isla’s throat aches and her hands tingle, watching words abandon her mother, but she can’t bear to linger one more second.

‘I believe I hear Agatha calling.’

Isla retreats, guilt following her like a patient gull.

The gardens of the Findlay home were designed by Isla’s great-grandmother Ettie. Facing the façade are rose beds, which her mother tends, constantly on the lookout for new and rare varieties. An old conservatory contains a small collection of ferns and a few exotic plants that rarely boast flowers, for the shelter is hardly enough for Tasmania’s biting winter days, when it’s possible to forget the sun ever shone.

To the left of the property there are orchards boasting apples, pears, quinces and cherries, which Agatha makes use of frequently. A couple of miles behind the house is a man-made lake. Alistair had it dug and filled with trout so that he could invite fellow gentlemen to fish. There are no trout left, and it has become overgrown and tangled with reeds. Willow trees surround the banks.

Isla sits underneath her favourite golden elm, the biggest one in the grove just past the orchard. The elm trees were here when her great-grandparents arrived, and probably present many years before then. When Isla was little, the estate’s one hundred acres seemed as vast as a jungle, but she knows now there are some properties that exceed a thousand. Out of the corner of her eye she sees a figure striding across the grass, which she assumes is one of the gardeners until she hears her mother’s voice.

Clara sinks beside Isla, who’s surprised to see a plate of leftover pastries in her mother’s hand. She places it between them, after first checking for ants.

‘I’m sorry if I embarrassed you,’ Isla says.

‘You’d think I’d be used to it by now.’ Clara sighs. ‘When talking to damaged men, it’s always best to let them feel they’re in control of the conversation, no matter what they say.’

‘The war isn’t an excuse for poor behaviour.’ Although everything seems to be an excuse for men.

‘No, but …’

‘There are no “buts”. It’s men like Mr Blaine who start these wars.’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘Why? It’s true.’

‘How on earth would you know?’ Clara snaps. ‘I will admit that he was boorish. I never imagined he’d say such things, but at some point, Isla, you have to learn to swallow your tongue and get on with things like the rest of us.’

‘Things like unhappy marriages?’ Isla takes a meringue from the plate and stands. ‘What happened to you, Mother?’

She leaves before Clara can say a word.


CHAPTER 3

The following Sunday, mainly to appease her mother, Isla joins her family for the church service at St David’s. She won’t be here for much longer, so making more of an effort to fit in feels easier.

The interior of the church is cool and dim, a welcome contrast to the glaring sunshine of the morning. The space smells strangely earthy, of damp and old stone, almost like a cave.

Isla sits between her parents, the pew hard and cold beneath her. She shuffles, trying to adjust her skirt so it bunches up under her like a cushion. Clara nudges her with an elbow and nods to Pastor William, who’s shuffling pages, preparing to begin his sermon. It’s not as bad as she expected. He’s in a mild mood and there’s less hellfire and brimstone and more love thy neighbour today than in previous sessions. But Pastor William has an unfortunately low-toned voice, not at all conducive to paying attention. It bounces off the stone walls and any articulation he had to begin with disappears up into the vaulted ceiling almost as soon as the words leave his lips. She glances at her mother. Her expression is politely engaged, peaceful. Isla wonders if she’s actually listening, or if her thoughts are wandering like any normal person’s would.

When the hour is up, Isla joins the throng as they make their way outside to the churchyard.

‘Clara!’ A tall woman with greying toffee-coloured hair and beady brown eyes steps in front of them. Clara’s smile is hesitant.

‘Melissa, how are you?’ she says, stepping to the side so they have more room.

‘Oh, splendid. Nothing to complain about, especially on such a fine day as this.’ She gestures vaguely to the sky.

‘You’ve met my husband, Harold, and my daughter, Isla.’

Melissa gives Harold a brief nod before homing in on Isla. She reaches out a cold, bony hand and grasps Isla’s wrist.

‘It’s so lovely to see you again, Isla. How tall you are! And my goodness,’ she leans closer, ‘you really do look so much like …’

‘My mother? Yes, I know,’ Isla interrupts, relishing in the woman’s discomfort. She will not be goaded into talking about Adelaide today.

‘Yes … well,’ —she glances at Clara— ‘what I came to say is that Mrs Able has her eagle eye out scouting the host for next year’s winter ball. Make sure you don’t miss any TWA meetings over the next few months, Clara. Of course I know you won’t expect to be chosen, but it’s important to make a good impression, isn’t it?’

Clara’s smile is so fixed it looks painful, and Isla wants to slap this insufferable woman away from her. Mrs Able is the president of the Tasmanian Women’s Association. A formidable woman, her sway over members is significant when it comes time to vote for the home of the next winter ball.

Her father doesn’t seem to be paying attention. He’s looking above his wife’s head into the far distance, an odd expression on his face, as if he’s expecting someone.

‘Oh! There’s Margaret. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they give it to her. She has the most incredible garden. See you next week, my dear.’

‘What a dreadful woman,’ Isla says as they watch her go.

‘She’s not so bad. Just insensitive,’ Clara says.

‘I wish you wouldn’t make excuses for people, Mother.’

Clara turns to Harold and hands him her hymnbook.

‘I’m going to go and say hello to Mabel. You should try and talk with some of the other women your age, Isla. Make some friends.’ Clara glances pointedly in the direction of a group lingering by the verger’s residence.

‘We won’t be too long,’ Harold says apologetically, before following his wife.

Isla looks around the churchyard at the families talking together, laughing, at ease. She tugs her gloves off and tucks them into her pocket, before reaching up to remove some of the pins that are stabbing her scalp. If Clara and Mabel talk as long as she suspects, she might just have time to walk to Fullers Bookshop for a browse. Isla starts towards the gates. She doesn’t mean to be rude or antisocial, but she never knows what to say when faced with other women her age. She gets tongue-tied and blurts something foolish. In this exam, all her answers are wrong. Isla knows they pity her mother for having such a strange, unpredictable daughter.

‘Isla?’

The girl’s face is familiar, and Isla tries to recall a name.

‘It’s Dot,’ she says. Her smile is genuine, unlike Melissa’s. ‘

Dot, of course. Sorry to be so dense.’

She waves away Isla’s apology.

‘The only reason I remember your name is because your mother is such good friends with Mabel, my aunt.’

‘That makes me feel slightly less guilty.’

‘Will your family be attending the Christmas Ball?’

‘We will. My mother wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

‘You don’t seem very enthusiastic.’

‘It’s not that I don’t love dressing up, or dancing, but I find it all a bit overwhelming.’

There’s a group of women a few paces behind Dot, trying and failing not to stare.

‘You needn’t worry about them,’ she says. ‘They don’t mean any harm. We just see you here so rarely, is all.’

Dot’s being kind, but Isla isn’t convinced the others wouldn’t revel in catching her out for missing some social cue or make a thinly veiled slight the quickest chance they get.

‘I won’t be in Hobart for much longer, so it’s easier not to make friends. I’ll be leaving for Oxford in a few months.’ Isla can’t stop the smile that spreads across her face. It feels so good to say it out loud. But why on earth is she telling her greatest dream to this virtual stranger before she’s even told her parents?

‘Golly! How brave of you. And brilliant. Isn’t it terribly hard to get accepted?’

‘It can be, but if you’re passionate and curious enough about a subject, that’s really what they’re looking for. New ideas. What do you love, Dot?’

And just like that they’re talking, and the conversation is easy in a way it so rarely is for Isla. Probably because neither of us are attempting small talk.

Isla doesn’t notice her mother until she touches her arm and says hello to Dot.

‘You look very well, Dorothy.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Findlay. I’ve just been telling Isla about my new camera. We might practise some landscape photography together sometime.’

‘That sounds lovely,’ Clara says.

‘Sit with me next time,’ Dot says as her parents walk towards the car.

‘I will.’

As she goes to follow, Clara turns around and beams at her. If only she could be the daughter her mother longs for every day of the week.

You watch as your aunt beckons from the water. She looks more like a selkie than you’ve ever seen, and her smile is wide. But you do not go to her. You sit on the sand and think of what your mother would say if you listened to the wanting. Adelaide is sick. Adelaide needs space, needs time, care, help. Adelaide does not understand herself. But you know otherwise. You know because you love her, and this woman in the water, reaching out – there’s nothing wrong with her. But the ocean is dangerous: the ocean is cold and vast and deep. So you stay on the sand until your aunt lowers her arms, dives away from you. You wonder if she will return or if, this time, your fear will come true.

A head surfaces, but it is not your aunt. The seal swims in lazy circles, keeping to the shallows, dark eyes watchful. Is Adelaide inside? The thought jolts you into standing, into running down the beach, all fear swept away like shells with the tide. The seal vanishes just as your feet hit the water.

Isla wakes with a sadness twining around her heart. She rolls onto her side, wishing she could fall back asleep so she’d know how the dream ends. She has not dreamed of Adelaide for years, so why now? It feels unfair, somehow. She’d been around six when Adelaide started to behave strangely – becoming more distant, less inclined to play the made-up games she was so good at inventing. It was never clear to her what triggered her aunt’s leaving, and it never felt safe to ask. She wonders if Adelaide knew what she wanted when she was twenty-one. Isla knows, and has a plan to achieve it, if only she can find the courage to tell her parents, and she will not let any night-time fancies stand in her way. But in her vision, all she’d wanted was to follow the seal, discover the secrets it hoarded, and become … what? A selkie? Isla lets free a shuddery laugh. Stop this. It was a dream and nothing more. Adelaide is gone, and she is never coming home.

Isla pushes back the bedclothes with a shove and stands. She must shake the clinging remnants of her dream. She needs books and words and thoughts and theories. She gathers her notebooks from the bedside table, finds her slippers and makes her way to the attic.

One of the things Isla loves most about the house is its rambling nature. She wondered sometimes if it had always been like that, even after it was first built, as if it had a mind of its own and ideas about architecture that went against what Ettie and Alistair had planned for it. From outside, the attic looked as if it had been placed there as an afterthought and might collapse at any moment. The manor was designed with four bay windows, two side by side on the ground floor, and twin windows on the second floor above. But these always looked a little odd, as if the house itself thought them excessive. There had been attempts at maintenance, of course – the estate was old. But no-one had ever sought to rip out walls or take a knife to Ettie’s original designs. Isla was glad. This place had a heartbeat, and she never felt it more strongly than when she was up here.

The attic is the unofficial fifth floor. The large attic room is not dark and dingy, for Ettie had made sure to include windows in the architect’s drawings, one on each wall to let in the light. Despite Clara’s attempts at organisation the space is cluttered with all sorts of detritus. There are old toys belonging to three generations of Findlays that Clara insists on keeping for Isla’s future offspring, even though the very thought of babies makes her daughter’s stomach churn. There are boxes full of papers, rusty gardening tools, lampshades decades out of fashion and boxes of books lovingly wrapped in newspaper.

To Isla, the presence of all these things is not forlorn, but companionable. She loves to sit and keep company with a myriad of other lives. Though she adores the library, in the attic she can read without being disturbed, for no-one comes up here except Agatha on Sundays to dust. She wonders if it’s the ghost of her great-grandmother who keeps people away. Isla has always felt an intense, protective presence up here, which she’s long believed to be Ettie. She can feel her now as a sort of alert charge in the air, reminding her to concentrate.

On this early spring morning Isla is reading about the variety present in Tasmanian marine plants, and making notes in her journal alongside her illustrations of fossils. She suspects there may be a connection between seaweed growth and geology, for she’s observed that Neptune’s necklace, a prehistoric weed, grows in abundance wherever dolomite is near, but so far she has not found mention of her theory in this book. She wonders if any of the Oxford scholars would know. She longs to discuss such ideas with someone. Isla worries sometimes that all this time spent in her own head will render her thoughts invalid, stale. She imagines the English countryside, imagines collecting new specimens. She pictures the libraries and colleges, and herself breathing in centuries of thinking that’s surely left a trace behind in those ancient stone walls. Isla is of course aware that many of her notions are romantic. She might find no friendship with anyone. She might not be bright enough to keep up, she might fail her exams and be sent home in disgrace. She shudders at the thought.

Time always slips away when she’s in the attic, as if it acts according to different laws in this space. Isla notices the tea she’d made the previous day, cold and congealing against the side of the cup. It reminds her of Adelaide, how she didn’t mind drinking cold tea, said it was good for you, though Isla could never believe it. Just as she couldn’t believe a sense of adventure was the sole reason for her aunt’s departure. But even though Isla knows in her gut Adelaide didn’t choose to leave, she hadn’t fought to stay. For Isla. She hadn’t fought like she’d fought for so many things in her life. Why hadn’t Isla been enough?

The narrow stairs groan as Isla descends to the fourth-floor landing on her way to brew a fresh pot of tea. The old manor is reluctant to relinquish its creaks. Isla is glad – a silent house is a dead house, and she’d far prefer to be on the side of the living. As she rounds the corner to the third-floor corridor, her parents’ voices drift upwards, raised and agitated.

‘What’s going on?’ she asks Agatha when she reaches the door to the parlour.

‘I couldn’t say,’ Agatha says in a way that tells Isla she could say a great deal.

Isla’s parents don’t immediately notice her as she enters, and she watches as they face one another, their expressions taut as sails in full wind. Her mother clutches a letter in her raised fist.

‘Isla.’ Her father sounds relieved to have her there. ‘Come and sit down.’

‘We’ve received this,’ her mother says, shaking.

‘From your aunt,’ her father finishes. Isla’s head prickles with an uneasy anticipation. She perches on the edge of the couch.

‘What does it say? Why hasn’t she written before?’

Clara takes a breath and sits, smooths the folds in her pleated yellow day dress. Isla notes the dropped waist, the absence of a corset or at least the presence of one made of something other than whale bone. Perhaps she’s been too distracted to dress in her usual formal attire?

‘Your aunt is returning to Tasmania,’ Clara says. ‘Your father and I just received the letter.’ Clara’s face has changed into a serene mask. Adelaide, whom her family have done their utmost to erase from waking memory, will all at once be allowed back into their lives. Isla stares at the dust gathering in the creases of the room’s red velvet curtains, creating muddy-looking streaks.

‘Isla?’ her father says. She jerks her head in his direction.

‘I can’t imagine her back in this house, after all this time,’ Isla says, though she has imagined it, many times, in many different scenes.

‘It’s a shock for all of us,’ Clara says. ‘But we will deal with it.’

Deal with it, as if that’s what she’s done all these years. Isla looks at her parents, and for a moment the two of them seem to meld together into one large blur.

‘You’re very quiet, Isla,’ Harold says.

‘I think we could all do with a cup of tea.’ Clara leaves to inform Agatha, and Isla can see the beginnings of panic roiling in the slight sway of her gait. Harold comes to stand beside Isla. He’s wearing his favourite navy cardigan with the tortoiseshell buttons. His tweed trousers have not been pressed.

‘None of us thought we would see her again,’ he says. ‘Scotland is such a distant country.’

Fifteen years have passed like sand through parted fingers since Adelaide left. Isla had been six.

‘Did she say why?’

‘Just that it was time.’

Isla breathes, closes her eyes. Her stomach feels hollow. She’d thought she’d been special, had always felt special in Adelaide’s eyes, but not special enough for her aunt to stay, not special enough for her to write, to send even a scrap of love in the mail. And now here she is, coming back. Because she’s decided it’s ‘time’. Anger ripples beneath her skin.

‘I’ll go and see if your mother needs any help.’ Never one to handle awkward situations without someone by his side, her father leaves quickly. She sits, listening to the grandfather clock chipping away at life. Her eyes cast down to the armrest of the wing chair she sits in. The burgundy threads are thin and fraying. How dare Adelaide return on a whim, right when Isla is devising the best way to leave. Now no-one will be able to think straight. For the second time in her life, betrayal washes over Isla. Her head spins and she balls her fists and presses them against her eyes, trying to ward off the dizziness. Adelaide is knocking her world off its axis again.

She sees Adelaide as she was the day she left, an almost unrecognisable wraith. The spectre crosses the space and stands in front of her, reaches out one translucent hand as if to brush away a stray curl. Isla has not allowed herself to dwell on that moment, the day her heart broke, but now it unfolds before her. Clara had worn a hat Isla had never seen before, made of dark brown velvet with a swathe of beige lace. She remembers how her father had frowned at it.

Her aunt’s face was bleached, cheekbones chiselled to spikes. Isla had wanted to touch them to see if they felt as sharp as they looked. And then everything had happened quickly. Agatha had arrived looking like she was biting the inside of her mouth behind her closed lips and taken Isla’s hand. Isla had thought she was going with them to the docks, but no. She started to cry as soon as Clara had shaken her head, but her tears had seemed to break part of the spell Adelaide was under. Isla remembers how her aunt kneeled and held her small hands. Adelaide’s cheekbones hadn’t seemed as witch-like up close.

‘Be strong, my girl,’ she’d said, and Isla had wanted to be strong for her, but she still couldn’t understand why her aunt was leaving. Whether Adelaide had said anything else is the one thing Isla can’t recall, but she does remember her mother, just before the front door closed behind them, saying: ‘Isla is not your baby.’

Later, when she was in the kitchen with Agatha, Isla had imagined what happened at the docks. She’d hoped desperately that her mother had embraced Adelaide before she’d walked up the gangplank, all alone with the biting wind.

Clara’s voice is a thin sprinkling of sugar as she directs Agatha to the coffee table, splintering the memory, pulling Isla back. She takes the cup the old woman offers and forces a smile. Falling into the past will fix nothing.

Unfettered chaos is the best way to describe the Findlay household in the days that follow.

Adelaide’s letter had said that she would be taking a ship from Scotland, that she might already be aboard by the time the letter reached them. The journey from Scotland to Tasmania can take a good two months. Isla’s aunt won’t arrive for weeks yet, but Clara has somehow got it into her head that they must make the house spotless, and replace all the old plumbing at once. She avoids Clara as much as possible, which is rarely, as Clara demands her help at every turn. Isla doesn’t mind assisting Agatha with the cleaning, though it’s strange her mother has not employed more of the maids instead. Perhaps they’ve requested leave. Isla enjoys the old woman’s practical and straightforward company, but the time for her studies dwindles. Even when she does manage to find a moment to herself Isla can think of nothing but Adelaide. Her aunt’s looming arrival has colonised her consciousness as surely as any invasive species of seaweed. The more she tries to ignore it, the more vivid her memories of Adelaide become, like malign spirits, haunting her just like her strange and beautiful dreams.

‘Would you look at the state of these curtains?’ Clara says as she comes into the dining room carrying a stack of freshly pressed linen. ‘I can’t believe no-one’s noticed these water stains at the hem, and the fraying!’

‘They aren’t so bad,’ Isla says.

‘And I was in the upstairs bathroom just before, and those pipes are creaking like anything. They’re begging to be replaced.’

‘Mother, Adelaide has probably been living in a tiny cottage with no indoor plumbing at all. Even if we did no renovations, this house will be a huge luxury.’

‘I think you forget that your aunt and I grew up here. I don’t want Adelaide coming home and seeing that nothing has been updated since Ettie and Alistair built the place.’

‘What’s all this bustle?’ Harold comes in carrying a large box of books.

‘Are they the Edith Whartons finally arrived?’

‘They are indeed. I thought we could unpack them together.’

‘She doesn’t have time for books right now, Harold. Can’t you see we’re in the middle of something?’

Harold looks both perturbed and amused.

‘But now that you’re here, we should discuss bathroom alterations. It’s high time we had new plumbing.’

‘I think our plumbing has a few more years left before we abandon ship, Clara,’ Harold says.

‘Haven’t you noticed how the pipes squeal when you turn on a tap? They’re ancient.’

‘My dear, Adelaide will not be arriving for many weeks. There’s no need to rush.’

‘That’s what I told her,’ Isla says.

‘The tiles above the stove in the kitchen also need replacing. They’re cracked in several places,’ Clara says, not seeming to hear.

‘I’ll talk to Agatha,’ Harold says.

After a tumultuous hour of trying to temper her mother’s nerves and reminding her father to keep up with the book orders for the library, Isla escapes to the kitchen with her copy of Villette she’s barely halfway through. With the warm glow of embers in the grate and the comforting smell of leftover baking, Isla tries to sink fully into the story, but her head aches with fatigue and the words swim.

‘Isla. Isla? Wake up.’

She comes to groggily, as if clawing herself from a sticky swamp. It’s early morning, and the gentle light from the kitchen’s small, high windows catches wisps of Agatha’s hair, tumbling loose around her shoulders. It’s rare to see it unpinned, and Isla, in her sleep-fogged brain, is distracted by the tawny browns and rich golds that are still caught in all her silver.

‘You’ve been weeping,’ Agatha says. Isla touches a hand to her cheek. It’s unsettling realising you’ve been crying, unaware until the moment your hand finds its own salt.

‘So I have.’ Isla is about to excuse herself, about to say something trite about being overtired. The old woman fixes her with a steely glare, and Isla unravels, as if Agatha’s glacial blue gaze is drawing words from her like a fisherman pulling up his catch.

‘I know it’s not fair of me to blame Adelaide for leaving.’

Her face heats and her chest tightens, like someone has placed a leaden doorstop on her breastbone. She hates that Adelaide still has such power over her. Why can’t she let go? It makes her furious to know that even after all these years and an ocean to separate them, she can’t move on. Agatha is still watching her.

‘I know now that many things were beyond her control,’ Isla says. ‘But I can’t let the pain go, Agatha. Every time I think about Adelaide my child-self screams in warning, people who love you don’t leave.’

‘Adelaide had to develop her own survival strategies, and so must you. Growing up under the same roof as your great-grandfather wasn’t easy. Alistair was a volatile man, quick to temper. Do not judge Adelaide for experiences you’ve been protected from.’ Agatha’s mouth is drawn down in a scowl. Isla has known for a while there are things about her great-grandfather that remain unsaid, things hidden. Only now does she get the feeling they might be bigger than she’d ever realised.

‘I’ll see you at breakfast,’ Agatha says, changing the subject as if she hasn’t just begun to reveal truths about her aunt’s, her mother’s childhood she’s sure Clara would prefer left untouched. Agatha turns away, her hair swaying like sea grass. The scent of brine lingers in her wake.

Isla stands atop the tallest rung of the ladder in the library to reach tomes that haven’t seen a duster since the day they were shelved. She grips the bookcase and pushes the ladder along. Isla quite enjoys this chore, the precariousness of being up so high, high enough to cause her mother concern and therefore make her less likely to pester, in case the distraction causes her daughter to topple. Isla hadn’t realised how many interesting volumes were here. She’d always assumed they’d be dry accounts of law proceedings, but instead she’s found a series of classics: the entirety of Shakespeare’s plays, Jane Austen’s collected works and, most excitingly, what looks to be an early translation of the Odyssey. Isla climbs down with this book held tight beneath her chin.

‘I’m going to make tea,’ Isla calls to her mother in the adjacent room, ‘would you like some?’ There’s no answer. Isla goes into her father’s study. Clara is sitting, clutching pieces of paper. As Isla draws closer she sees it’s her acceptance letter for the paleobiology course at Oxford. Things Isla had hidden safely in her desk upstairs. Her mother’s eyes are like stagnant water. Isla wonders how many times she’s read the words. Can she possibly guess how much this means to her? What she says is:

‘What were you doing in my room?’

‘That is not the point,’ Clara says. ‘I suppose you were planning on telling your father first?’

‘I thought he would be more sympathetic.’

Clara releases a short, pained laugh that reminds Isla of a seal’s bark.

‘I knew there was something you weren’t telling me. You’ve had an air of secrecy about you, a far-off look in your eyes.’

‘Really, Mother. You could be a little less dramatic. My acceptance only arrived a few days ago.’

‘Do you imagine your father will grant his only daughter permission to sail to the other side of the world to pursue some selfish desire to, what? Learn about things that have been dead for thousands of years?’

‘It’s not selfish.’

‘Of course it is.’

‘Mother.’ Isla takes a breath, then lowers her voice to a reasonable tone. ‘Fossils are the keys to discovering the secrets of the natural world, which in turn lead to developments in everything from biological studies to modern medicine.’

But Clara isn’t listening. ‘You have everything you could possibly need or want right here. Your aunt will be arriving any day now and yet here you are, planning to leave us.’

‘Adelaide left me,’ Isla says. ‘I owe her nothing.’

Clara closes her eyes like a child who believes doing so will render her invisible.

‘Adelaide had to leave. And now she’s coming back to us.’

‘Why?’

‘Because she’s ready.’

‘Why has she never written?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I think you do. I think you always have.’

‘Isla …’

‘No.’ Isla shakes her head. ‘I don’t want to hear any more lies, and I’m not going to apologise for my ambition. I applied to Oxford long before we received Adelaide’s letter, and I plan to accept.’

‘And you expect your father and I to fund this wild venture?’

‘Think of it as a dowry without the husband. You won’t be out of pocket.’

‘Oh, Isla, be realistic. You can’t just abandon your life here.’

‘What life?! Do you imagine I’m going to stay at home forever? Be here for your and Father’s every beck and call?’ Isla snorts and sees her mother flinch. ‘The world is changing, and I will not sit here, waiting for my life to start. I want to be in the rooms where discoveries are being made, where history is unfolding.’

Clara sucks in a breath and Isla notices how hollow it makes her cheeks, like a starved creature.

‘You have no concept of how easy your existence has been, is. One day, Isla, you’ll realise that the world is not kind to those who strive for importance. Sometimes, I wonder why God gave me you. What’s the point of having a daughter you can’t understand?’ The words bury themselves into Isla’s heart like parasitic worms.

That night Isla dreams of mothers who try to love their children but find they cannot, of mothers whose children were stolen and of seal mothers suckling their pups. Of women who have no wish to be mothers at all.


CHAPTER 4

October 1923

Isla runs the last few feet down the hill to the beach. It’s the thirteenth of October, two weeks since Clara found her acceptance letter, and her mother has been avoiding her whenever possible. Clara’s reaction is not a surprise, but it still stings, more than she thought it would. She doubts Clara has spoken to Harold about it. There’s a distance between them that makes Isla strain to imagine a time when her parents had shared the knowing smiles and daily affection of a couple in love. Love, Isla thinks, is altogether too painful to bother with.

On the sand, Isla is startled to see a figure in the distance, coming out from underneath the sea arch. It’s been an age since she’s seen anyone else down here. Isla’s heart stutters. The way the woman walks, leaning forward to brace against the wind, auburn hair catching the sunlight like the first streaks of dawn, makes Isla imagine it’s Adelaide come home early. But as the woman comes closer Isla can see that it’s not her aunt. The woman is too short and too old.

‘Good afternoon,’ the woman says. Isla offers a polite nod, not trusting her voice to remain steady. ‘I don’t often see others come by this way.’

‘Nor I.’ Isla clears her throat, and the woman’s brow creases.

‘I’d say we’d better be off home, though it looks as if you’ve just arrived.’

‘Oh?’

She nods. ‘Storm’s coming.’

Isla looks to the sky and sees that she’s right. One black cloud is gathering on the top of Mount Wellington and appears to be making its lumbering way towards them. The woman passes by and raises her hand in farewell. Isla wonders who she is, and wishes she’d introduced herself. From afar, the resemblance to Adelaide had been uncanny. Goosebumps still pepper Isla’s skin. For the umpteenth time this week she wonders what it will be like to have her aunt under the same roof. Fifteen years too late.

She’s not ready for it. Not ready to embrace Adelaide as if nothing has changed. Isla remembers how much her anger scared her after Adelaide left. She’s used to it now, but as a child it had seemed mammoth and uncontrollable. Now, she knows it’s not anger but resentment that simmers like treacle just underneath her breastbone. She hates the way her mother swings between ignoring the fact Adelaide is returning, and obsessing over making the house picture perfect. It makes her want to scream. But rage feels good. So much easier to deal with than sadness. Sorrow stings and clings like sticky sap to the underside of her heart where she thought she was safe.

She is ready to leave. University beckons like a will-o-the-wisp. She’s decided to give her family one year. She will be here when Adelaide arrives, she will help her settle, and then she will leave in time for the following October term. Now she just has to tell them. She’s twenty-one, not a child they can order around.

A drop of rain lands on Isla’s forehead and she’s startled to find that she’s on the hard surface near the shoreline, hands buried in the cool, wet sand. She doesn’t remember sitting, can’t think of how long it’s been since her brief meeting with the stranger. The sky has darkened to an ominous hue, and rain is falling in earnest. She watches as the droplets gather on her green skirt, changing the colour from light moss to a deep olive. She lets the cold water gather in her hair until it streams down her face in tiny rivers that half blind her. Soon, Isla cannot distinguish where sand ends and ocean begins, there’s simply a grey mass of water, a mesmerising curtain that envelops her in exquisite, shocking cold. Only when her hands and feet are numb does she stand and make her careful way back up the slippery slope and through the trees.

Isla opens the front door to find her mother standing in the hallway sorting through a pile of mail. They haven’t spoken beyond painfully cautious small talk since that day in the library. Clara takes in her sopping appearance. Isla waits for the rebuke, but it doesn’t come.

‘Go and take off those wet things and come and have some tea. Agatha’s just made a fresh pot.’ Clara turns before Isla can reply. Her mother’s image grows fainter with each step. It looks as if she’s being swallowed, and as Clara disappears around the corner, Isla doesn’t think she’d be surprised to see the sailboats on the wallpaper start to lurch and jostle as if they truly were out at sea. Sometimes it feels as if this old home is observing them, quietly judging their movements like a detached guardian. Or maybe it’s not the house, but the souls who used to reside within and linger still, waiting to see who their descendants will become. Perhaps it’s Ettie herself, the original Findlay, watching to find out which of them will continue her watery legacy.

Isla wraps her fingers around the teacup and breathes out as the warmth slowly thaws her frozen hands. She and her mother sit opposite each other in the drawing room, a plate of Agatha’s rock cakes between them. The baroque maple grandmother clock on the wall chimes the hour. It’s already two o’clock.

‘I’ve got something to show you,’ Clara says, placing down her cup and rising. She walks to the side table where a cardboard box sits, and pulls out an object wrapped in newspaper. Clara cradles the parcel as if it contains something infinitely precious. When she sits back down and slowly unwinds the wrapping, Isla understands why. In her hands Clara holds another teacup, but this one is uncommonly fine. The cup is tiny; the china is so thin, so delicate, that it looks as if it would shatter if placed inside its saucer. The creamy china is painted with a navy blue stripe around the rim, gold inlaid over the top.

‘This set was Ettie’s. It’s been packaged away for so many years, but such a beautiful tea set should be admired. I’ve been saving it for you, Isla. For your wedding, one day.’

Isla knows that for her mother, this statement is an attempt to be close, but she can’t help the irritation that bubbles at the assumption.

‘I see,’ she manages.

Isla looks away from Clara’s hopeful expression, and finds herself drawn to the portrait of her grandparents. She’s once again struck by the fierceness of Ettie’s features, her high brows, her steely, striking green eyes.

‘Do you believe that she drowned herself?’ Isla asks. She knows there’s a maple tree in the family cemetery with a plaque dedicated to Ettie’s memory. For a moment, Clara looks as if she won’t answer. Her hands worry at the ornate china, fingers gliding over it, before she looks once more at her daughter.

‘Yes.’ The words are heavy and final. Isla wishes she’d left the subject alone. ‘For all her spark and ingenuity, Ettie was not well in her last days, Isla, not all there. She used to hum this strange tune no-one recognised.’

‘And Alistair died of a broken heart,’ Isla says.

‘Well, that’s utter nonsense, but yes, that was the rumour, though not because of his wife. He died about a week before Ettie did, when I was twenty and newly engaged to your father. They say it was because he could see the Findlay Sixern Company failing, but it was likely heart disease. He’d been suffering shortness of breath and dizziness for months before his death. People do not die of broken hearts.’

Isla remembers the weeks after Adelaide left, how she’d rounded corridors expecting her aunt to come jumping out at her like she would when they played hide and seek, almost managing to convince herself through pure willpower and imagination that Adelaide was really there. On the matter of broken hearts, she believes her mother is mistaken.

‘Ettie always spoke her mind, but as she got older she would talk more about the old beliefs her grandmother in Scotland passed down. Alistair hated it. Sometimes he would yell at her to shut it, or threaten to lock her in her room.’

No-one who loved their wife would have treated her such, Isla thinks. No-one decent would have failed to help her.

‘Ettie became more troubled leading up to her death,’ Clara says. ‘She would write letters to her family back on Orkney, but she never sent them.’

‘Surely Alistair could have?’ Isla says.

‘He wasn’t well enough, Isla.’

‘What happened to the letters, Mother? Are they still here?’

‘I have no idea, but most likely, yes. Hidden somewhere in this rabbit warren.’

Clara is staring at her like she wants to say something but doesn’t know how.

‘I was wondering …’ Clara pauses, and Isla thinks that maybe Adelaide’s arrival has been delayed, that she’s not coming after all, but no, her mother continues, ‘if you would mind cleaning Adelaide’s room? I’ve too much on my plate and I thought it might be nice for you. You used to love spending time in there.’

It’s a weak excuse. Isla suspects her mother can’t bear the thought of standing among the ghosts of her sister’s former life. Unlike Clara, Isla has frequented Adelaide’s room since she left. In the early days when she was still small, she’d found comfort sitting on her aunt’s bed and looking through the books she left behind. She’d not been able to read all of the words and so had closed her eyes and imagined Adelaide sitting behind her, wrapping her arms around Isla’s shoulders and helping her turn the pages. But as she’d grown up and time had sown its doubts, the place had felt more like a curse than a comfort.

‘I don’t mind,’ Isla says.

She takes another sip, swallowing the contempt she feels towards her mother’s timidity. She will face Adelaide’s room. She will do this task and prove to herself that the past has no hold over her. Isla puts down her unfinished cup.

‘I’ll go up now,’ she says.

The curtains are drawn in Adelaide’s room – have been for years. This is a dead space, a tomb of memories. Isla goes to the north-facing window and yanks on the heavy drape’s cord. It gives with a flurry of dust and thin light penetrates some of the gloom. She does the same to all three windows until she can see clearly, or as clearly as the thick layer of dust coating everything will allow. The walls are painted a glorious shade of blue, still vibrant and ocean-like.

The day Adelaide left had felt wrong. Isla remembers waking with a heaviness that clung to the pink cotton of her coverlet despite the brightness of the morning. So she’d stayed in bed. As long as she lay there she could pretend everything was fine. Isla remembers listening to the house wake up. She remembers the sound of something smashing, footsteps clomping on the stairs. She remembers shutting her eyes tight. But most of all, Isla remembers the knowing. A sick, persistent knowing she couldn’t ignore no matter how much she tried, or how badly she wanted to. A knowledge that the person she loved most in the world was leaving her, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

Isla runs her fingers over the bookshelf. Adelaide had taken most of the books with her, but she can see without opening them that the few remaining volumes have been nibbled by moths and are irreparably stained. Why hadn’t she thought to move them? Standing here amid this terrible neglect, it’s as if Adelaide has died. But then, Isla supposes, she has been dead to them, or at least to her parents, ever since she set foot onto that ship bound for Orkney. The sight of these poor books lying in such a state makes Isla want to curl up and cry. She picks up the largest and rubs away some of the dust, finding that the cover beneath is a familiar periwinkle blue. She rubs harder and the title, Tales from Scotland and the Hebrides, is uncovered by Isla’s now frantic fingers.

She’d requested a story from its pages almost every evening. Perhaps that’s why Adelaide had left it. Isla holds the book to her chest and remembers when Adelaide veered from the book and told Isla her own dark tale about seals and selkies and a woman named Orlena. If a selkie’s skin was stolen, she could never return to the sea. She would remain trapped on land, entombed in her human self until her skin was returned to her. The tale had frightened Isla. She remembers how she’d fled from her aunt’s bed and out the door, her fear a ghastly wight chasing her away from Adelaide and the terrible foreboding of her words, past her own bedroom and her mother’s, along the hallway and down down down until she found the kitchen and Agatha. The old woman had shushed her while she cried and hadn’t asked for an explanation, had seemed to understand exactly what was wrong.

When her tears had stopped the housekeeper had given Isla a piece of fresh bread slathered with honey and taken her back upstairs. Adelaide and Clara stood outside Isla’s room, loud, angry whispers issuing from their lips. Agatha had cleared her throat and the two women spun to face them. Isla had wanted to bury herself in Agatha’s apron but the old woman pushed her towards her mother and aunt and left. Adelaide had tried to hug her but Isla had shoved her away.

‘The story isn’t finished,’ Adelaide had said, but Isla had shaken her head, wishing Adelaide would be quiet.

‘Stop it, Adelaide,’ Clara hissed. ‘Can’t you see she’s frightened?’

Adelaide ignored her sister, leaning down and saying, ‘Orlena was strong, and her sisters were watching over her.’

Isla had not been comforted. Orlena was unaware of the danger, and she was far away from the people who loved her.

‘But she’s all alone, and the bad man is coming,’ she remembers whispering into her mother’s hair as Clara carried her back to her room, tucked her in and kissed her forehead. Her mother’s love hadn’t made Isla’s heart stop hurting. Isla shakes her head, and begins to wipe away the dust.


ETTIE

Hobart, 1889

It’s been years since Ettie has spoken of Orlena and the selkies. But tonight, with a sickle moon and a neap tide rolling in, Alistair away in Launceston, it feels right, safe.

‘One night,’ Ettie begins, ‘when Orlena and her sisters came to shore, she lingered long after the others donned their skins and returned to their saltwater home. She stayed on the beach, the sand silver-black under the low light, and looked up at the sky.’ Ettie watches Adelaide as she scoots closer to Clara on the bed, imagines her cold feet finding Clara’s clammy ones beneath the covers. Though on the cusp of adolescence, Clara still allows her sister this puppy-like nearness, to seek comfort, and Ettie often finds her granddaughters curled up like dormice in one bed.

‘She sought Venus, her favourite star, so much brighter than the others, and she asked it to tell her what to do, for as she stood on the beach enjoying the feeling of being grounded to the earth, half of her heart was in the sea with her family, and she knew if she was ever to be happy she must remain here at this halfway point, this junction between land, sea and sky.’

Clara’s lips part, but Adelaide nudges her. She frowns at her sister, but says nothing.

‘Selkies have uncommonly sharp hearing, and so Orlena knew someone was coming down the cliff path well before they arrived, and she knew from listening to their staggering steps and wheezing breath that this human was not a threat. So she did not hide, but waited, and watched as the figure grew closer until the distant blur transformed into its true shape. The old woman was small. She barely came up to Orlena’s shoulder, and she wore so many layers of clothing it was hard to tell whether she was skinny or fat.

‘“Why do you stay?” she asked Orlena. Her voice cut clean through the night, no trace of the croakiness age brings.

‘“I am not like my clan. My heart does not beat for one place alone. How did you know I was here tonight?”

‘“I always watch the moon.” This was a woman of ancient knowing.

‘“Where is your skin?”

‘“Safe,” Orlena said.

‘“Good. There are still some who believe in the old stories, and they would steal it from you.”

‘“How do you know about my kind?”

‘“I have met many selkies over my life, but never one like you.”

‘“My sisters understand me, but they cannot help.”

‘“Build yourself a cottage,” the old woman said. “This beach has plenty of driftwood. Give your heart the freedom to be in both places at once.”

‘So Orlena did. She constructed her shelter where the trees met the beach, and for a time she lived happily, swimming with her family during the day and sleeping under the stars by night. But there will always be some who are suspicious of those who diverge from the agreed-upon customs, and on both land and in the sea Orlena was mistrusted. Her clan believed her desire to live so close to the humans was a danger to the safety of the collective, and so they at last abandoned her. No longer was she able to dance in their company, or ride with them on currents to distant oceans.

‘Her sisters, ever loyal, their hearts broken, did not stop visiting, but they too were fearful of what the people might do, for Orlena did not spend all her time in the forest or on the beach. Curiosity drove her to the town. The old woman had given her a dress and shoes, but it was clear to any person with good sense that Orlena was something other. She was taller and stronger than any normal woman, more beautiful than anyone had a right to be, and she moved with such elegance, as if she’d never stumbled onto the sand with splinters of pain spearing up from her newfound soles. Some folk were kind, welcoming and helpful. Others were wary and superstitious and had no trouble devising stories of wicked women out to rip the hearts from any young man who got too close (and many did), or stir up a storm that would sink their boats.’

Ettie pauses, traces absentminded circles around her stomach with her thumb. Clara and Adelaide share identical expressions of awe and terror.

‘Grandmother?’ Clara says. Ettie’s gaze refocuses, her fingers still.

‘The story of the strange woman spread, and before long it came to the castle of Clan MacCodrum. The chief had heard tales of selkie folk from fishermen, and there were some who could not bring themselves to harm the seals, lest there really was a person beneath the pelt. The chief was intrigued, and so he left his castle, and set out for the small village where Orlena resided.’

‘How tall was Orlena? Taller than Alistair?’ Adelaide says.

‘Yes.’

‘So she could protect herself from the chief, then,’ Clara says.

‘Another night.’ Ettie’s tone is firm. Clara nods, slowly, and behind her eyes Ettie sees more questions roiling, her mind turning over all the possible meanings of her words, the story.


CHAPTER 5

You wake disoriented. This place is familiar, and yet not. The landscape is the same, the sand and the rocks, the cliffs in the far distance, but the light is different – not quite there, not quite piercing. It smells different too, everything stronger. The brine on the wind is burning, and there are fossils beneath your fingers, you can smell them too. Theirs is a cool, steady scent. Calm and ancient and cloying in its nearness, the knowledge that these rocks with their impressions of bygone creatures will outlive you, will exist here far beyond any time that people can comprehend.

You stand, stumble a little, find your balance. The light has changed again. It is darker now, with the dim, barely there feel of dusk. In the distance, towards the cliffs, you hear someone laugh, then an answer. You walk towards the sound, each footstep on the damp sand sending a thrill up your bare feet, as if all the billions of weathered fragments that were shells once upon a time, are hoarding promises and might just decide to bless you with one.

And then you finally see them, the source of the voices that have been calling to you.

The women are tall and impossibly beautiful. There are three, and they hold hands, helping each other over the slick rocks and to the sand where you wait. They have not noticed you, and you hold your breath. One by one, the women begin to dance. They spin, slowly, with purpose, and it seems as if their steps have the power to call down the wind, to banish an enemy, to heal what has been broken.

You begin to hum, a familiar tune, a lullaby. You cannot help it. One woman stops dancing. She looks younger than the others. Her blue eyes, so full of everything you wish for, lock onto yours.

Isla wakes against something scratchy. Her jaw aches. The moment her mind registers the smell of dust she sneezes, and sits, disoriented. She’s on the floor of Adelaide’s room. She must have sleepwalked. The thought of her leaving her own room and wandering the empty corridors, eyes open but unseeing, is frightening. Beside her lies the book of fairytales. She imagines reaching up in her dream state, taking it down from the shelf. Had she read while she slept? These past few days, ever since she cleaned Adelaide’s room, Isla has been preoccupied with thoughts of this book full of wonders, wanting to go back, take it, but stopping herself.

She flips forward to the story of the selkie woman. Isla had often asked for this tale, but Adelaide had preferred one she knew from memory. In that version, the selkie woman was called Orlena, and she had sisters too, though how many Adelaide hadn’t specified. Isla aches when she thinks of how her aunt never had a chance to finish the tale. Perhaps her subconscious was trying to imagine an ending for Orlena, something like closure. But Isla is not a child anymore. She knows that closure is not always possible, and yet, she still wishes for it, for answers, to hold Adelaide’s hand in hers once more.

At breakfast, Isla has no appetite. She can’t stop considering her night-time wandering. Thank God she’d woken before anyone had found her.

‘May I be excused?’ Isla asks. Harold nods absently, not looking away from Clara who fiddles with the gold chain around her neck. Isla escapes to her room, closes the door and breathes out. A few days ago when Clara had asked her to clean Adelaide’s room, her mother had appeared more settled about the idea of her sister returning. But now it feels like she’s preparing for a battle.

The household has a jack-in-the-box kind of tension, as if something will explode at any moment. She thinks her mother may have already. The initial shock of Adelaide’s return has worn away, and now they must wait to hear which ship she’ll be on, and how many more weeks they have to wait until it docks in Hobart. It may yet be a matter of some months.

Clara has spoken less and less. Her mother’s silence is unsettling. Even if Clara isn’t speaking directly to her, even when Isla is avoiding her, Clara is never at a loss for something to say. Her lips are always moving to the rhythm of the latest societal drama, fundraising ball or private function. Only Agatha has remained herself – stoic and ever practical. But this is unsurprising. Agatha had helped raise Adelaide and Clara after their mother died, and Isla has always sensed that the old woman knew more about her aunt’s past than she’d ever whisper. The thought shoots pins and needles up the soles of her feet. In a few days she could have answers, if only she can be brave enough to ask the right questions.

Isla’s room, at certain times of day and in certain lights, can feel like you’re beneath the waves. On her sixteenth birthday Clara had finally consented to redecoration. Now the walls are cream instead of pink, the curtains a satin blue that change their hue to mimic the ocean depending on which way they’re folded. On virtually every spare surface are shells – abalone halves store Isla’s jewellery on their gleaming mother-of-pearl interiors, cowrie and cockle and cone shells are sprinkled like confetti across her pine rolltop, their random scattering a contrast to her notebooks which are stacked neatly against the end of the desk. Beside it sits her collection cabinet, cases filled with dried seaweed and crab skeletons and feathers. Isla flops onto her bed and looks at the ceiling, at the plaster roses surrounding the electric pendant light.

She remembers when the glass had been green instead of clear, how she and Adelaide had hung sheets over the lamp and pretended they were explorers discovering sea caves in forgotten corners of the globe. Isla closes her eyes. That was before. Before Adelaide had changed, before the sadness stained her eyes. Isla sees herself hiding in the kitchen, listening to Clara and Adelaide fight. She can’t recall exactly what they’d said, but she’d known they were fighting about her. She’d heard snatches of words, too young and unsuitable and damaging, her name. She remembers how she’d wanted to cry – yet knew she couldn’t or they’d find her and be cross. She remembers biting her bottom lip, squeezing her eyes shut. Agatha had found her and taken her back to bed.

‘What’s going to happen?’ she’d asked. The old woman had looked at her with sharp frankness.

‘That’s for lady Fate to decide, child, there’s no sense fretting over it.’

Isla knew, even at six, that her mother and Adelaide had very different ideas about how Isla should be spending her time, what she should learn and what she needed. She wished they would just ask her. Everything would be simpler if people knew how to ask, or how to listen. Isla watches her younger self try again and again to love the strangeness out of her aunt, sees Adelaide grow more distant with each attempt. The night Adelaide stopped reading her stories and started talking of going to faraway places was the worst moment of all.

‘We could go on holiday,’ Isla suggested, ‘all of us together.’ But her aunt had shaken her head and smiled sadly, and Isla knew then that wherever she would go, she would go alone.


CHAPTER 6

December 1923

Isla walks along one of the hidden bush trails that border the property. It’s a fine morning, and she lifts a hand to shade her eyes against the sun that strikes through the spindly branches of eucalypts and giant banksias. She’s been turning over the problem of Oxford since she learned Adelaide would return. It kept her awake last night. She continues along the path, rehearsing what she will say to her mother all the way home.

She thinks of how furious Clara was when she found her acceptance letter, a reaction she met with an equal rage. She will go, Isla reminds herself. The thought of deferring fills her with a disappointment akin to grief, but it does not mean she’s abandoning her dream, simply delaying it. Oxford has stood for centuries. It will be waiting for you. Isla repeats this thought like a prayer.

Clara is in the parlour, head bent over a sheet of paper, a pen twisting between thumb and forefinger. She looks up when her daughter approaches.

‘I’m writing a list of items Adelaide might need when she arrives. Things she likely wouldn’t have had access to on Orkney. Like hair oil and bath salts.’

‘That’s kind, Mother,’ Isla says, wondering at the love so clearly still present for her. Will Adelaide reciprocate it?

Clara smiles, and puts pen to paper once more.

‘I’ve something to tell you.’

Clara looks up, brow furrowed now.

‘I’ve decided to defer my studies at Oxford until next year, so I can be here when Adelaide arrives. See her settled.’

Clara stares at her daughter without speaking for several moments. Her face is like the sea on a clear day – smooth and inviting on the surface, but below depths, unseen currents churn. Just as Isla is about to say something further, her mother smiles.

‘I’m so pleased to hear you say it, darling. Let me get your father. This is a conversation for the whole family.’

Clara abandons her list and sweeps out of the room. Isla notices one of Ettie’s precious china cups beside her mother’s papers, though upon further inspection there’s no tea inside. There’s something endearing about the thought of her mother taking out the box and carefully unwrapping the cup just to keep it beside her, untouched. Maybe doing so makes her feel closer to Ettie. Isla hears her parents before they enter the room – her mother’s hurried, pattering footsteps and high-pitched speech, her father’s heavy, deliberate tread. Harold’s face looks drawn and almost crestfallen when Isla turns her eyes to his.

‘All those conversations in the library and you never said a thing,’ he says.

It’s not as if Isla hadn’t thought about telling him, as if she hadn’t tried to, several times. But it felt good to have a secret, something that belonged to her alone. And it was easier to stay quiet, to rehearse the conversation they might have had in her head, rather than risk disappointment.

‘Are you saying you would have supported my ambition?’

Harold looks to Clara, who is surprisingly silent, standing beside him like some ornamental vase. Harold sighs.

‘Perhaps not at first, it’s true,’ he says. ‘The thought of you so far from home, with no-one to look out for you, with all the expectations Oxford carries … It’s not a comfortable thought for any parent.’

‘Children can’t remain in the nest forever, Father.’

Harold nods.

‘I know that, and I’m not against women receiving a higher education. I’m not surprised Oxford accepted your application. You’ve always been a bright spark, Isla.’

She cannot help the warmth that spreads from her toes to her chest at these words.

‘But she’s going to stay,’ Clara blurts, nodding fiercely.

Harold turns to his wife.

‘She’s going to defer, Clara. She’ll begin with the 1924 Michaelmas term.’

Just hearing her father say these words out loud feels like a confirmation. It makes her decision real, and his support is real with it.

‘So you’ll help me? Just for the passage over, I mean. Everything else, food and board and all that is taken care of.’

‘We will,’ Harold says, placing a hand on his wife’s shoulder and gently squeezing. Clara looks like she wants to cry.

‘Thank you.’ She’s underestimated how much of a relief it is to hear it, to have her father’s support.

‘It would help if you wrote a letter to the dean outlining my reasons for deferring. Especially coming from an alumnus,’ she says.

‘Of course, now …’ Harold clears his throat. ‘I’m glad we’re all together because I’ve just heard which ship Adelaide is to arrive on. She sails on the Benalla and will arrive in Hobart on the morning of the twentieth of January. Six weeks from now.’

‘Well, that’s welcome news. We can properly prepare now there’s a timeline,’ Clara says.

A wave of heat like a fever washes over Isla’s body and she brushes a hand across her forehead. She hopes her parents don’t notice. It’s all becoming too real. More real than the moment Adelaide’s first letter arrived. Bizarrely, Isla thinks of all the times she and Adelaide played hide and seek. The way Adelaide would stalk her niece down these long hallways, pretending to be a child-eating giant, fee, fi, fo, fum, ready or not, here I come, tumbling her into a cuddle when she found her, both of them laughing till they cried. Isla reaches around to cup the base of her neck. Six weeks. Adelaide is coming for her, ready or not.

‘I’m going to read in my room. I’ll see you at dinner,’ Isla says.

But she knows reading would be hopeless. She climbs into bed and pulls the covers over her head, tries to burrow under and encourage warmth to spread. She feels as if she’s sinking, and she gives way to it, letting herself fall.

Isla turns in her sleep and takes the kind of bottomless breath that almost stops all others.


CHAPTER 7

You breathe in salt and it tastes like the tears that slid down your cheeks and into your mouth as you left your human self behind. Her image fades along with all memories of land with every stroke of your flippers bringing you closer to the calls of your family who bask in the warm depths below the cliffs. They sing to you, a song that drifts along the currents in shades of teal and silver, and you answer in your new voice, a voice that has none of the restrictions of air. It slides out of you like mercury and you know you’ ll never forget this melody for as long as you’re alive, as human or seal or something between. They come into view, floating together in one great mass of fins and whiskers. Your heart lightens and you swim faster, imagining the play and the feasting to come. But something stops you, an invisible wall that hurts when you push your body into it. Fear tastes different underwater. You strain against the netting, each shove of your body sending jabs of pain through your side. You can feel yourself tiring when a roar bolts through the waves, and you watch, helpless, as your sister sinks to the sand on the other side of this strange trapping, a trail of crimson pouring from her belly.

Isla wakes aching and drained, a knot of anxiety buried in her gut. This time, she finds herself at the bottom of the stairs. She stands quickly and has to steady herself by the banister as she fights a wave of dizziness. The air inside is too hot, singeing every breath. She hurries to the front door and undoes the latch, sticks her head outside and gulps in the morning until it is air and not seal fur that she feels against her skin, sunshine and not seawater on her eyelids.

In that dream, she’d actually transformed. She can still feel the ocean streaming over her limbs, washing away her old self into something new. And then the nightmare, the blood staining the sea until she could no longer see the net in front of her. Nausea threatens. They’re just dreams, Isla tries to reassure herself. She takes the stairs two at a time to her room, dresses quickly and looks out the window above her desk. It’s still early, the sky only just beginning to lighten. Isla shuts her door with a quiet click and makes her way back outside. She can hear Agatha stirring in the kitchen basement. She wonders what sort of visions populate the old woman’s dreams.

Fossil Cove always changes depending on the light. Today the sun collides with the cliff face, rendering the cracks and furrows burnt orange, in a striking contrast to the pearly blue of the ocean below. Bleached driftwood is scattered across the pebbled shore, ranging in size from fingerbones to felled trunks. An ancient snow gum clings by a single stubborn root to the edge and Isla hopes she’s not beneath it on the day it decides to fall. She tosses pebbles into the nearest rock pool and imagines their slow descent to the bottom. More often than not, she misses. The sound of them shattering against the rocks is a satisfying one. Despite the air’s chill she considers tucking her skirt up and wading into the ocean. Perhaps the cold will ease the anxiety still roiling in her chest.

Isla breathes in the salt on the breeze and remembers her dream. Perhaps madness truly is Adelaide’s legacy. Maybe she wanted Isla to join her so she wouldn’t be alone, knowing Clara would never follow. Isla’s heart rate becomes erratic. She does not want this; she has to stay strong. She thinks of Oxford, of the solace and companionship she’s sure is waiting there for her. That is what she must focus on. She will not fall prey to this family’s insanity.

Isla moves closer to the shoreline and her thoughts are broken when she sees a figure approaching from under the largest sea arch. Not the woman, not this day. His head is down, and he steps carefully over the uneven stones. Isla hurries behind the rock face leading back up the steps, having no wish to engage in small talk. But a childish desire to spy on him takes hold. Lucky for her, the man stays where he is, so she doesn’t have to follow him, ducking from boulder to boulder like some deranged sneak. He’s tall, at least six feet, but his shoulders are rounded. He has dark hair, longer than is fashionable. Isla notices how his eyes are constantly moving, as if he’s trying to be aware of everything at once. He stops just before the path that leads around to the other cove and perches on a large piece of driftwood. She smiles as she watches him pull his oversized knees up in front of his torso. He looks like a large frog, and not at all comfortable, but he stays that way, observing the sun rise higher over the water. A kelp gull squawks and he leaps upright, limbs taut and ready. His hand slaps his hip and he spins, eyes wide and watchful. Isla crouches lower behind the boulder and wonders if she can duck away. The path in the opposite direction is less formed and even steeper than the one she came down. She sees his body gradually relax, the fight leaving his stance. As she watches, his expression turns from frightened to pained. He shakes his head and kicks at the log, and Isla feels her curiosity reach for him. He looks towards her hiding place, and for a moment it feels as if his eyes have found hers, but then he turns and walks back the way he came.

That afternoon, Isla takes her notebooks to the attic. It had been agonising to compose the letter asking to defer the course until next year, especially considering how excited she was to have been accepted. The decision to remain in Hobart for her family, to see Adelaide settled, is a sacrifice that weighs heavy on her. Nonetheless, Isla will not allow herself to give up on her studies. She refuses to fall behind. But as Isla takes out her pencil and rests the tip against the paper all she can write is accounts of her dreams, all she can draw are the seals she sees, five nights out of seven, their thick, glistening pelts impossible to capture in graphite.

Isla leaves the attic shaky and drained. Sometimes it feels like Ettie’s ghost is perched on her shoulder, a reminder of the madness that is her birthright. The more she thinks about what her dreams might mean, what Ettie and her grandmother Eliza might have been feeling before they died, the more her head spins. So Isla does what she should have done weeks ago. She goes to the place where answers are kept, or if not answers, at least the comfort of rational, scientific thinking. She goes to the library.

Isla had been an early reader, and Adelaide fed her stories like they were food. Isla loved the feeling of the words as they left her lips, the shapes they made, the pictures that grew in her head. This love has not left her, and though she reads more factual texts than fiction these days, the pleasure is the same. She will not be disturbed today. Harold is at his office, and Clara is at a TWA meeting. She finds one of Freud’s texts, The Interpretation of Dreams, and settles into a chair.

The guiding premise of his theory fascinates and disturbs her in equal measure. Freud believes that dreams represent people’s unconscious desires, disguised as symbolism. Does that then mean that she wishes she were a seal? Or perhaps to live with the kind of freedom they possess? Orlena had wanted both – freedom and family, land and sea. Isla’s fingers on the corner of the page begin to tingle and numb. She knows why Orlena’s story had frightened her so much as a child. Orlena represented everything unresolved inside herself, all her fear of loss and madness coiled into one mythological figure. She tries to focus on the present, ground herself in the smell of paper and ink and tomorrow night’s summer ball, but she can’t ignore the voice that has always told her the truth. You are different. You have not yet found where you belong. Your family is not a safe harbour. Isla closes the book.


CHAPTER 8

As Isla dresses she thinks again of her dreams. They linger before her, teasing, like seafoam washed in on the tide. The power she felt kicking through the water, the knowing that all she need to do was keep swimming to complete the transformation, to finally join her selkie sisters. The sensation of floating just before she woke, and then the crushing disappointment, followed by the creeping fear that she was one step closer to slipping into madness.

On the armchair in the corner is Isla’s dress for the annual Christmas Ball. The gown was made for Adelaide by Lillian May, the best seamstress in Hobart. She’s too old to make dresses now. Her eyes are rheumy, her hands gnarled and spotted. But the dress has not aged. The skirt is full but not overly so and made of blue silk that changes colour like the ocean when Isla moves. The bodice is bound with silver lacing hung with tiny cowry shells.

‘Let me help you,’ Agatha says, appearing in the doorway.

The dress is stunning, but Isla can’t help being grateful its fussier style is out of fashion. Who has time to spend over an hour dressing these days? Isla looks at herself in the mirror after Agatha has tied the final lace and smooths the skirt even though there are no wrinkles to be seen.

‘I don’t think there’s much that can be done for my hair,’ Isla says. Her locks have always been unruly.

‘All it needs is a ribbon. We’ll let your curls fall naturally.’ To Isla’s surprise, it works. Agatha pulls half of her hair back and fastens it behind Isla’s head with a blue-green ribbon, letting the rest trail down her back in loose ringlets, while leaving some strands to curl around her face.

‘There,’ she says, pleased. Isla is too. The dress is a far cry from the practical skirt or pants and blouse she normally wears, but she doesn’t feel like a mummer in costume.

‘Are you alright, Isla?’ Agatha’s hands cup her shoulders with a gentle pressure, and she makes herself smile.

‘Sorry,’ she says, ‘I’m just a bit nervous.’

‘Findlay women have no need for nerves.’ Agatha’s expression has changed into something decidedly un-maternal, something hard and bright as polished stone. ‘Findlay women have the sea in their veins, and the sea doesn’t shrink herself for anyone.’

‘I’m not sure I understand.’

‘I think you do,’ Agatha says quietly.

‘But the ocean’s dangerous.’

‘It’s never a bad thing to be a little bit dangerous.’ Agatha smiles and for half a moment her teeth look longer, sharper in the lamplight. Isla remembers her words; Adelaide had to develop her own survival strategies, and so must you. Isla blinks and once more the old woman she’s known all her life appears as ordinary as ever, one wiry hand clutching her forearm.

‘Have a wonderful time, Isla,’ Agatha says.

Outside on the circular drive, Clara is waiting by the black Kelly’s Summit with Michael, their chauffeur. Harold is to meet them at the hall, having decided to come straight from his office in town. Her mother’s dress is a dusky rose with a Queen Anne neckline and patterns of vine leaves embroidered in fine gold thread all across the bodice. Isla has not seen her mother in any finery in some time, certainly not since Adelaide’s letter arrived.

Clara has always been beautiful, and despite a few more wrinkles around her eyes and chin and the encroaching onslaught of grey hair, tonight, Isla thinks, her mother looks the spitting image of Cinderella’s fairy godmother from her copy of The Blue Fairy Book, all sparkling and generous.

‘You look lovely,’ Isla says as she ducks into the car.

‘Thank you, darling, so do you. I knew Adelaide’s old dress would suit you.’

‘I’m glad you kept it.’ Isla can sense her mother wanting to say something more. Clara’s pearl necklace catches the light from the terrace lamps as the car pulls out of the driveway.

‘Are you alright, Mother?’

Clara unzips her purse and rummages inside in a seemingly aimless fashion, before zipping it closed. She curses as the car lurches over a pothole in the gravel road. It takes about an hour to drive into Hobart, and the highway leaves much to be desired.

‘In truth, I’m anxious about your aunt’s return,’ she says, finally looking up. ‘Our relationship before she left … well, it was not the healthiest.’ Isla does not say I know. She does not reveal to her mother just how much she remembers.

‘And I’ve been worried about you too,’ Clara says. ‘You look so much like her …’ The car feels suddenly airless and Isla winds down the window. The landscape is changing, dense bush giving way to the outskirts of Hobart.

‘You needn’t fret,’ Isla says, and forces a breezy smile. ‘I’m my own person, Mother. I’m worried about Adelaide too, that’s all. But I’m sure once she’s home again things will feel better.’

Clara smiles at her daughter.

‘You’re right. Silly of me to imagine that you would …’ Clara laughs nervously. ‘Never mind.’

The car comes to a stop outside the town hall and Isla opens the door. It’s a beautiful building, the grandest in Hobart and built in the Renaissance style, its plans bought, borrowed or stolen, depending on who you ask, from the Palazzo Farnese in Rome, with sweeping stone steps leading to a magnificent entranceway flanked by four grand columns. Isla pauses. Just a few feet in front of her, queuing up to present his name card, is the tall man she spied in Fossil Cove. The slight stoop of his shoulders in a black suit that’s too big, and the way he holds his head, cocked at an angle as if trying to listen for an elusive sound, make him easily distinguishable. Her anxiety dampens and she decides to be courageous enough to introduce herself.

Two footmen in navy livery open the doors. They look like toy soldiers, the brass buttons on their jackets glinting. Moving through the entrance hall Clara and Isla come to an imposing staircase covered in thick red carpet, its banisters polished mahogany. Isla moves forward, her mother’s arm entwined hot with her own. The women around her morph into a sea of silver and white, the men’s dinner jackets disappearing entirely.

Isla notices a woman a few feet ahead. She’s taller than the man by her side, presumably her husband. Occasionally he rolls on the balls of his feet and pulls his shoulders back, as if he thinks briefly stretching to her height will fool those behind him. The closer they come to the ballroom doors the faster the people move. One young couple jostles with an older pair, trying, in the politest way possible, to overtake them. Clara growls about ‘terribly common’ behaviour, and slows, pulling Isla back with a frown.

The footmen nod as they at last step through the doors and into the room’s glow. Despite the electric lamps, which give off a glaring brilliance, the chandelier cocoons the space in a warm, flickering radiance. Each crystal casts tiny rainbows across the room, and Isla wishes she could stay here, basking in its sparkle, ignoring her mother and whoever she’s so desperate to introduce her to. Clara leads them to a spot with the best view of the orchestra, which is tuning for the first movement. The floors are Huon pine, honey-coloured and polished so the robin’s egg blue and cream painted ceiling with its golden edges is reflected in them. Gilded mirrors enlarge the splendour.

‘Here come the Carringdales.’ Clara waves as they approach, and says, ‘So lovely to see you again, Eleanor.’

‘And you, Clara. I don’t believe you’ve met my son, Patrick.’

‘A pleasure.’ Clara beams up at Patrick who smiles blandly down at her. Isla curls in on herself. ‘And this is my daughter, Isla.’

Patrick extends his hand. Isla places her own in his and he bends to kiss it.

‘May I have the first dance?’ he asks. Isla grapples for an excuse. He seems nice enough. There’s nothing overtly wrong with him, but Isla doesn’t want to give her first dance away to someone of her mother’s choosing.

‘Will you excuse me for just a moment?’ She leaves Patrick and her mother to squawk like angry seagulls.

Isla breathes out as she walks away. Now she simply needs to avoid the Carringdales for the entirety of the evening. She weaves between the milling crowd to where the very tall man has found a rare secluded spot, opposite the cello section. Isla knows that aside from the first glance as they begin the music for the evening, folk rarely look at the orchestra again. Taking heart, Isla steadies herself and walks towards the stranger.

‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ she says, standing beside him. He startles, a smaller version of his behaviour on the beach, and Isla feels a sliver of guilt. He has a kind face. His eyes are an unusually pale green, like lichen, and deep set. Dark brown curls fall across his forehead.

‘I like to watch them,’ she says. ‘It’s a shame most forget they’re here.’

‘Yes. But I suppose that’s the mark of a great orchestra. People would only pay proper attention if they played poorly.’ Standing so close, Isla notices the frayed edges of his collar.

‘Except for you,’ she says.

‘Only because I play myself.’

‘Oh, how wonderful! In an orchestra like this one?’

‘Sadly no. I’ve always wanted to play professionally, but at the moment it’s just a hobby.’

‘Well, I admire you.’ Isla smiles and offers her hand in a manner her mother would not approve of.

‘I’m Isla Findlay.’

‘Jack Worthington,’ he says, taking it. His hand dwarfs hers. Long, elegant fingers wrap around her wrist like willow branches. His skin is hot and a little clammy, making Isla aware of how cold her own is.

‘Would you …’ His eyes are unsure. ‘I should say, rather, do you like to dance?’

‘Very much,’ she says, and Jack, looking relieved, leads her into the centre of the room.

He does not dance as smoothly as other men, but Isla likes the way he manages to cover up a mistake with a different kind of step or surprise her with an impromptu twirl.

‘You know, this is the first ball I’ve been to,’ he says.

‘Surely not?’

‘It’s true. My mother died when I was young, and my father has never cared for them, so there was no-one to insist I attend. It never bothered me, but I must admit I’ve been curious.’

‘Which is why you’re here tonight?’

‘A friend of my father’s invited us. They plan to discuss expanding his carpentry business but decided to do it in a more informal setting. Father is keen for me to take over in the future. Do you know much about carpentry, Isla?’

‘Absolutely nothing. But I do know a little about boat building, which I suppose is a form of carpentry.’

‘I was working up the courage to ask if you were one of those Findlays,’ Jack says. ‘What an incredible family you’re from.’

Isla blushes and is instantly cross with herself.

‘It’s strange that we haven’t met before,’ she says.

‘I’ve been away,’ he says vaguely.

Oh. How could she have forgotten?

‘Of course, forgive me. Which theatre of war?’

Jack waves the comment away. ‘No, no, even before then I travelled to and from the mainland, helping my uncle on his sheep station in Victoria.’

‘What was it like?’ Isla says.

‘Hot.’ Jack smiles. ‘I missed Fossil Cove. I try to walk there as much as I can now.’

‘It’s one of my favourite places too,’ Isla says, ‘though it’s tricky to access if you don’t know the shortcuts.’

‘That’s why I love it. Most of the time I have the place to myself.’

‘Have you always loved the sea?’ Isla asks.

‘I had no choice. My father taught me to swim before I could walk, how to fish before I could read, just like his father before him. I built my own boat when I was sixteen, and I take her out whenever I’m able. Sylvia, she’s called. People don’t realise how much there is to explore of our coastline. I’ve found caves burrowed into the cliffs and vast kelp forests bursting with marine life around the corner from Tinderbox. Just last week I docked at Cape Bruny lighthouse. It only took me four hours to sail there from Hobart. The lighthouse keeper wasn’t too pleased to see me, crusty old sea dog.’ Jack lets go of her hand suddenly and presses his own together. ‘I’m sorry, I’m running on. I don’t usually talk so much.’

‘Oh, please don’t apologise. You’re the most interesting person here!’ Jack’s shoulders relax, and his hands unclench. ‘This is probably quite an improper thing to ask after such a short time, but I wondered if you would like to come collecting with me sometime soon? I’m fascinated by fossils, and I’d love to show you some of the hidden corners of the cove,’ Isla says.

‘I’d like that very much. And, just to be equally improper, maybe you could come with me next time I take my boat out? Maybe after Christmas? I think you’d love it.’

Isla beams. ‘What’s your address? I can write to you and arrange a time to meet,’ she says.

‘Fifty-three Church Street, Kingston.’

‘Perfect. I suppose you know where I live?’

Jack smiles. ‘The rambling old Findlay mansion overlooking the water?’

‘That’s the one.’ Isla laughs.

‘Maybe I’ll write to you first,’ Jack says with a grin.

They talk and talk while they dance and time passes without seeming to.

‘There you are.’ Clara bustles her way to where they stand.

‘Mother, this is Jack …’

‘Worthington,’ he supplies, extending his hand. Isla takes no small amount of pleasure in the worry that coats Clara’s features. Let her think that this is the man she has her sights set on.

‘Hello.’ Clara manages to smile, though there’s little warmth in it. ‘We should be going, Isla. It doesn’t do to linger too long at these events.’

She hadn’t realised so much time had passed. ‘Goodbye, Jack. I’m so glad we spoke.’

‘As am I, Isla. Safe travels.’

When all the etiquette and obligations of leaving such an event have been dealt with, some half an hour later, Clara and Isla descend the steps of the town hall. Isla tries to school her expression into neutrality as they make their way to the car where her father waits but she can’t stop the smile that spills across her face. Who would have thought the evening would turn out to be so enjoyable?

When Clara asks Isla to accompany her to visit Mabel for tea a few days later, Isla doesn’t argue. It’s not how she’d prefer to spend the afternoon, but she knows she’s lucky to be afforded relative freedom compared to other unmarried women her age. She’s not entirely sure why. It’s almost as if her mother believes that if she allows her grip to loosen, just slightly, she won’t be as tempted to leave her island home.

Mabel lives with her husband in a large townhouse on the slopes of the Glebe with a spectacular view over Hobart and the river. She’s older than Clara, around sixty, and her children have all married and left home.

‘Isla! What a lovely surprise,’ Mabel says, coming forward to embrace her when the housekeeper leads them into the parlour. ‘Such a handsome girl should be out and about more, not locked away in that big old house,’ she says, glancing at Clara.

‘She’s hardly locked away. One might say she’s barely home,’ Clara says.

‘Oh? Has someone caught your eye?’ Mabel winks at her.

‘Certainly not!’ Clara says too quickly. ‘You mustn’t say such things, Mabel. Isla wouldn’t dream of sneaking off with a man, would you?’

Her mother’s eyes bore into hers, and Isla knows she’s thinking of Jack.

‘Oh, don’t fuss, my dear, I’m only teasing,’ Mabel says. ‘Come and have some cake.’

It’s quite the spread. Freshly baked scones with Chantilly cream and raspberry jam. Madeira cake and custard. A crystal bowl filled with strawberries.

‘You won’t believe what I heard the other morning,’ Mabel says as she serves herself a generous slice of cake. Isla watches her mother lean in, drinking in her friend’s words as if they’re tea. Her mother wants to be seen as a key member of Hobart society, as Ettie and Alistair were before Eliza drowned and the rumours began, but Isla can’t see it ever happening. To this town, her family are far more valuable as objects of curiosity and tattle. So the Findlays will be invited to balls and parties and luncheons, but they will not be fully embraced. The sooner her mother accepts this, the happier she’ll be, Isla thinks.

‘Mrs Bell is divorcing her husband. Apparently he’s been a little too friendly with more than one of the servants.’

‘Surely not,’ Clara says, her voice dropping to a whisper. Mabel nods gravely.

‘Good on her, I say, but lord knows how she’ll manage without his money. We’ll have to look out for her.’

Mabel makes a few attempts to draw Isla into their conversation, but on such matters as these, Isla has very little to say. After a while, their voices meld together and Isla tunes them out. Her mind wanders to Adelaide. Mabel had known her, before. She wonders if Clara has already confided in Mabel about Adelaide’s imminent return, whether Mabel is pleased or concerned. She wishes the thought of Adelaide brought excitement rather than trepidation, but it’s been so many years. She doesn’t know who Adelaide is anymore. She’s not sure she ever did. It might help if she knew why. When Adelaide left, she’d been led to believe it was forever. Despite the pain, there was a comfort to that. Forever meant never having to find out why and be hurt all over again. Forever meant safety. But maybe she’s come home for you … that persistent little voice whispers. Maybe she never meant to leave …

‘Isla?’ She starts and finds her mother’s hand gripping her arm, Mabel’s tinkling laughter in the background.

‘She’s always been a daydreamer, that one,’ Mabel says.

‘I was just saying it’s time we went home. It’s past five o’clock,’ Clara says.

Isla nods, slowly.

‘Of course. Thank you for having us, Mabel.’

‘You know you’re both welcome anytime,’ she says. ‘Take care, Isla.’

If only it were so simple.


CHAPTER 9

You’re back in familiar waters. You know because it smells like urchins on the move and albatross making their long journey home. The space around you is vast and welcoming. You follow the others, these forms like you but separate, complete in a way you’re not sure you’ ll ever be. When you kick to the surface the sun sends glinting shards of light through the gloom and it reminds you of another space. Thoughts you believed were lost creep back – a space draped in material the colour of this ocean, a woman with hair like autumn leaves that float on the surface when the air grows chill and biting. But these images don’t last. It’s hard to remember land here, beneath, with all these sea scents and sounds.

You open your mouth and breathe in the ocean, taste the storms brewing on your tongue. Whale song resonates from unreachable depths, so different to the clicks and whistles of the dolphins. You wonder if where you are is where you belong, if you’ve made a mistake in leaving the shore behind, but then there is a sharp trill and suddenly fish swarm around you and the smell of their sweet, metallic flesh is intoxicating and all you can do is gulp and bite and swallow. You feast on the silvery forms writhing before you, sink your teeth into their glistening bodies until you’re so full you can barely swim, and so you float, letting the sea carry you wherever it’s inclined, and allow sleep to envelop you like the gentle arms of a lover.

When Isla wakes the sun is high in the sky, and her cheek is wet with dew. She no longer panics when she realises she’s not in her bed, but this is the first time she’s woken in the garden. She sits up and wipes her face with her sleeve. Engulfed by the familiar sadness at leaving the world of the seals behind, she brings her knees up to her chest, clutching them and shivering in the cool morning.

‘Isla?’

She turns and sees her mother striding across the grass. Clara has been short with her since the ball, for snubbing Patrick, for fraternising with unsuitable men. Her mother is difficult to please at the best of times, and Christmas had passed in the usual fashion; Clara in a tizz over the latest stuffing recipe needing orange peel with none to be found, and Agatha saving the day by whipping up a creation to rival any of the meals at the Fern Tree Hotel.

From this angle Clara looks all out of proportion. Her skirts seem far larger than her torso.

‘Why are you out so early? Did you fall?’ Clara asks as she reaches her. Isla stands on unsteady legs.

‘No, I …’ What can she say that will reassure her mother and not escalate an already awkward situation? ‘I …’ And then Clara’s face changes; her eyes widen as she registers Isla’s nightgown. She grasps her daughter’s shoulders tight enough to hurt. Her mother’s blue eyes bore into hers.

‘You woke here, didn’t you?’ Clara’s words jolt her backwards. Isla’s silence is answer enough, and Clara nods, adopting a brisk manner as if she’s putting on a different coat, tucking her previous anxiety away.

‘Come on, let’s get you fixed up and ready for breakfast. You look a sight.’

Isla can’t believe how calm her mother is.

‘We won’t tell your father. It would only worry him, and he wouldn’t understand.’

And you do? Isla wants to say. Clara’s steps across the lawn are almost aggressive, and Isla wonders about everything she keeps tucked so tightly to her chest, unsaid. But she won’t ask. She won’t risk breaking this rare inkling that her mother is not so disconnected from her life, that she can still sense when things are amiss. It gives Isla hope that one day Clara might understand her.

When Isla eventually leaves her room after washing, she hears Clara’s voice, raised and veering towards shrill, from the second-floor landing. She stops and listens, as she always used to as a child, wondering if the argument is about her.

‘I know something is wrong, Harold. I’m not stupid.’

‘You’re worrying yourself unnecessarily,’ her father says.

‘The outside of this house is desperate for a coat of paint, has been for months. I don’t understand why you’re neglecting it. Just tell me what’s wrong.’

‘It’s not so bad. It can wait.’

‘Did you not see the way Mrs Winter looked twice at it as she was leaving the other day? There will be gossip!’

Isla can imagine how red her mother’s cheeks will be, burning through her pale complexion.

‘You’re letting your emotions get the better of you, Clara.’ Her father’s voice sounds weary, but his words merely add fire to Clara’s retort.

‘If you cared about this family, you’d spend less time in that damned office.’ Isla freezes. Her mother never swears.

‘I work hard because I care about my family.’ Harold’s voice is quiet now, with a dangerous edge that Isla has never heard before. ‘This conversation is over,’ he says, and even though Isla cannot see Clara’s face, she can feel her mother’s fury and humiliation hot and searing against her cheeks.

Her father is sitting at the head of the table when Isla enters the breakfast room. There is no sign of Clara. Isla takes a seat on the opposite side just as Agatha enters bearing a fresh plate of eggs. Agatha offers the tray to Isla, and as she bends, drops a piece of paper on the table before her.

‘A letter for you.’

‘Thank you.’ Isla looks at her name written neatly on the front. She breaks the seal and unfolds the letter.


Dear Ms Findlay,

I hope you’ve been well since our meeting at the Christmas Ball. As discussed, I’ d love to show you my boat, but wondered if you might first like to meet for a walk along the beach? Are you available on Monday next week, sometime in the morning?



She reads on, heart growing lighter with every sentence.

At that moment Clara comes in, all smiles. Harold looks up from his newspaper at his wife’s entry.

‘I’ve sent for the painters. It really cannot wait, Harold. The interior of the drawing room also requires attention.’

Her father glares at his wife.

‘I would have thought that required a prior discussion with one’s spouse, Clara.’ His sentence comes out in one long, strained hiss.

‘Oh? Matters of the household are, after all, my domain, as you made so abundantly clear when we were first married.’

Clara’s tone is chilly. She turns to Agatha. ‘Would you please make sure the painter Mr Howard and his son are welcomed with tea and refreshments when they arrive? It’s always worth making a good first impression, no matter the kind of guest.’

Harold glares at his wife before returning to his paper. Isla is used to her parents being distant with each other, careful, but rarely at odds. It’s disconcerting to see them fight. But she does not wish to dwell on it. Soon, when she’s over the sea and far away, none of this will be her problem. And Jack wrote to her. She wishes she could see him today. It’s been so long since she’s spent time in anyone’s company but her own. She will reply straight away.

‘Excuse me,’ Isla says as she pushes back her chair, but neither Clara nor Harold hear. Only Agatha nods as she passes.

When Monday comes, Isla wears a pale blue skirt, white blouse and sturdy boots to meet Jack. She’s pulled her hair back in a loose plait, and stray curls frame her face as she walks towards him. So far she’s managed to keep their correspondence a secret from her parents. He himself is not a secret. Clara was at the ball, and she’s mentioned Jack to her mother on a few brief occasions since, but if she can downplay their relationship a little longer, all the better. She’s lucky Clara is too distracted by her various social calls and event organising to pay attention or insist on a chaperone. Besides, it’s 1924, not the 1850s. Chaperones and rigid social laws will very soon be a thing of the past.

‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ Isla says.

Jack laughs, and the sound is like a church bell, deep with an unexpected lightness.

‘Don’t apologise. The beach is the one place I could be waiting all day and not mind a bit.’

They walk close to the shore, eyes on the tide as it chases their feet further up the beach. When it finally catches their boots, Isla goes barefoot.

‘I know it’s terribly improper—’ She imitates the tone of society belles with a surprising savageness. Isla’s grin does not falter as she continues, ‘but it’s what I always do when I’m alone.’

‘Me too.’

‘When will you take over your father’s carpentry business?’ Isla asks.

‘Not for a while. He’s not a young man but he’s still very involved, and I’ve much to learn. The war put a halt on my involvement in the company.’ Isla’s smile drops away. She doesn’t ask him to elaborate.

‘But you would prefer to pursue the cello?’ she says, remembering their conversation at the ball.

‘Yes. I’ve embarrassed my father more than once in front of guests with all my talk of music,’ he says.

‘And what did the guests have to say? Were they interested, or bored?’

‘One day it won’t matter what one talks about at tea,’ Jack says, and Isla likes him all the more. Gulls cry overhead and the sea is a constant and comforting hum in their ears. ‘As an only child it’s up to me to ensure the business continues to thrive. My mother died of consumption before she could have any more children.’

‘That must have been very difficult,’ Isla says.

Jack nods. ‘It was a long time ago.’

‘Life would be much easier if we weren’t weighed down by our parents’ expectations,’ Isla says. ‘My mother hates that I spend so much time by the sea.’

‘Why?’

‘Many reasons – that it’s improper is her favourite, but the truth is she’s frightened of the ocean. She used to discourage me when I was younger. Her favourite way was to plan holidays far from the coast, in small, inland towns like Ross where she could spend a month in which she wouldn’t have to worry about me playing in the waves.’

‘She’s the opposite of my father then,’ Jack says. ‘He would take me out in the boat he built himself as soon as I could walk. Made sure I knew how to sail, and how to swim. Avoiding the ocean would never have been an option. I often wonder if I would have grown to love it so had he not pushed me towards it every day since birth.’

‘I was born into the wrong family. I wish my mother and I were more alike,’ Isla says.

‘Come sailing with me soon. I’ve heard talk of large schools of mackerel off Bruny Island.’

‘I’ve never been on a fishing boat before,’ Isla says. ‘Father always thought it unbecoming for girls.’ Her tone sours.

‘I’ll meet you at the docks next Monday at nine o’clock,’ Jack says. Isla likes that he assumed.

Isla points towards a cluster of seals on the sand at the end of the beach.

‘Normally they wouldn’t risk coming so close,’ she says.

‘They mustn’t have seen us yet,’ Jack says, but Isla can feel that they have.

‘I love them.’

‘Really?’

‘I don’t know what it is, but I find myself drawn to them.’

‘They do have a certain mystery. Once they dive off the rocks, you lose sight of them entirely, yet they can reappear in an instant. They live on both land and in the sea, and their eyesight is unparalleled.’

Isla nods. ‘Have you heard of the selkies?’

‘Only snippets from crotchety old fishermen at the pub.’ Jack’s smile is teasing, and Isla feels her words shrink and coil away from her. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Never mind, I don’t know why I mentioned them.’ Isla tries to laugh like Jack but the sound comes out thin. Jack’s expression is serious.

‘I didn’t mean to laugh, Isla. I always giggle like an idiot when I’m feeling nervous or shy. Please tell me.’ Isla hears his earnestness, sees it in the way his fingers tap against his thighs.

‘My aunt used to tell me stories about them.’

Jack arches his brows.

‘What kind of stories?’

‘Stories of transformation. Loss.’ Isla glances at the rapidly approaching tide. ‘She believes the women in our family are related to the seals, or she did, when I was little.’

‘Related?’

Isla cringes at the incredulity of his tone. ‘I know. It sounds insane.’

‘Sometimes people believe fantastical things to comfort themselves,’ Jack says. Isla turns back to him. His eyes are kind.

‘I don’t know why I told you, or where I was going with it,’ she admits.

‘You don’t have to have a reason.’

He might be the first person she’s spoken to who thinks so.

They stand by the shoreline until their feet grow numb and the first tentative clouds of the afternoon make their way across the sun. Isla turns towards the cliffs at the northern end of the beach, and watches the gulls as they swoop and dive above them. Looking at the sheer rock face, Isla feels dizzy, as if her head is trying to separate itself from her body, trying to attach to one of the gulls overhead, to become one with their cries and taste what flight feels like. She turns back to the water and watches as a gannet launches into a plummeting dive. The bird freefalls, and Isla imagines falling with it – the stomach twisting plunge, the wind howling in her ears, until a warm, solid hand gripping hers pulls her back from the edge.


CHAPTER 10

January 1924

Isla does not dream of selkies or seal clans or women who disappear into the waves.

For three days, she dreams of nothing at all. She’s surprised by how much she misses her dreams. These dreamless nights do not relieve her anxiety, for she knows one day she will find herself back in that watery kingdom, swimming in a different shape with a different family, where Isla knows she will find a joy her waking life cannot provide. She fears that one day she will not wake.

It’s the twentieth of January, the morning of Adelaide’s arrival. The wind rattles the shutters like a banshee howling her sorrows into the world. Rain slams against the windows and, for a moment, Isla imagines it’s saltwater, as if the sea is trying to reach her another way, bidding the breeze to carry it across the land. Isla sits up and pulls the covers around her shoulders. She thinks of her aunt, wonders if she slept last night. Was she frightened of the storm? No, silly to even consider it. Adelaide was never frightened of anything but confinement. Isla listens to the turmoil outside. Women would suffer less, Isla thinks, if they were permitted to rage once in a while as nature can.

They live in a silent house, Isla thinks. Isla has never been allowed to question why Adelaide left, nor rage, nor grieve. Not openly. She thinks of the days when Adelaide’s absence ached like a torn muscle and her mother wasn’t there, gone to town or shopping or to call on a friend, and her father was busy and it was only Agatha. But she did not want Agatha. She wanted a big sister. She wanted someone to hold her hand when she crossed the creek to get to the track that led down to the cove. She wanted someone to tell her stories in the night, like Adelaide had, to stroke her forehead just so, while she drifted off to sleep.

When Clara tucked her in, she did it wrong. She stroked too softly, so it tickled, and she read stories from the boring book about real-life children doing real-life things. Isla missed the magic Adelaide had brought. She missed the laughter and the knowing looks and the fun, but most of all Isla missed the feeling that she was understood.

She knew Clara had tried, some days more than others. She knew some girls had no mother at all, and she should be grateful. She was grateful. But oh, some days the missing was hard to bear, and Isla wondered if the pain would ever stop. The answer, she’d learned, was no, it would not. Eventually, she would learn to live with it. When she imagined the hurt as some other vital part of herself, it was easier to hold.

Isla remembers wondering as a child what it would be like to have a sibling, all the lonely days she’d wished for one.

‘Why don’t I have a big sister?’ she’d asked one night in the pause as Harold turned a page of The Jungle Book.

She remembers how he’d pulled her into his lap, his gentle hands brushing her hair, always in a tangle, away from her forehead.

‘You must never ask your mother that, Isla,’ he’d said, ‘promise me,’ his tone as serious as she’d ever heard it. There was a heartache behind the words. Even as a small child, she heard it in his voice. Isla knew that something terrible must have happened, though her father never said. Isla kept her promise.

Sometimes her childhood feels composed of fragments: the smell of Adelaide’s clothes, a patch of sunlight illuminating a stain on the carpet, fingers gritty with sugar placing a piece of tart granny smith on her tongue. And others, so full and vivid it’s as if they’ve developed a life of their own, beyond the moment they encapsulate. These memories frighten Isla, because what if they aren’t real? What if they’re too real to be true? Had she conjured Adelaide’s love? Made it bigger than it was in an attempt to ease the heartache?

Isla hears a car engine and comes back to the present. Perhaps now she’ll find out.

‘She’s here.’ Clara’s pale face appears in the doorway. ‘Come on, Isla.’

They gather in the parlour. The three of them watch the door, not speaking. The room feels like the inside of a jack-in-the-box. Clara fiddles with her wedding ring, twisting it round and round. It’s a wonder the gold doesn’t wear off. And then there’s a tapping on the door. The sound of it opening. A murmuring. Agatha enters with Adelaide following behind.

She stands before them at last like a curiosity at a fair: this errant sister, Aunt Adelaide. She’s Isla’s height, perhaps a fraction taller, and her auburn hair is streaked with silver. She’s thin. Isla notices how her aunt reaches to clasp the tops of furniture or cabinets as she passes. Perhaps she has not yet relinquished her sea legs. But Adelaide’s eyes, they are the pale and striking blue Isla remembers. When she got sick, before she went away, Adelaide’s face had become grey like day-old potato skins, her eyes lit with a strange brightness that made Isla think of fey folk.

‘Don’t ever let someone into your heart who can’t stay, Isla,’ Adelaide had said once. Isla had been saved from answering by Clara, who had led her sister away as if she had the plague. Isla, left alone, had wondered what Adelaide had meant.

Now, Clara once again takes Adelaide’s hand and leads her to a chair by the window.

‘I prefer to receive my guests in here,’ she says. Isla notices how carefully her mother pronounces the word guests, feels the distance in the syllables. Adelaide says nothing. Her aunt’s eyes rove around the room, taking in every new detail. The walls of the parlour are eggshell blue, the curtains a deep azure and drawn to let the volatile sunlight in. She chooses Clara’s chair before her mother has time to escort her to the one she had imagined her in, and Isla waits for her mother to object, but Clara, like her sister, is at a loss for words. Clara sits.

‘You must be pleased to have two feet on land again after so long at sea?’ Harold attempts to break the silence. Adelaide turns to him.

‘Time on the ocean never feels long to me,’ she says. Isla had not considered what it would be like to hear her aunt’s voice after years of silence. She looks away, bites her lip hard to stop the longing that engulfs her, to stop the line of questions and accusations that wait perched on the tip of her tongue.

‘Well, I’m pleased to hear your voyage was not taxing,’ Harold says. Adelaide taps each of her fingers against the armrest, one at a time, before repeating the process, and hums a strange, lilting tune. Isla watches as any colour left in her mother’s cheeks drains away. Adelaide continues to hum, and Clara turns to Agatha, still standing in the doorway with an unreadable expression.

‘Please bring up the tea, Agatha.’ Clara’s false cheerfulness is enough to make Isla gag. Adelaide has not looked at Isla since she came in. All she wants to do is run outside and down to the cove, find comfort in the quiet predictability of tides and fossils. As if hearing her thoughts, Adelaide stops humming and meets Isla’s eyes.

‘How is your swimming coming along?’ she asks, as if Isla is a child. Isla’s first instinct is to tell her just how well it’s going, how far she can swim now and all the things she’s seen, but she will not allow her stupid little heart to fall into such painful traps again.

‘Fine, thank you,’ she says, before looking away. Isla does not want to see her aunt’s expression, whether it morphs into hurt or keeps the same curious blankness. She can’t decide what would be worse.

‘Thank you, Agatha,’ Clara says as the old woman returns with the tea tray.

‘Won’t you find our little part of the world dull after your travels, Aunt?’

‘No. I missed this old house. I missed you.’

‘She’s only just got home, Isla,’ Clara tuts. ‘Hobart has grown so much since you left, Adelaide, it has really developed as a city,’ Clara continues quickly, loudly. Isla watches her mother study the roses on the delicate china cup, watches how it’s balanced in her equally delicate hand.

‘You would have seen the extra wharves at Sullivan’s Cove when your ship docked,’ Clara goes on, ‘and all the new shops sprung up in town? There’s a number of excellent dressmakers. Isla and I will take you one day soon, once you’ve settled in.’ Isla’s fingers tighten against the handle of her own teacup. She wishes it would snap. Clara takes another sip and looks around as if hoping someone else will say something. Adelaide is a rustle of movement, fidgeting and shuffling in her chair. She catches Isla’s eye, her gaze boring into her niece as if she knows everything she longs to say. But she can’t, Isla thinks, she has no clue of what is in my heart. Maybe she never did.

After half an hour of painful small talk, with little participation from Adelaide, Clara declares that her sister must be weary and escorts her upstairs as if she is a child awake past her bedtime. When Clara comes back down she forces a smile.

‘Adelaide is worn out,’ she says. ‘But I’m sure she’ll settle over the next few days.’ Adelaide hadn’t looked tired, Isla thinks, she’d looked hyper-aware and unnerved, as if she’d made the wrong decision and was trying to work out how to reverse it.

Everyone retired early that night, but Isla can’t sleep. She’s been lying in bed for hours, trying to untangle her thoughts, tangling her sheets instead. Reading normally helps, but tonight she can’t focus. Her thoughts keep turning to her aunt down the hall. Eventually, she gives up, and gets up. She’ll go and make herself a warm drink. Isla stops at the top of the stairs. She can hear a noise in between a moan and a humming, a keening almost. She listens longer, and the sound morphs into muffled sobs. Isla moves towards it, careful to keep her footsteps silent, avoids stepping on floorboards she knows will creak. It’s coming from Adelaide’s room.

Isla touches her hand to the doorknob, feeling the cool brass under her fingertips, where she hesitates before gripping the handle and turning. The room is dark, and Isla blinks, her eyes watering as they adjust. The windows have been flung open and the room smells intensely of salt and seaweed, of the ocean. The moon is waxing full and in its light, Isla can see her aunt curled tightly in upon herself in the centre of the bed. She’s shaking, but her cries are softer now, as if she senses her niece’s presence and is comforted, even in her dreams. Because Isla is almost certain Adelaide is asleep, clutched in the claws of a nightmare. Her body shudders and she turns, her forearms wrapping tighter around her middle. And then, just as abruptly, she stills. Her eyes open unseeing, and she begins to sing. Isla feels the song in her bones, knows it intimately, the aching familiarity settling inside her like a drug, at once welcome and invasive. She wants to leave. She wants to lie down beside Adelaide and add her voice to the melody.

Isla watches her aunt’s erratic movements, watches her toss and turn, the sheets becoming more and more tangled, like the nets seals are sometimes caught in. She imagines the clammy heat of Adelaide’s forehead, the stickiness of her sweat and how it would feel under her fingers. But Isla does not go to her. She does not offer rescue or solace. Instead she turns once more to the window, watches the moon shadows dance against the sill, and then, when she can bear her aunt’s agonised sobs no longer, she walks away, closing the door softly behind her.


CHAPTER 11

You swim and the water washes over your new skin in endless, enveloping ripples. You’ve never felt so strong, as if you could continue forever, endure anything as long as the sea surrounds you like a protective cloak. Next to you is a mother and her pup. The pup butts against you playfully, tiny whiskers twitching against your own. You smell milk and krill on her breath. The pup has three small spots underneath each of her eyes that remind you of a collection of stars you once knew. You want to touch them so you reach out a flipper but the pup startles and propels herself away, darting around the group in somersaults and sideways kicks to settle again by its mother. New to the clan, she smells of distant seas, unfamiliar and alluring.

You kick alongside her, watching as she adjusts her pace to suit the energy of the pup. She nudges closer and leans against you like you do on land when you want to press your bodies close, skin on skin, to sense each other’s hearts beating. You remember someone you thought was lost to you. It is the memory of a face you see, a face with pale blue eyes and hair the colour of bull kelp. Her strong arms reach for you, aching to hold you as you ache to be held.

Isla shudders awake and winces as the build-up of sleep against her eyelashes cracks as she opens her eyes. Her feet are wet. She sits up and finds herself at the edge of the creek that flows over the path to the cove. She snatches her feet out of the water and massages them. They’re numb, freezing to the touch, and she shivers. It’s early, and a thin mist hovers above the surface of the lake. Isla no longer minds waking in places other than her room, but this is different. What if she’d fully submerged herself? What if she’d drowned? She wonders whether this is what had happened to Ettie, to Eliza: they had sleepwalked their way to a watery grave. And yet, what disturbs Isla more than anything is that she can’t wait to fall asleep again, to come alive, to feel like she belongs.

Isla wonders whether next time she dreams she’ll wake changed. It’s as if the old her, the Isla grounded in science and facts and solid thinking, is being slowly starved of oxygen. She’s done nothing with her studies in weeks now. Everything she’s learned feels slippery. The thought is not as distressing as it might have been a month ago. She can feel herself edging into a new shape, and it feels good, right. But even as she thinks this Isla’s heart clutches in fear, for how can she become this new form when she lives in this world, in this family? She’s certain that if she breathes a word of these dreams to Clara her mother will have her sent away, just like Adelaide was.

Isla walks through the orchard on her way back to the house, and notices how tall the grass has grown. She hasn’t been this way in months, but she’s sure the grass hadn’t been this long back then. Now that she thinks about it, she hasn’t seen any workers on the grounds lately. Isla remembers the dust coating her father’s bookshelves, in all the rooms Clara doesn’t frequent for that matter. It’s unlike her mother to let this sort of thing get away from her. Should she say something, or leave it be? Inside, Isla climbs the stairs to her room. She dresses in an emerald-green linen shirt – an old favourite – and a brown skirt tied with a leather belt, before heading to the kitchen. She’s hungry.

Clara stands at the foot of the stairs.

‘Good morning, darling,’ she says.

‘Good morning, Mother. You’re up early.’

‘Yes. Since five. Walk with me?’ she says.

‘Actually I can’t. I’m meeting Jack in twenty minutes,’ Isla lies. ‘I thought I’d take some bread and cheese to eat on my way.’

The lightness of Clara’s mood vanishes.

‘Why don’t you ever tell me what you’re planning?’

‘Why don’t you like him?’

‘It’s not that I don’t like him, Isla. He’s nice enough.’

‘But?’

‘He’s not suitable.’

‘Why?’ Isla isn’t sure why she doesn’t tell her mother that Jack is only a friend, that she’s almost certain that’s all he’ll ever be, and all she wants him to be.

‘Because …’ Clara pauses and wrings her hands together. ‘Because he’s too different to us. His father is a carpenter, Isla.’

‘So what?’

‘There’s no need for that tone.’

Clara takes Isla’s hand, as if she hopes to pull her back from whatever dangerous territory she imagines her daughter has ventured into. Isla wrenches free.

‘No. There’s more to this than snobbery, isn’t there?’ Isla says.

Clara hesitates. ‘Yes.’ The grandfather clock chimes and both women jump. ‘Adelaide’s life would have been easier if she hadn’t needed to have it all.’ Clara sounds frightened, as if she hasn’t ever said this before. Isla studies her mother, trying to glean the truth from all these dropped pieces. In the dim light of the hallway, Clara’s purple dress looks faded and sad. Isla can see that her hair has begun to undo itself, the neat bun loosening to fall around her face in curls of uneven length. It lends her a fragile, almost childlike quality.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Adelaide could have kept what she had. She could have stayed here, made a life for herself, if she hadn’t let her dreams, her imagination run unchecked, if she hadn’t continued to go to that man. If she hadn’t lost what she did … Maybe I wouldn’t have been, I wouldn’t have had to …’ Clara stops herself. ‘Please, Isla, don’t make the same mistakes she did.’

‘What mistakes?’

‘Falling in love with someone poisonous.’

Isla laughs. ‘You think I’m in love with Jack? I’ve only known him a few weeks.’

‘All I’m saying is to be careful. It didn’t take Adelaide long to ruin her life – our lives.’

‘You’re not making sense.’

‘Never mind. Perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything.’ Clara brushes away the hair now falling into her eyes.

‘You can’t expect me to take anything you say seriously if you never give me a straight answer,’ Isla says.

‘It’s harder to talk about than you imagine,’ Clara says. ‘The past is … it’s … sometimes it feels as if it’s still living.’

‘I want to understand.’

Clara closes her eyes and draws a slow breath.

Isla wants to shake the truth from her. ‘You never try,’ she says.

Clara opens her eyes and gapes at her daughter. When she speaks again, there’s a hardness to her tone.

‘Jack reminds me of someone your aunt used to know. Who wasn’t good for her. Your aunt’s infatuation with him almost ruined us, Isla. Every time you talk of Jack, I remember Adelaide sneaking off and spending less and less time with her family.’

‘Maybe she needed to. At some point we have to let go. I can’t stay at home forever.’

‘And I would never ask you to, but I worry, Isla. I couldn’t bear it if you followed in Adelaide’s footsteps. It’s my worst fear.’

‘My worst fear, Mother, is that I become anything like you.’

Agatha is kneading dough when Isla comes into the kitchen, pounding it with her heavy, gnarled fists in a way that Isla finds immensely satisfying. The kitchen is a large, friendly space, with a huge stone fireplace divided into two – a cast-iron oven, and an open fire hung with pots and pans. There is a display cabinet filled with the wedding presents Clara and her husband have never used, but that Isla knows her mother likes to admire nonetheless. There’s a perpetual smell of baking, even when Agatha is absent. The scent wraps itself around the room, engulfing anyone within reach in a reassuring embrace.

‘Can I help?’ Isla asks. Agatha turns, never startled by Isla’s approach, as if she can sense anyone coming up behind her.

‘Pick up a lump then.’ She gestures to the stack waiting on the table. Behind the pile of dough rests a large beaker full of a dark brown liquid of a thick consistency. Isla knows better than to ask what’s brewing. Instead she stands beside the old woman and lets her hands sink into the gloopy mixture. Isla loves the feel of the seeds and grains digging into her palms, the rising dough’s yeasty smell escaping out of the high, narrow windows that look onto the back lawns and provide the perfect view of any ankles striding past.

‘So, Miss Adelaide’s home again,’ Agatha says.

‘Why do you call her Miss?’

‘That’s what I always called her when she was a babe.’

‘How long have you worked for this family, Agatha?’

‘Long enough.’

‘Don’t you know?’

‘Since I was younger than you and now I’m an old lady, that’s enough of an idea.’ Agatha’s tone has the quiver of irritation in it that Isla has forever known means leave it. ‘You must be pleased to see your aunt.’

‘I’m not sure. I think it would have been easier for everyone if she’d stayed away.’

Agatha stops her kneading, fixing Isla with a chilly stare.

‘You saw how she was,’ Isla continues. ‘There’s nothing of the Adelaide I remember there.’

‘You should be kinder to her, Isla.’

‘It’s hard to be kind to someone who left you as easily as sugar slides off a spoon.’

Agatha huffs a sad, resigned laugh. ‘The problem with this family has always been the keeping of secrets. It never does to hold the truth too tightly to your breast for fear of hurting another.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Only that you shouldn’t judge your aunt too harshly … you don’t know the half of her story.’

‘And I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me.’

‘It’s not my tale to share.’ Agatha unclasps the dough pan and lets it plop onto the baking tray.

‘I was a child when she left. I didn’t know her as well as I thought,’ Isla says.

‘A child’s memory is as strong as an adult’s, stronger, I’ve always thought. Our emotions are heightened when we’re children, and memory is almost entirely composed of emotion. What do you remember most about Adelaide before she went away?’

Isla doesn’t want to answer, but she can feel Agatha’s unrelenting gaze boring into her.

‘She was fearless and passionate—’ Isla clenches her jaw against the love trying to worm its way inside her, ‘—and she was always on the lookout for new stories.’ Isla looks at Agatha, who’s smiling, satisfied.

‘She’s still that woman, Isla. Just as Ettie was still deeply herself even in the chaos of her final days.’ Isla makes to ask for more but quiet footsteps sound on the kitchen tiles. She turns to see her aunt hovering in the doorway.

‘Come to help me knead as well, I see?’ Agatha asks, amused.

‘I’ve missed you, Agatha,’ Adelaide says. ‘I thought of you often on Orkney. That place would speak to your soul.’ Isla glances at Adelaide. The expression on her face can only be described as yearning.

‘This kitchen hasn’t changed a bit,’ Adelaide says, and Isla looks again at her aunt. Adelaide seems more grounded. She reaches past Isla to take a pot from the stove and fill it with water, and Isla notices the strength of her forearm, the tendons stretching like taffy. She does not look frail today. Isla senses her aunt wanting to say something, but is unsure of how to start, and she knows it because she feels exactly the same. Agatha bustles around, giving orders to wash that plate or hand me that cloth.

‘Did you sleep well?’ Adelaide asks. Of all the questions.

‘Yes, thank you. Did you?’ Isla resents the part of herself that longs to tell her aunt of all the strangeness that’s settling over her like a second skin.

‘I had the most beautiful dream,’ Adelaide says. Isla thinks back to last night, of the way she’d frozen while her aunt was trapped inside herself. Guilt grips her. Isla looks at Adelaide and sees traces of the woman she remembers. Isla could tell her everything that’s making it harder and harder to act normally.

‘I was swimming at our beach,’ Adelaide says, ‘But I wasn’t swimming as me. I dreamed I was a seal, Isla, a selkie.’ Adelaide looks at her as if she hopes this revelation will make Isla feel compelled to share one of her own. But too many years lie between them in a vast, gaping chasm. For so long she’s pined for Adelaide’s return, but now she’s here she can’t bring herself to talk to her. It’s as if her child-self is wrapping her skinny arms about her neck and dragging her backwards, to safety. Don’t let her hurt us again, she begs. Isla understands Adelaide is here to stay, she knows this. But trust is a mercurial thing, and isn’t easily restored. Isla watches Adelaide, so familiar and yet almost a stranger, and she feels herself closing up like the first frost of winter over a flower. She says nothing, the lump living in her throat beginning to expand.

‘I’m sorry, I’ve just remembered Jack,’ Isla says, again using him as an excuse. She wipes the flour onto her apron and backs away from her aunt and Agatha.

‘Who is Jack?’ Adelaide asks.

‘A friend.’ Isla stops talking before she says too much. She steps away from Adelaide and the past with its unrelenting insistence to encroach upon the present.

Instead of Jack, Isla seeks her father. She’s relieved to find him sitting at his desk, not seeming in any rush to leave for his office in town. Harold has been acting oddly these past weeks. Isla had put it down to the bustle of the Christmas season and the apprehension caused by Adelaide’s return, but now she wonders if there’s more to it.

‘Isla.’ Harold looks up as she enters. Isla glances at the dark brown smudges under his eyes. He looks thinner. Harold has always been a big man, fairly bursting out of his jackets, but this morning he appears to be swimming in his shirt.

She says, ‘I think we should put another order in. There’s a new series on ferns by Geoffrey Ainsworth that I’m interested to read.’

Harold nods and smiles at his daughter, but there’s something off about it, something that makes Isla want to hold him under a microscope.

‘But we have so many books. Why not wait a little while? Those titles won’t go anywhere. Besides, in a couple of months the public library will have copies.’ Never in her life has her father hesitated to order titles of the latest novels or scientific collections. Isla’s fingertips turn cold.

‘What’s wrong, Father?’

‘Why would anything be wrong?’

‘I’ve heard you arguing with Mother.’

Harold sighs.

‘Why, all of a sudden, are you neglecting to keep our beautiful library up to date? And what’s happened to all the gardeners? You can tell me.’ Isla watches her father consider which lie would be best and come up short. Harold sighs.

‘The business has been losing money since the war started.’ He runs his hands through his hair. ‘Most of the builders enlisted, so there weren’t enough to man the factory, meaning less boats were constructed and sold. It’s the same with the wool trade. The war might be over, but I fear Tasmania will soon fall into an economic depression.’

Isla sits opposite him. ‘What can we do?’

‘For the last two months, I’ve tried to negotiate, tried explaining to the builders and investors that the troubles of the moment will soon be followed by a great boom. That boat building, as well as fishing stocks, will have had a chance to recover their numbers now the war’s over. No-one is willing to listen. Money is being directed into town planning and agriculture instead. It feels like investors are giving up on the ocean and her bounty entirely, but that’s how humans have survived for thousands of years.’ He shakes his head.

‘And on top of all that, your aunt’s return has thrown your mother’s nerves into a spin.’ Harold wrangles a stack of papers into a uniform shape, and places them in a folder.

‘Everything might have been different if it hadn’t been for that man,’ he says.

‘Who was he, Father?’ Isla senses a truth long denied her. She won’t let it go.

Harold taps the desk with his forefinger, not looking at his daughter.

‘When I first met your aunt, I thought she was the wildest person I’d ever met. She was so different from your mother. I don’t know how she got away with behaving the way she did. I think it was respect for the Findlay wealth and position that kept people’s mouths shut, but still, I remember how they whispered about her at parties. There was a freedom to Adelaide that frightened folk as much as it intrigued them.’

Isla nods, waiting.

‘She didn’t care what anyone thought of her. Society is always suspicious around those who are comfortable in their own skin.’

Isla hadn’t realised how much her father had noticed. It was strange hearing him talk like this. She’d always thought he’d resented Adelaide for the shame she had brought upon them, but now he sounded as if once they had been close.

‘She caused your mother suffering, and you, but I think it’s important that you know what she was like before you were born, what she lost so quickly after …’

Isla waits, and finally, Harold says, ‘Adelaide fell in love. When she met Eoan, she thought she’d found her soul mate. Your aunt felt things so keenly.’

‘Who was he?’

But Isla knows. She remembers overhearing conversations she shouldn’t have, though she never breathed a word about the man who stole Adelaide’s heart. She knew of Eoan. Like so many things, Isla knew, but never said.

‘A fisherman, an employee of the Findlay Sixern Company,’ Harold says. ‘He was the lighthouse keeper’s son and a handsome lad, I’ll grant him that, though I don’t believe it was his looks that captured her heart. Eoan had a way with words. I only met him a handful of times, but I didn’t approve, so she kept him away. I’ve never heard such a beautiful voice. He never said anything grand or particularly intelligent, but his words had a melody in them that made you think it was the most profound thing you’d heard all day. It was uncanny.’

Her father shivers, then controls himself, clasping his hands tight in his lap to stop their trembling.

‘Adelaide came home less and less, and when she did, she never seemed all there, as if she’d left the most vital part of herself with him. We tried to keep them apart, but Adelaide couldn’t be stopped. Until Eoan disappeared.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Just that. Vanished, totally. After, Adelaide became increasingly flighty. She would talk to herself and snap if you interrupted her, disappear for hours, never telling anyone where she was going, though both your mother and I knew she went to the cliffs. I went looking for her once. She was bent forward with her arms hugging her waist as if she was trying to hold something inside her, and weeping as her whole body shook.’

‘No-one ever found him?’

Harold shakes his head. ‘There was a great storm the night before he disappeared, such as Hobart had never seen. Two dozen vessels were wrecked and houses built close to the waterline flooded beyond repair. It was assumed Eoan perished along with his boat.’

As a child, whenever Isla had imagined Adelaide’s man, he was tall, and always wearing a long black cloak that made him look like every villain in every fairytale she’d ever read. Isla imagined his eyes as a deep browny-green, like kelp. He looked exciting, like he could take you across the border to fairyland if you took his hand.

‘But Adelaide would never have believed that,’ Isla says, remembering her aunt’s capacity for hope.

‘Adelaide didn’t say. There was something strange about her grief. It was as if part of her was glad he was gone. I wondered if he’d hurt her. The lightness in Adelaide left after he vanished, and she never let anyone else into her heart. Except you.’ Harold offers a small smile and Isla returns it. And the baby she never had a chance to know, a voice inside whispers. But Isla knows better than to ask. Her father may be sharing secrets, but that’s one story about which Isla doubts she’ll ever know the full truth.

‘I thought perhaps, though it makes no sense …’ Her father hesitates. He’s so like Clara when unsure of himself – unable to make eye contact and seeming to hold his breath.

‘Yes?’

‘I thought that maybe, and I know, of course I know she couldn’t have …’

‘Tell me, please.’

‘I used to wonder whether Adelaide had summoned that storm.’


CHAPTER 12

Her rational father’s irrational words have haunted Isla in the days since. Not once has he uttered anything not based in science or critical analysis. She wonders why he told her. Isla has a niggling fear that her aunt had been dealt a terrible injustice. Isla remembers the way Agatha had stepped in after Adelaide left. Gently, gracefully, so no-one but Isla really noticed. She supposes now that it was because

Agatha didn’t want to get in Clara’s way. Agatha had told Isla stories of when Adelaide was young. It was strange to hear them, and most of the time Isla hadn’t wanted to. She was eight, and still so hurt by her aunt’s departure that part of her wanted to erase Adelaide’s memory. But Isla had never told Agatha to stop. She remembers the confusion of those early days and weeks, Adelaide’s absence an ever-widening gap. Clara was rarely cross with her, no matter what she did, and her father made himself scarce but brought treats whenever he came home. Adults always underestimate how much children understand, or can sense. All these niceties just confirmed the strangeness of the situation, and her parents’ guilt.

One day in particular stands out like a piece of sea glass caught by the sun. Clara had tried to convince Isla to come with her to visit a friend who had children her own age, and Isla had refused. Clara had cajoled and bribed and pleaded before finally frustration had taken over and she’d snapped at her daughter. Don’t come crying to me when you’re sick of having no-one to play with. Isla had refused to say a word to her mother from that point on, even when Clara apologised, even when Isla saw the unfamiliar glint of tears in her mother’s eyes. Eventually, Clara had left, depositing her with Agatha in the kitchen.

Agatha was making lemon tarts, and the smell had soothed Isla somewhat, but not enough to change her black mood.

‘I have a story I think you might like,’ Agatha had said. ‘It’s about Adelaide, when she was your age.’

Isla had glared.

‘Why would I want to hear about her?’

Agatha had ignored Isla’s rudeness.

‘Adelaide was a lot like you as a child.’

‘I don’t want to be anything like her,’ she’d said in a flat, cruel tone she didn’t recognise as her own. Isla had instantly regretted it. Agatha’s expression would have frightened any other child. Her eyes grew larger, wider, and inside them were things unfathomably old. It felt like being sucked into a whirlpool with no chance of ever clawing your way out again.

‘I see,’ Agatha said, in a voice that sounded like a storm. ‘Then I’ll tell you a different story.’

That time, Isla had kept her mouth shut.

‘We’ve noticed that you’ve been wandering off on your own, more than a child your age should. Clara is worried. The world is not always a safe place, Isla.

‘You know all about the selkie folk,’ she’d continued, and Isla remembers how her breath had hitched at the words, at the memories that came with them. She’d looked away from the old woman.

‘But I haven’t told you of the fin-folk.’ Chills of anticipation coursed down Isla’s spine.

‘They are cunning, crafty beings, Isla, and they have only contempt for mortals. They love nothing more than to steal young people from the shore and bring them down to work as slaves in their cities beneath the waves. Once you’ve been taken, there is no chance of ever coming home again. The fin-folk are not merciful creatures.’

‘It’s just a story. I’m not afraid,’ Isla had said. But she knew the truth. It wasn’t just a story, and she was afraid.

‘Do you know what makes them most dangerous of all?’

Isla had waited.

‘Sometimes they look just like we do, like humans.’

‘How do I know you aren’t one of them then, if you know so much?’

Agatha had cackled then.

‘If I were fin-folk, I would have delivered you to my kingdom many years ago. Or killed you. Whichever took my fancy first.’

Isla had swallowed a gulp of saliva.

‘Sometimes there’s a way you can spot them,’ Agatha had continued. ‘Sometimes their gills show on the inside of their wrists. But one thing is for certain. Fin-folk are at their most dangerous at night, especially when the moon is waning. It’s something about the dim light they like, though no-one knows exactly why.’

Isla thought to ask a question but saw that Agatha was still speaking. The old woman’s pupils had dilated like a cat’s before it pounces.

‘The fin-folk can make you see things that aren’t there, believe things that aren’t real. They have the power to manipulate memories, Isla.’

‘What do you mean?’ Isla’s voice had come out small and wavering.

‘I think you know, my darling. I think you’re like me, like your aunt and your great-grandmother. We can feel things that others can’t, hear things that are beyond the realm of normal listening. We can bite back.’

Isla had shivered under Agatha’s piercing gaze.

‘But even so, you must be careful when you play down by the cove. You never know who might be watching, waiting, who might recognise you as different. And you must never, ever, go to the cove at night.’

Isla remembers nodding even as a delicious seed of rebellion ignited, growing parallel to her fear. She would go. No-one cared enough to tell her anything useful, which obviously meant no-one loved her enough, or worse, understood her. No-one except Agatha.

Isla had smiled at Agatha, and something in the old woman’s expression had given Isla the sense that she knew – that she could read Isla’s thoughts as easily as the Sunday papers, and that she would not try to stop her.

Agatha’s tales stuck. Isla had been sure the fin-folk dwelled in Orkney, and she was even more certain they would find her aunt. Adelaide was just the kind of woman they would want in their kingdom. And Isla had wondered, too, whether the man she’d heard Clara whisper about when she thought Isla was safely in bed could be one of these creatures – handsome and charming and cold to the core. Had he stolen Adelaide’s heart? Is that why she’d had to leave? Isla had been determined to find out.

She’d waited for an opportune moment. She listened carefully to the conversations of her parents, until finally she had the information she needed. They had been invited to a dinner the following Friday, and would not be home until late. Isla had kissed them goodbye and tucked herself into bed. She’d blown out her candle and closed her eyes. She’d even lain there, feigning sleep for a good twenty minutes before rising, changing into her warmest dress and coat, and tiptoeing down the stairs.

She remembers the shock of the dark, almost making her turn back. She had her lantern, but it did little to cut through the inky blackness. And she was alone. That was what really scared her. The darkness just made it all the more stark. She’d steeled herself against the night, taken a deep breath, and walked away from the house.

Isla trod carefully down the path to the cove. She couldn’t afford to trip and fall. On the beach, the ocean looked like a portal to another world, still and silent, with untold depths and mysteries. Isla stepped as close as she dared, but not close enough to let the water touch. She imagined the fin-folk could probably already smell her. She pushed away thoughts of grasping hands and gaping mouths. Adelaide had been stolen by the fin-folk, she was sure of it. They had taken her away and only she could bring her back, if they deemed her worthy. Isla was sure that if she imagined Adelaide clearly enough, saw her aunt standing beside her as if she was really there, willed her to be, the fin-folk would come. She hadn’t planned any further ahead.

Isla waited, and waited, but the sea lay still and calmly lapping on the shore. No fin-folk had leered from the waves. No dangers lurked here. She’d felt foolish then, and with this feeling came anger. She should never have come, she should never have believed. She ran in up to her calves, screamed into the water, dared them to take her instead. And then she wept loud furious tears no-one heard but the ocean.

She’d gone back to the dunes, where she sat down abruptly. Her parents would not be home for hours. It was so quiet here, and a rare thing to be alone on the beach at night. Her fingers brushed against something then, something small and smooth. Isla picked it up and held it in her palm, brought it closer to the lantern she’d left lit on the shore, and gasped. She held a piece of turquoise sea glass. Adelaide’s favourite. It was rare to find this colour, and this piece had a perfect, tiny hole to make a necklace. She thought of Adelaide, standing on a beach on the other side of the world right now, thinking of her. It had eased the ache a little.

Isla stayed until only a quarter of her candle was left and she had to hurry. Back in her room, she found a piece of string and looped it through the hole to fasten the piece of glass around her neck.

The necklace was gone now, lost. She’d taken it off one day and afterwards it hadn’t been where she’d left it, or where she thought she’d left it. The superstitiousness of childhood told her that its disappearance was a sign Adelaide was never coming home.

There are hands that reach for you in the darkness and do not stop. You’re lying on your back, wet sand sticking to your clothes, hair tangled and matted with seaweed. Still the hands come, relentless, sickly white against the night. And then you see a face so horrifically, perfectly malicious you open your mouth to scream, but all this nightmare will permit is a gaping chasm where words should be. The fingers clasp your wrist and you feel a cold like never before. You smell stale seawater from the deepest, deadest parts of the ocean where rotting whale carcasses feed millions of critters who scrabble to feed in the black abyss. And then another pair of hands has hold of you, pulling you backwards, strong hands filled with warmth and life. You turn and see a tall man drawing you to safety. See him smile reassuringly, and you manage to wrench your wrist free from the hideous creature.

For a moment speed is granted to you, the speed of daylight, of reality, so rarely given in nightmares, but then the cold returns. You feel it creep down your shoulders, spreading like hoarfrost across your arms and torso, and you know without having to turn that it is no longer your rescuer who holds you, that the direction has changed and it is not land you are being dragged towards, but sea.

Isla wakes like a drowning person gasping for air – urgently and full of a sour, lingering fear. Clara stands over her, concern written on her features. Isla slowly relaxes as Clara guides her into a sitting position, propping her up on pillows and tucking a sweat-soaked strand of hair behind her ear.

Isla watches her mother carefully. She isn’t yet ready to speak. Part of her still feels locked inside the terror of the nightmare, even as it fades.

‘I heard you crying,’ Clara says. ‘You sounded just like you did when you were little.’

‘But I’m not little anymore.’

‘No.’ Clara smiles sadly. ‘All children must grow up.’

‘Except Peter Pan,’ Isla says and Clara releases a rare bubble of laughter, making the space suddenly lighter.

‘But think of everything he missed out on, because he stayed in Neverland,’ Clara says. Isla’s heart sinks as she recognises the beginnings of a familiar lecture.

‘I know, Mother, but I’m tired,’ Isla says, but Clara continues.

‘He was also a boy. Allowances are made for boys, but not for us, Isla, so rarely for us.’

She knows this already in a deep, instinctual way, but Isla doesn’t stop her mother. Clara needs to get this out, and to silence her now would be to enact a kind of violence.

‘All I mean is that you might find things easier if you went to the cove less, if you limited your time among the seals and focused on your books. You’re not reading as much, we’ve noticed. The nightmares might go away.’

Easier, Isla almost laughs, but stops herself before the hollow, frightening sound can escape. And Isla hears the unspoken entreaty. If you do this, if you live like this, make yourself smaller, more pleasing, the bad things will stop, you will be safe. An old, nasty part of her thinks in that moment that her mother’s concern is partly selfish. If I help you then I am a good mother, and maybe it will make up for the past.

Isla closes her eyes and tries to focus on the softness of the sheets, the cool breeze brushing against her face through the window Clara must have opened.

‘The world is unfair, Isla, but you already know that. I’m just trying to prepare you, to spare you from a fate too many women have suffered.’ Isla opens her eyes and notices how a slight tremor has begun in the hand her mother has placed on her knee.

‘Don’t ever let anyone label you hysterical. It allows people to overlook some of the cruellest sins.’ Clara takes a deep breath before continuing. ‘Worse than that, it is not so difficult to come to believe it yourself if enough people whisper it behind your back when they think you cannot hear.’

Isla wants to ask her mother more but her brain is still foggy from the dream. Dawn is bathing the room in a pinky glow, and the final edges of the nightmare slip away into the growing day where they cannot survive.

‘What do you mean?’ she asks groggily.

‘Women are powerful, but we have to be clever with how we use that power. It can be so easily taken from us.’

‘I understand,’ Isla says, and she does, but Clara does not look convinced. ‘I’m sorry for what I said the other day, Mother, about never wanting to be like you. It was unkind. I didn’t mean it.’

Clara sighs. ‘Thank you. It’s easy to be uncharitable when we’re angry.’ She takes her hand away from Isla’s knee and folds it in her lap. ‘I really do believe it will help you, to spend more time here, at home with your family. You will be more settled. Your dreams may be less plagued by horrors.’

Isla does not say that this is impossible, that it would be akin to dying. She does not say ‘no’. Instead she forces her shoulders to relax, allows herself to lean in to her mother’s hand against her cheek, tells Clara that she will try.


CHAPTER 13

When the sun has fully risen, Isla dresses and remembers the previous afternoon’s conversation with Agatha. The mountain. A walk. The old housekeeper had said she needed a young back to help her gather snow berries for a new recipe, and Isla had agreed, largely because Agatha has been running around her mother all week. Perhaps a hike will help her sleep tonight.

Isla takes her coat from the stand and heads downstairs. She pulls open the front door and comes face to face with Adelaide, who steps back so quickly she almost falls over.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says. Isla stares at her aunt for a moment, notes her wet hair is unbound. She must be acclimatising if she’s started going to the cove.

‘It’s fine,’ Isla says, stepping away from the door to let Adelaide through.

‘How did you sleep?’ Adelaide asks.

‘Let’s not do that,’ Isla says. ‘Small talk, I mean. It’s awful.’

Adelaide smiles. ‘You’re right.’

‘So, you and Mother are as at odds as ever – worse, actually.’

‘You noticed more than I realised,’ Adelaide says.

‘Children are observant.’

Adelaide sighs. ‘I’ve been away a long time.’

‘That’s not the only reason,’ Isla says. ‘What are you going to do to fix it?’

‘I’m not sure there’s anything that can be done.’

‘Don’t be lazy.’ Isla’s tone is biting. To her surprise, Adelaide bites back.

‘If I’m not mistaken, you and Clara don’t seem much better.’

Isla stiffens. ‘You know nothing about our relationship,’ she says quietly, and Adelaide, sensing she’s going to lose whatever headway they’ve tentatively begun to make, acquiesces.

‘You’re right, I’m sorry.’

In the silence that follows, they can hear the heartbeat of the old house; all the sounds, both domestic and not – branches screeching against window panes, footsteps in varying rhythms, doors clicking shut – that accumulate so it sometimes appears the place breathes.

‘It doesn’t matter now. There’s no use dwelling on things we might have done differently,’ Isla says.

‘Still, I’m sorry.’

Isla looks at her aunt and notes her apprehension.

‘I’m alright, Adelaide. You didn’t do any lasting damage.’

The lie slips off Isla’s tongue, but the regret in her aunt’s eyes tells her she doesn’t believe a word.

Isla looks up at the sky. It’s one of those days when all four seasons show themselves at intermittent intervals. Ten minutes ago, as she was stuffing her pack with her oilskin and woollen hat, it was raining, but now the sun shines hot and bright. Agatha had known her mother would not want to come up the mountain. Unnecessary exertion, with the possibility of sweating, has never been her idea of fun, even for a view. Harold would be at work, as usual. So it would just be Isla and Agatha, gathering berries and listening to the birds. Isla shoulders her pack and makes for the car. Adelaide follows. She stops, turns back to her aunt, then notes for the first time she’s dressed for hiking.

‘Agatha invited me,’ she says.

I should have known. The idea of spending over an hour in the wilderness with her aunt is not a comforting one. She doesn’t know what to say, and maybe that’s a good thing. She’s mindful of Agatha’s comments about being kind.

‘We’d better not keep Michael waiting.’ Adelaide gestures to their chauffeur, already sitting in the driver’s seat.

‘Agatha is the one keeping him waiting,’ Isla says.

‘Actually—’ Michael leans out the window. ‘Agatha told me to tell you she’s woken up with a headache. She said she trusts you both to bring her what she needs.’

As soon as Michael parks at The Springs, Isla is glad for Agatha’s scheming. The banksia are in flower, and the sun catches their bushy heads so they look like yellow torches, signalling the way forward. They take the Organ Pipes trail on Mount Wellington. They’re walking underneath them now. Isla tilts her head back and looks up at the sheer, craggy rock face so named because it resembles an organ’s cylindrical tubes. The cliffs are taller than the sea cliffs of home, but not so different. They give Isla the same sensation – of being both insignificant and not, part of a vast, interconnected world.

They stop on a scree slope by a large, flat boulder. Adelaide takes a flask from her backpack and pours hot tea into two enamel cups. She’s wearing a cream linen shirt tucked into tan corduroy trousers and a wide-brimmed straw hat tied under her chin with a purple ribbon. Isla thinks she looks like a gardener who’s decided to go foraging for exotic cuttings.

‘What did you dream of when you were my age?’ Isla asks. Most of the girls her age she’s spoken to wish to be mothers. Isla can’t bear the thought of becoming pregnant – there are too many risks. She shudders while imagining herself stiff and cold on a hospital table, never to swim again, the baby they saved instead of her lying on her chest and crying for a mother unable to comfort it.

‘I think my answer will disappoint you. At the very least it’ll make me seem rather empty-headed. When I was your age, I had no grand ambitions. I lived every day as it came, and did whatever pleased me. I spent my time reading and swimming and talking with Clara. I didn’t have many friends. Our grandfather was very particular about who he invited into the house.’

Alistair was a volatile man, quick to temper. Agatha’s words ring in Isla’s ears.

‘You don’t need dozens of friends to be happy, only one or two good ones,’ she says, thinking of Jack. A flame robin perches on a branch beside Isla and trills its high, sweet call.

‘Orkney didn’t have nearly the variety of birdlife Tasmania boasts,’ Adelaide says.

‘What’s it like?’ Isla knows the question has surprised her aunt. This sudden desire to talk after days of silence.

‘At first I was lonely.’

‘Father said you stayed with a distant cousin.’

‘That’s right. Her name is Elspet. She’s Ettie’s cousin.’

‘Do you miss her?’ Isla says.

‘Every day.’

Isla takes a sip of tea, tamps down the jealousy threatening to ruin this moment. An ear-splitting screech pierces the air as a flock of yellow-tailed black cockatoos fly overhead. Adelaide cranes her neck to see.

‘I’ve missed them too,’ she says.

‘What was she like?’ Isla asks.

‘Elspet was quite similar to Ettie. She understood me and what my heart needed in the same way Ettie had. Sometimes when we spoke it felt almost like I was speaking to my grandmother. That was both comforting and painful.’

Isla knows exactly what she means.

‘In a lot of ways, Orkney was like Tasmania,’ Adelaide continues. ‘That’s probably why I settled in so well. Few trees, those hardy enough to grow are stunted by the fierce Atlantic winds – many would call it barren. But Orkney teems with life if you know where to look. There are kittiwakes and white-tailed eagles and lots of guillemots, which look a little like a black seagull. They build their nests on cliff edges. And seals, of course.’

Isla knows there’s so much more behind Adelaide’s tongue, but her aunt does not offer anything else, and Isla does not ask. Instead she says, ‘I’d like to visit, one day.’

‘Maybe we could go together.’ Adelaide sounds eager. Isla’s child-self squeezes little fists around her heart; don’t let her hurt us again. Isla pushes her away. She finishes her tea and puts her mug back in the backpack. The air is crisp and carries the rich, earthy smell of leaf litter, mud and leatherwood.

‘Let’s keep going.’ Isla stands. Adelaide’s stance is straight, she looks strong, tethered to this world, no longer appearing as if she’ll drift away on the tide. She watches Adelaide’s large, elegant hands button up her jacket, and wonders at how long moments like these might last, whether they are finite, whether the peace they’ve found will be snatched away if they don’t hold on tight.

Back at home that afternoon, Isla takes her sketchbooks to the orchard, and sits at the base of a scraggly apple tree. She tries the quick free-sketching technique she read about in one of her drawing books – where you look straight ahead instead of down at the page, picturing what you want to capture in your mind’s eye. Isla imagines a pair of pied oystercatchers. When she sees the messy scribbles she’s produced she tosses her charcoal onto the grass. If Jack were here he’d say something kind, try to convince her he could see an image among her squiggles, a wing. The thought of him cheers her. They’ve met at the cove a few times since that first walk after the ball. His company always calms her. Even if Isla’s feelings are not romantic, Jack is becoming an increasingly vital part of her life.

‘Isla?!’ Her mother’s sharp call sounds from the bottom of the hill. She gathers her things and stands, and sees her mother trudging up the slope. Isla meets her halfway down.

‘Come inside,’ she says, breathless. ‘I have the most marvellous news.’

Harold sits with Adelaide in the drawing room. Agatha is by the sideboard pouring tea. Clara comes to stand in the centre of the room, and presses her hands against her stomach.

‘The TWA have asked me to host this year’s winter ball,’ Clara says, beaming. ‘And they have provided a substantial budget to cover most of the expenses!’

‘Really?’ Isla’s surprise is genuine. Every year, the association holds a ball, with members taking it in turns to host it. The formidable TWA president, Mrs Able, has a great deal of influence over members as they vote for the next year’s host. The Findlays have not hosted one of these events in years, not since Isla’s great-grandmother Ettie held a winter ball in 1875. Clara has often told Isla of how splendid that night had been. She’d been fifteen and ever since has dreamed of putting on her own ball. But after Ettie’s death, and then the scandal of Adelaide’s sudden departure, Clara had been passed over. Until now.

Isla can tell how proud her mother is to have been trusted, but also how much weight now rests on her shoulders. Isla knows Clara believes the reputation of the Findlay family depends solely on her, on this one night.

‘I’m thrilled for you, Clara,’ Harold says, leaning down to kiss his wife’s cheek. Clara leans into his touch.

‘Of course, a number of members, mainly newer blow-ins from Launceston, were none too happy about the decision. But Mrs Able is a fair woman, and it’s well and truly our turn. You should have seen the look on Melissa Cameron’s face.’ Clara’s expression can only be described as euphoric.

She wrings her hands together.

‘There’s so much to do! So much to decide …’

‘It’s months away, Mother. There’s plenty of time.’

‘Oh, Isla. You have no idea how long it takes to plan an event of this scale. Everything must be accounted for, each detail thought out with care and precision.’

Isla represses the smile that tries to curl around her mouth.

‘I can’t remember the last time we had a ball in this house,’ Harold says. ‘I know you’ll do a splendid job.’

‘We’ll have to have live music,’ Clara says. ‘No records.’

‘Jack plays the cello,’ Isla says. ‘He’s very talented. I could ask him to play, or see if he knows any other musicians.’ Now seems the perfect opportunity to make her parents aware of their deepening friendship. She is determined to make them see what a decent sort he is and allay any fears of impropriety.

Clara is silent.

‘Who is Jack?’ Harold asks.

‘We met at the Christmas Ball. He’s an apprentice carpenter.’

Clara looks as if she’s biting the inside of her lip.

‘I see. And you’ve been spending time together?’

‘Jack and I have been exchanging letters. He’s become a dear friend. I thought I could invite him over for dinner. I think you’d like him, Father.’

‘I don’t think that would be appropriate, Isla,’ Clara says.

‘Why not? If you’re worried about me running off to marry him, rest assured – my relationship with Jack is entirely platonic.’

‘Does he know that?’ Clara says.

‘Of course.’

Isla feels her cheeks heat. She’s trusting that this is true. Hoping it is.

‘Isla, Jack seemed nice enough, but you know how important this ball is to me, to our family. It’s not fitting for a young, unmarried woman to be seen out and about unchaperoned.’ Isla hears her mother’s unspoken words loud and clear. We cannot afford any scandal. You’d think this family would be immune by now.

‘Actually, I don’t need your opinion, or your permission. I just wanted to let you know how important Jack is to me. I thought you might have been pleased to know your daughter has met someone who supports her unconditionally. Jack meets me where I am and doesn’t expect me to be something I’m not.’

Harold blinks at his daughter, as if seeing her clearly for the first time.

‘I’m happy you’ve been trusted with this, Mother. I hope you can be happy for me in time.’

A week later, Isla walks along the familiar, secret path to the cove Adelaide and her mother showed her all those years ago. Her dream of the fin-folk was deeply disturbing, and her recent conversations with Adelaide, along with her growing desire to confide in her aunt, have left her restless. Her hope unsettles her, as does her love which perseveres despite her efforts to quell it. It swells like the tides, threatening to consume her as if she’s no more than sand waiting to be washed away.

Isla knows just how destructive a broken heart can be. She remembers how rude she was to her mother in the weeks after Adelaide left, how mean. Clara became the target of all her blame. It was only after Adelaide had been gone for over a year that Isla allowed her mother to love her in the way she wanted to. She will never tell Clara it was not the way she needed.

There had been one night at the dinner table when Clara reminisced over her thirty-fifth birthday lunch. Adelaide had been gone two years. Clara had talked of how wonderful the food had been, how generous her friends’ gifts, how lively the conversation. Not once had she mentioned the silver hand mirror from Adelaide, or the way she’d helped Clara cut the cake. Isla had seethed.

‘Why do you never say her name?’ she’d said. ‘Adelaide didn’t die.’

‘Isla.’ Her father’s voice was a warning.

‘What? It’s true.’

‘Don’t speak to your father in that manner, Isla,’ Clara had said, her tone weary.

‘I’m sorry, Mother.’ Isla had made her voice sweet and false. ‘Children can’t help copying their parents, just as they make their own explanations when none are given.’ At nearly eight Isla was no longer concerned with keeping in her parents’ good books. Her mother had stared, speechless, while her father had ordered her to leave the table. She’d been only too glad to oblige.

Alone in her room, she’d considered tearing up every book Adelaide had ever given her, but as angry as she was, the thought of punishing her books was unbearable. Still, she wanted something to break.

She imagined Clara’s expression at dinner, dismissive, irritated and, worse than that, utterly without regard that her sister had once lived in this house, had once sat at that very table. Isla’s anger peaked then, and she’d gone into her parents’ bedroom. The light was dim, the oil lamps casting a flickering glow.

Her mother’s dressing table. It was tidy, each beautiful, precious thing in its place. Her silver-backed hairbrush with its floral motif, her mother-of-pearl trinket box. Isla had opened the lid and run her fingers over the navy velvet underlay. Inside was an assortment of jewels, each one more exquisite than the last. But Clara’s favourite was the aquamarine pendant her father had presented her on their wedding day. Isla had often spied Clara sitting alone at her dressing table, taking out each piece and laying them side by side on the table. Sometimes it felt like her mother loved her jewellery more than her. Isla remembers gritting her teeth. She’d picked up the pendant. The stone felt cold and heavy in her palm, like my mother’s heart, she’d thought.

Isla had gone to the window, looked out. She remembers the feel of the latch underneath her fingers, the click as it opened. The strain of heaving the old wooden window frame upwards and the sharp pain of a splinter embedding itself into her palm. She’d stared at the pendant for a long time, with the cool wind buffeting her and the smell of the sea a cold comfort. Her sense of urgency had gone. Perhaps she’d hoped to be found – and she was. By Agatha, of course.

Isla had sensed the old woman’s presence before she saw her, had not startled because she knew the heavy tread.

‘Come away from the window, Isla, that wind is biting.’

Agatha’s hand was solid on her shoulder, and almost against her wishes she’d leaned into the touch.

‘What have you got there clutched so tightly in your fist?’ Agatha had taken the pendant from her. Isla had not resisted.

‘Ah, it’s a beauty, this one.’

And Isla had rocked with shame. She wanted to dissolve into nothing so that no-one might ever look upon her tainted heart, or her foul-tempered, unlovable self ever again. She’d started to cry, and couldn’t stop. Placing the pendant in the trinket box, Agatha had gently led her to her own room.

Isla has never forgotten what Agatha said.

‘We are all capable of cruel acts when rage has a hold of us, Isla. It doesn’t make us evil. But try to be kind.’

Agatha’s words echo on dark days when the weight of everything that has happened, and might happen still, threatens to crush her. When she’s tempted to do things she knows would be unwise, unkind.

The wind whips her plait behind her and Isla focuses on the cliffs in the distance. The jutting rock looks dark and forbidding under the thunder clouds, no longer like a place lit with possibilities as it does when the sun shines. Instead it looks like somewhere dangerous, somewhere cold. She imagines what it would feel like to stand right on the edge in this weather. Would the wind hold you in place, or toss you into the waves?

‘Isla?’ A familiar voice cuts through the storm, and suddenly Jack is beside her, rain streaming from his oilskin jacket.

‘What are you doing here?’ she yells over the storm.

‘I could ask you the same.’ His eyes squint as he smiles, blinking away the water.

‘We should go,’ Isla says. The deluge falls in sheets of grey, obscuring the world beyond like a wedding veil. Jack brings his hand down to Isla’s, wrapping his fingers around hers. Isla’s hand is cold and slick inside Jack’s, whose palm is surprisingly warm. For a moment they just stand there in the wildness, watching the earth’s elements vent their frustration. Only when the gale picks up, sending stinging shards of horizontal rain into their faces, do they begin the journey back home.

‘Let’s try this way,’ Isla says. It’s a slow process. The beach is adorned with clumps of kelp that have washed up in the swell. More than once they almost slip on the slick strands, using their arms as a lifeline to tug each other up again. The wet sand reflects the grey sky. Every now and again they catch glimpses of seabirds soaring sideways, buffeted by the gale. By the time they reach the worn wooden staircase, the storm has begun to settle. The rain has turned into a fine mist. Isla and Jack climb to the top, legs wobbly from the effort. At the lookout, they stop.

‘I wonder where seals retreat to in a gale,’ Jack says.

‘The adults dive deep and swim out to sea. They can hold their breath for over an hour,’ Isla says. ‘It’s the pups that often don’t survive.’

She debates telling Jack about her dreams, how they have become nightly, how she no longer wishes they would stop.

‘It’s beautiful, despite the weather,’ she says instead. Jack nods. Isla is aware that they are close to home. She’s tempted to invite him over, but the thought of Clara and her unwelcoming, disapproving air stops her. In her hesitation, Jack says, ‘Why don’t you come to my place? We can dry off, and I’ll make some tea.’

At the mention of tea, Isla shivers, imagines the warm liquid filling her belly, her icy hands wrapped around a piping hot cup.

‘I’d like that.’

They catch a bus to Jack’s house. Isla sometimes rides the bus home from the bookshop, especially when she wants to linger for hours without feeling guilty for keeping Michael waiting, but it’s been months, and it feels different sitting beside Jack. They’ve been alone together before, but not like this, not in such a confined public space. She glances around at the other passengers, but no-one seems to care. A woman selling flowers on the side of the road, bunches of violets and daisies, catches Isla’s eye through the window – a flash of brightness among the dirty streets – and she smiles. Isla can feel the warmth of Jack’s thigh through her dress where it leans against hers. It’s nice, comforting. But not in the way she’s heard girls her age fantasise about. She wonders if Jack is as aware of her body as she is of his, what thoughts are running through his head. She looks up at him and he smiles, giving away nothing.

‘We’re almost at my stop,’ he says.

They disembark in Kingston and walk a few minutes down the street to a modest sized cottage with a sky-blue corrugated iron roof, one bay window on the first floor with an attic above, and a narrow verandah with a rocking chair at rest. The awnings on the verandah are trimmed with iron lacework, and the front door is a bright, azure blue with a stained-glass oval window in the centre. Isla likes it instantly. Jack ushers Isla inside, leading her straight to a small room down a corridor from the foyer.

‘Father and I have separate studies,’ he says.

‘It’s nice,’ Isla says, meaning it. It’s cosy. The walls are lined with books, and there is a large maroon armchair, almost bigger than the desk, which is squashed between an ancient grandfather clock and a travelling trunk.

‘I wanted a place that didn’t feel like an office. An area where I can come and be with my thoughts.’ Jack kneels and lays a fire. Flames begin to catch the tinder in the hearth, popping loudly. Isla watches the edges of the newspaper disintegrate into blackened curls. There is a knock on the door.

‘Come in,’ Jack calls. ‘Isla, this is Mrs Avery. She looks after us every Tuesday and Thursday.’ It appears Jack and his father are far more middle class than her mother believes.

A short woman enters. She has equally short salt-and-pepper hair arranged neatly to curl around her face.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ Isla says.

‘I thought you might like some tea? You’re both soaked! And some towels?’ she offers.

‘Tea is just what we came for, Jenny.’

‘I’ll be back in a moment, then.’ She closes the door behind her. Isla notices a wooden case leaning up against the side of the fireplace. Jack follows her gaze.

‘My cello,’ he says.

‘Will you play something?’

‘Oh no, I can’t just … I’d need to warm up, and …’

‘Please?’

Jack hesitates before nodding. ‘I don’t play for people very often. It’s the one thing that’s just for me. My solace, my time to let go of the world.’

Isla reddens. ‘I’m sorry, of course you don’t have to.’

‘I don’t mind.’ Jack unclips the case and lifts the cello out. The instrument is a rich brandy colour with a scroll that curves inwards upon itself like the inside of a shell. He sits beside Isla and balances the cello on his knees. He pulls out the spike, places it on the carpet, and rests the scroll against his shoulder. The first note is high and melts into the next with precision and clarity. Isla can feel the sound reverberating through the floor and up her feet, resonating in her chest with a wonderful buzzing. It ends too soon, and Jack rests his bow on the couch between them.

‘That was “The Swan”, by Saint-Saëns,’ he says.

‘You play so beautifully, Jack, I almost dropped the tea.’ Mrs Avery stands in the doorway, tray in hand and tears in her eyes. ‘Your father should hear you.’

‘You know he’s too busy for that, Jenny.’ But Isla hears what he doesn’t say. You know he doesn’t want to.

‘It would do both of you good to spend time together outside of work,’ she says, ‘though I know it’s not my place to say.’ She speaks as if she cares not one jot about her place, and rests the tea tray on Jack’s desk, clearing papers and notebooks as she does.

‘Thank you,’ he says.

‘I’ll leave you to it.’ Mrs Avery smiles.

‘You have a real gift,’ Isla says, as Jack stands to pour the tea.

‘That’s what my mother used to say. Sugar?’

‘No, thank you.’

‘After she died, Father kept saying, over and over, how she wouldn’t want us to be sad, to weep for her every time she came into our thoughts. But how could I not be? And wouldn’t you want people to be at least a little sad if you died? Otherwise, what’s the point in loving?’

‘It sounds as if your father has a rather stiff upper lip,’ Isla says. ‘I’m sure he grieved, in his own way.’

‘You’re right,’ Jack says, ‘More than once I heard him weeping in his study as I passed by, but I didn’t know what to do. I wish we could have talked about it. Maybe it would have helped.’ Jack sits beside Isla and passes her a cup.

‘I know what that’s like, hearing someone in distress and freezing,’ she says. ‘Adelaide was very unsettled when she arrived. I heard her crying on her first night here. I think she was having a nightmare. I opened her door and watched her toss and turn, but I didn’t go to her. I just stood there until I couldn’t bear it anymore, and I left.’ Isla trembles at the memory, remembers how it felt like she was spinning out of control.

Jack takes her hand.

‘Thank you for telling me.’

‘It’s strange,’ Isla says. ‘We haven’t known each other for very long, but I believe you understand me. I trust you, and trust is not something that comes easily to me.’

‘I feel the same.’

Isla puts her hand on top of Jack’s where it rests on his knee, locks her fingers with his.

‘What do you think love is?’ Isla says.

Jack huffs a laugh. ‘I wasn’t expecting such a question.’

‘It’s something I’ve been wondering about recently.’

Jack takes his time to answer. ‘I think it’s complicated, full of contradictions. Sometimes, even when we believe we know people, we don’t always understand what they need in their hearts.’

Isla nods. ‘But what is love itself?’

‘It’s watching someone bite into a peach and laughing together as the juice dribbles down their chin and into the creases of their hands. It’s following the slow movement of another’s chest as they sleep, listening to the rhythm of their breath. It’s knowing when to speak, and when to stay silent. It’s choosing when to forgive and when to leave.’

Jack should be a poet, Isla thinks.

‘And love is surprising. Sometimes it doesn’t feel like love at all, or not the kind we expected or were taught to expect in books or by other people.’

‘I think I might love you then, Jack. But in a friendly way. You understand?’

He chuckles. ‘I do,’ he says, putting his arm around Isla and drawing her close. ‘You’re the dearest friend I’ve ever had, Isla.’

She leans into his warmth, relief at being in accord enveloping her.

‘I think it’s one of the saddest things, that the people who should understand us better than anyone, our family, so often don’t. The harder they try to, the worse it gets, the more distant they become from the truth of you,’ Isla says.

‘My mother knew me,’ Jack says.

Isla squeezes his hand.

‘What a gift that was,’ she says.

‘You know me too, Isla. You see me, in a way nobody else does, and I haven’t had that in a very long time.’

Isla doesn’t try to hide her smile. To find a friend, to be accepted and validated, valued, is the greatest comfort.


CHAPTER 14

Isla sits at her desk, surrounded by drawings of seals, of women emerging from pelts wet with sea spray, their rebirth captured in every stage. Isla’s been sketching for hours, and the morning has caught up with her. She turns the dial on her oil lamp, not taking her eyes away from her current work, a mother and her pup. Her graphite pencil is in need of sharpening, her lines thick. She only manages a few more strokes, accentuating the pup’s whiskers, before it’s time to meet Jack. Perhaps today they’ll see a seal, or many. Maybe it will make her sketches even more lifelike. She places the notebook and three of her best pencils in her dress pocket, pins her hair, and heads downstairs.

Isla walks down Elizabeth Street. It’s busy. Michael almost hadn’t been able to find a free space to park as he’d dropped her in the centre of town. When she’d told her mother she’d be gone for the afternoon and why, Clara hadn’t thrown the fit she’d expected, had simply said: I trust you won’t do anything to bring shame on the Findlay name. Gossip isn’t something that can be avoided once people get the idea into their heads. Far better to act as if you’re doing nothing wrong. And she isn’t doing anything wrong. She and Jack have made their feelings for one another clear. They are good friends, the best of friends, nothing more.

People duck in and out of shops, hands laden with baskets of food or racks of material. There’s a buzz in the air that can only be attributed to the Royal Hobart Regatta, a week of wooden boat exhibits, dances, fairground entertainment and the tasting of local products. The docks are even more crowded than the laneways. Fishermen stack crates of salted mackerel on boat decks and tourists jostle to examine treasures brought back from across the globe. Up ahead Isla can see sails drying in the sun, white canvas sheets spread out beside their ships like giant albatross wings. She searches for Jack’s yacht but instead sees something that makes her stop so suddenly she collides with the man behind her.

‘Watch out, love,’ he grunts, before hurrying on. Isla says nothing. Suspended in front of her, tangled in a large net, is a seal. Its eyes are open but Isla knows it sees nothing. Its pelt is littered with cuts where it must have tried to free itself, instead becoming further entangled. A man onboard is sawing at the net. Isla studies the poor creature’s face and can’t help but wonder, if you peeled back her skin, would you find a woman underneath? She wants to shove the man away, take the seal in her arms and carry it down to the water.

‘How could you be so careless?’ Isla calls. The man pauses in his work and looks at her stricken face. ‘Such large nets should be illegal,’ she says.

‘It’s a shame, I know. But it happens sometimes,’ he says.

‘It shouldn’t happen at all.’ Her voice shakes.

‘Look, miss, maybe you should …’

‘Isla!’ Jack pushes through the crowd towards her.

‘I think you’d better take your girlfriend someplace else, mister,’ the fisherman says. Jack puts an arm around Isla’s shoulder but she shakes him off.

‘Isla, please.’ Jack takes her hand and tugs gently, but she plants her feet and glares at the man with the knife. His expression changes from awkward kindness to anger as he realises she’s not going to walk away like a good woman should.

‘No, Jack. This is a careless, callous fool.’

‘See here, miss.’ The fisherman’s tone has a raw edge to it now that makes Isla wonder what kind of man he is behind closed doors.

‘No, you look, mister.’ His expression reels as if she’d slapped him, and Isla wants to smile. ‘The sea is not ours, and one day when we’ve taken too much and given nothing in return, she will come for us, and show no mercy. Let today be the last you and your crew make use of those nets, lest you end up in a watery grave before your time.’ Jack’s hand has found hers once more. She’s grateful now for the steady contact, and turns away, leaving the fisherman and his shipmates slack-jawed. Her words make her feel like a witch. Like she could summon a storm.

Jack leads Isla to his boat. She doesn’t say anything until they are standing on the rough wooden deck. She can’t see the man and his net anymore.

‘I saw that seal and I just, I couldn’t …’

‘I know,’ Jack says. ‘It was quite something.’ She searches his face for the joke. ‘I mean it, Isla,’ he says. ‘You should be giving lessons in how to speak the truth.’

She smiles. ‘I’ve never spoken to anyone like that before.’ A nervous giggle bubbles from her lips and she finds she can’t stop it. Soon she’s bent double, her breath hitching in her throat and coming out in strangled wheezes. Jack is warm and steady beside her. When she’s spent, she rises slowly and meets his gaze. He takes her hands in his. She hadn’t realised they were shaking.

‘Shall I show you how to steer us out of the harbour?’ he says. Isla wants to hug him.

The yacht is swift and sturdy. Once a bright red, the paint has faded with years of sun and salt. It’s of a medium size, with one large triangular sail that Jack tells her is called a lateen. A vast expanse of blue spreads before them. Isla feels a mix of awe and peace and dread; she’s grateful for the calm isolation being this far from land brings, but conscious the ocean may swallow them whenever it pleases.

‘I’ll anchor a bit further along, see if we can catch some whiting,’ Jack says. ‘Can you take the wheel while I adjust the sail? Keep her steady.’ The wood feels good under Isla’s hands; smooth and warm where Jack’s rested moments before. She can feel the pull of the water, and the direction the waves want to lead her. Isla tightens her grip, braces her feet. Behind her she hears the sail folding up in a series of snaps and creaks, and then the sound of the anchor dragged across wood and Jack’s grunt as he hauls it over the side.

Back and forth the net flies until the deck is a swarming mass of wriggling silver bodies, scales glinting in the sunshine, pin-prick eyes staring hopelessly skyward. Isla can’t take her gaze away. The sight is mesmerising and horrific. Their mouths endlessly open and close, drowning in the warm breeze, and all she can think about is drowning along with them. Isla rushes to the side and vomits into the water. She breathes through her nose, struggling not to gag on the acid still burning in her throat, and lays her cheek against the cool wood.

‘I used to get seasick all the time, when my father first taught me to fish,’ Jack says. ‘I hope you’ll get used to it.’

Isla nods, too tired to explain seasickness was not the cause of her nausea.

‘We’re not far from Cape Bruny. Once I’ve raised the anchor it should only take us half an hour or so,’ Jack says.

Isla swallows the briny air as if it were food.

‘There’s a sheltered bay, just around from the cape, with a forest beyond. We can take the dinghy.’

Isla nods, still looking out to sea.

‘How are your studies going?’ Jack asks.

‘To be honest, I haven’t touched my sketchbook in weeks.’

Jack frowns. ‘But you love it.’

‘People can fall out of love.’

Jack’s placid expression nose-dives into worry and Isla takes his hand and gives it a squeeze.

‘My parents don’t support my going to university anyway.’

‘I never thought that would stop Isla Findlay.’

‘It’s not that I don’t love reading or studying or drawing anymore, Jack. It’s more I’ve realised that it isn’t the only way to learn things.’

Isla doesn’t tell him that the more she tries to research, or to draw, the more it makes her anxious. She doesn’t tell him that she pushes thoughts of rationality and scientific analysis away because a deep, instinctual part of her knows that what she’s experiencing cannot be explained in the way she’s used to, and she doesn’t want to try. To do so would be to box it up, contain the seals and the ocean in the most disrespectful of ways. Whenever Isla has attempted that, it all begins to slip away, the feelings the seals inspire, the music in the way they move.

Jack piles the whiting into wooden crates and stacks them below deck. When he emerges his hands are covered in silver scales. He uses a bottle from underneath one of the side seats to rinse them thoroughly.

‘That’s the best haul I’ve caught in months,’ he says. ‘I’ll freeze half and sell the rest.’

Isla smiles at how pleased he is.

‘Shall we get going?’ he says.

Isla can’t believe they’re almost there. Time has slipped through her fingers like water.

She helps Jack lower the dinghy into the water. It lands with a splash and he tosses a rope ladder over the side.

‘You first,’ he says, ‘I’ll hold it steady.’ Isla grasps the gunwale as her right foot finds its place on the first wooden rung. The rope sways and her heart follows suit. She tenses and swings her other leg over.

‘Great, just go slowly.’ The ladder doesn’t swing so much now that her full weight is balanced. One step at a time, she makes it. Isla smiles up.

‘Catch!’ Jack calls and throws a sack. She does. Inside are sandwiches, a flask of tea and a hunk of chocolate wrapped in foil. Jack joins her and takes the oars.

‘Will you teach me?’ Isla says.

‘Now?’

‘If you like,’ she says, climbing over the middle seat. The dinghy wobbles precariously and Isla with it, almost falling. She sinks into the seat opposite Jack, proud she didn’t slip.

‘Alright then, you take this one.’ He hands her an oar. It’s heavy but as soon as it sinks below the surface the water holds its weight. Jack demonstrates the correct movement and Isla copies him. As she pushes the oar she imagines Adelaide rowing away from her, becoming a tiny speck on the horizon as she watches from the shore. She loses her rhythm and the oar crabs, forcing her arm backward and sending a shooting pain through her elbow.

‘No!’ she yells as the oar falls, but Jack grabs it just in time.

‘Don’t worry, happens to everyone at some point,’ he says.

‘Good catch.’ Isla brushes hair out of her eyes and tries to blink away the image, but Adelaide remains, fainter now but stubborn, for the entire journey.

The beach is sheltered. A single boatshed stands on the far end, its doors painted in red and white stripes, faded and cracked by time and the elements. A shallow lagoon stretches beside it, narrowing into a stream before it meets the sea. Beyond is a forest of blue gums and sassafras. Isla is drawn to the trees. There’s something about being surrounded by earthy tones and listening to nothing human, just the birds and the wind and the ground murmuring underneath her feet, that revives her. Jack leads her to a large piece of driftwood and sits, placing the picnic basket between them.

‘I have a confession to make,’ Isla says.

‘I’m intrigued.’ Jack hands Isla a sandwich.

‘I knew who you were before we met at the ball.’ Isla’s face reddens.

‘Oh?’

‘I saw you walking along Fossil Cove about two weeks before. You surprised me. It’s not often I see anyone else there. I hid and watched you.’

‘Why didn’t you say hello?’

‘Something startled you, and you jumped about six feet. You seemed wary after that. I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable. And I suppose I was shy, and feeling silly for spying on you—’ Isla manages to stop herself before she lets free a nervous snort.

‘I remember that day,’ Jack says. ‘I wasn’t feeling good.’ He pinches chocolate crumbs off the paper wrapper between his fingers, but doesn’t eat them.

‘I fought in France,’ he says.

‘You don’t have to talk about it.’

‘I want to. We were at the Somme,’ he says. Isla remembers her father reading the newspaper reports of the battle. The lists of casualties. ‘Do you believe in God, Isla?’ Jack asks.

‘I know I’m supposed to, but no, not really.’

‘I used to,’ Jack says, ‘really believe, I mean. My mother did. She would read me stories from the Bible every night. It was our special time, but I can’t anymore, not even for her memory. God died on the first day of the Somme, along with nineteen thousand men.’ There’s a tremor in the hand on his thigh.

‘We were cannon fodder,’ he says. ‘I knew the second I looked over the trench and saw squadron after squadron fall. Like a thousand waves breaking at once. I was in a group sent out to bring back the wounded. We had to choose who was worth saving.’ Jack is fighting to stay strong. Isla wants so much to hold him.

‘There was a man, old enough to be a grandfather. He’d been shot so many times his uniform was in shreds, but he was alive. He’d fallen underneath a coil of barbed wire, and I didn’t notice him at first, but he grabbed my ankle. He was in shock. Pain was beyond him then, and he thought he might be alright. He begged me to take him, but I knew he’d be dead by the time we made it to camp, and there were so many others. I gave him some water, and I said I’d come back. I think that’s the worst thing I’ve ever done – lie to a dying man. He started to cry as I left, and it took something from me to keep walking away.’ A bird calls and it sounds like a toddler’s wail. Isla takes his hand and squeezes it tight. He assures her, ‘You don’t have to say anything.’

‘I wish I knew what,’ Isla says. The water has changed from deep blue to a pearly pink mirror with a sheen to it like fresh lacquer.

‘I used to like dreaming,’ he says. ‘It was the one time I was able to see my mother again. But the war ruined everything. I’m constantly tense. I can’t relax, as if I do, something terrible will happen, and it will be all my fault.’

‘You might not be the only one who feels that way. Did you make friends with your battalion?’

‘Some. Most of them died.’

Isla has seen signs in Hobart for returned soldiers support groups, but she doesn’t suggest one. Would sitting around a room full of strangers reliving the most traumatic experience of one’s life really be helpful?

‘We should get back,’ Jack says, ‘red sky at night and all.’

‘Doesn’t that mean shepherd’s delight?’

‘Supposedly, but I’ve never trusted the weather to keep her promises.’

The sky stains the sea in a marble of pinks and oranges. Isla leans against the side and feels the gentle vibration of the waves against the hull. Jack guides the boat past the seals watching them like dark smudges on the rocks and the island gradually fades into the distance. It begins softly, the barest whisper of a melody, but the further they travel from the island the louder the singing becomes; insistent and yearning.

Isla goes into the bridge. ‘Can you hear that?’

‘What?’ Jack turns away from the wheel.

‘Those voices, singing?’

He looks at her with wide, helpless eyes and Isla puts a finger to her lips.

‘They’re getting louder.’

‘Here, why don’t you sit down?’ Jack says, and clears a space on the bench next to him. The cabin on Jack’s boat is much roomier than it looks from the outside. Two wooden benches face each other, wide enough to sleep on, with storage underneath.

‘No, I need to be outside.’ Isla steps back, leans over the edge, closes her eyes and breathes in the salt spray. When she opens them two black pools stare back at her. A seal swims alongside, uncommonly fast.

‘Jack!’ Isla yells, but he’s already beside her, marvelling at the sight. Hundreds of seals surround them, all keeping pace, all eyes turned to them. Jack’s hands are clenched around the strakes and his mouth has gone slack.

‘I’ve never seen anything like this before,’ he says. It starts to rain. Fat drops the size of pennies fall until they’re soaked and the deck is slick and treacherous. But neither of them move. They stay right where they are, alert to the seals swimming beside them.

Isla is caught in the movement of the creatures, the way they glide through the waves – elegant and calm. She knows she was right to believe in the selkies as a child, knows Adelaide was right to tell her of them. Staring at the ocean churning with their powerful bodies, Isla lets her fear dissipate until she can breathe freely. She closes her eyes and inhales briny air and when her lungs are bursting she keeps holding it, lets the fullness swell to an almost unbearable volume before slowly exhaling.

When she opens her eyes the seals are still below, shooting through the water like torpedoes. Their presence relaxes Isla like she never imagined anything could. When she sees their silver-grey forms she feels safe, as if no matter how far she ventures out to sea, the seals are as attuned to her presence as she is to theirs. A seal will always recognise her kin. Their skins are like fingerprints, each one unique in pattern and purpose. Your great-grandmother’s pelt was stolen from her by someone she thought could love her. But she found it again, as we all will. Adelaide’s words return as the rain eases.

Isla looks to where Jack stands by the mast, drinking in the extraordinary scene before them. He looks at Isla like he’s seeing her for the first time, as if she’s just transformed into a seal before him, her eyes wide and star bright. Jack comes towards her, trying and failing not to slide. Together they watch as the seals spread out in a v formation. Isla can’t remember the last time she felt so free, and the thought hurts. If she continues to ignore this part of herself, happiness will forever be something that slips through her fingers. Isla listens to the song. She’s sure it’s the seals singing, and to her alone. Singing to show where the hidden parts of her come from, singing so she’ll never let their memory slip away.

There is no moon tonight, so you feel your way along the rocky path to the shore, bare feet rolling carefully over each stone, toes curling to grip. You’re miles from any lamplight and the stars are plentiful, spread across the sky like intricate brocade silk. When your skin touches the shoreline, cool and hard, you know you’re in the right place. You walk towards the black sea, the way forward clear. Your skin tightens – lengthening and thickening, both painful and liberating.

Your body is fluid and strong as you race through the water like molten starlight. All is blue, of every possible hue, and you can finally breathe. Beside you, others swim, and they look like you. Grey speckled pelts and dark, inky eyes. You drift together and think sealish thoughts of the fish you’ ll catch and the rocks you’ ll bask on when the sun rises over the skerries. Everything is delicious, so many aromas, sounds, sensations. The whales and dolphins call warnings of fishermen who sail too near, of storms gathering on the wind. Your body tingles as bubbles from the mouths of wide-eyed mackerel shoals pop and fizzle over your new skin, and you swim faster, push the limits of this form until who you were before becomes a distant memory.

Isla wakes. It is still night. Her dream slowly seeps away, replaced by images from earlier this evening. The seals, swarming in the sea like bees around a hive. And their song, a rich, wistful melody, like nothing she’s ever heard before. There’s a sound she can’t quite place outside her door. Like footsteps, but not heavy enough. Like a whisper without words. And Isla can almost hear music. A calm urgency settles over her. She rises and does not bother to change, does not take her coat. Isla runs down the stairs and out into the semi-darkness of a half-moon. Ahead, the cove beckons.


ETTIE

Hobart, 1889

‘Would you like me to continue with Orlena’s tale?’ Ettie sits by the hearth in the drawing room, not relaxed into the armchair but seated right on the edge, hands gripping the armrests as if worried they might fall apart. Her eyes are lit by the fire and the story waiting to spring forth. Her granddaughters nod. Adelaide whispers Orlena’s name to herself, lets the syllables roll off her tongue until Clara elbows her to be quiet.

‘While it was customary in her clan to dance only on nights when the moon was full, Orlena preferred the privacy of twilight, and so she often came to shore alone when the moon was a waning crescent, a mere sliver of silver in the sky. One night, someone called to her.

‘It was a deep voice, resonant like whale song. Orlena had heard tales of men, so she was careful to ensure her skin was never left unattended. The man called again and she wrapped the pelt tighter around her neck before turning towards him.

‘He was difficult to see in the darkness, but Orlena could tell that he was tall, almost as tall as her, and he seemed patient. She knew by the way he stood, still as a cormorant drying its wings. Perhaps it was this that made her pause, that gave him a chance to come closer. Perhaps it was her longing for the unknown. But Orlena did wait, and because of that, we have a story.’ Ettie’s skin prickles on the word story, and the old guilt returns. This is not the happy bedtime tale they deserve. Clara shuffles forward and crosses her legs, but Ettie does not indulge her granddaughter’s impatience. She bends to pick up the fire poker and prods at the coals, prompting a sliver of flame to dart out and catch at the edges of the logs.

‘Orlena allowed the man to tell her his name, Lewis, though she would not give hers in return, for to give a name is to give a piece of yourself. He came back to the beach every night in the hope of seeing her again, but Orlena stayed away, bobbing in the waves, just offshore and watching, haunted by thoughts of entrapment and the slow death of her soul. But she was curious, and one night, almost a full month later, Orlena returned.

‘Lewis was waiting for her, and this time she learned about his life. He was the chief of the Clan MacCodrum, and had journeyed from Uist after hearing tales of her. Orlena asked what it meant to be a chief, for the selkies have no such hierarchy. He told her it was tiresome. He much preferred to play music.’

Clara leans closer to her grandmother, looks like she wants to grab hold of her skirts and tug the answers free.

‘Lewis could sing sweeter than any nightingale. His voice was like the sky after rain, clear and bright and the opposite of the selkies’ deep, haunting song. Lewis would sing to Orlena as she lay next to him on the sand and pluck the strings of a lute. Lewis was a contrast to everything Orlena knew below. Though she adored her family beneath the waves, it was not long before she fell in love with the chief – with the way he held her face between his calloused hands and told her of his dreams, the way he walked with long, confident strides, the feel of his body as he tucked her against him and sang. Soon Orlena could not imagine her life without him.’

Ettie’s tone has become stormy. ‘You must never allow yourselves to be lost within another,’ she says. ‘You must always be your own person, always know who you are in isolation. In dependence, lies death.’

Adelaide and Clara both nod in the way children do when they don’t quite understand but know it’s important to appear as if they do.

‘Of course, the chief knew of the old stories, and Orlena had told him what she was, had even trusted him to touch her sealskin, but only for the briefest of moments, and only when the stars were at their dimmest. The ocean was still her home, and she couldn’t bear to be away from it or her sisters for long. So Orlena would spend only one night a month with him. For Lewis, this was not nearly enough. He became more and more possessive, until one evening while she slept, he stole her skin.

‘When Orlena woke she found herself lying not against soft sand but rough material that made her whole body itch. A tiny flame flickered on a table at the bedside, and when her eyes adjusted, she saw Lewis hugging her precious pelt to his chest.

‘“I’m cold,” she said. He didn’t immediately respond, so lost was he in its beauty. When he finally looked at Orlena, his eyes were black.

‘“Here, have a blanket,” and he wrapped her in one of the woollen shawls at the end of the bed. Orlena shivered at the touch of the foreign fabric.

‘“Give me my skin,” she said, but Lewis shook his head.

‘“I will look after it now. I will keep you both safe.”

‘And he watched as Orlena wept silent, angry tears.

‘“What does it mean to love, and be loved?” Orlena had once asked this question to one of the elders of her clan. The mother’s reply was: “To love is to find oneself reflected in the heart of another, to see oneself magnified in their gaze and as such learn to love yourself. To love is to find your soul’s home, a place where you feel safe even while knowing that safety may, at times, be threatened, but choosing to reside there anyway. To love does not mean to lose yourself.”

‘Orlena did not feel safe, she did not feel at home. And now, she knew, she would never see her family again.

‘She lived unhappily with Lewis in his castle for three years, and as each year passed, her hatred for him grew. The cruellest part was that Orlena did not understand her hate. When a selkie’s skin is stolen, the part of her soul connected to the sea remains inside, and so she is forced to live a half-life – yearning for the water without really comprehending why. Memories of the seal-self remain trapped. Orlena’s time in the ocean with her sisters gradually faded until they didn’t even seem like memories, just tiny fragments of forgotten dreams she sometimes chased in the middle of the night. Orlena spent her days wandering the grounds, performing the tasks Lewis had asked the other women to teach her – baking, mending, hanging the washing out to dry – in a tangled blur. Nothing brought her joy, not even the rare glimpses of sunlight that pierced the normally cloudy skies.

‘And it was not long before Orlena’s sadness morphed to rage. There are not many who can walk beside sadness for long without it becoming something other, something much easier to keep inside you, something useful. Orlena began to gather that rage as one does seashells. She collected it in the pouches she sewed to hang around her neck, let it accumulate in her skirts and underneath her long, dark hair, and she waited to see what it would become, what answers, what deeds, might spring from it.

‘Orlena’s only happiness came when she gave birth to a baby boy. She named him Fynne, but even with her baby to care for, Orlena’s heart was not whole, and she would walk the lengths of the shore below the castle with Fynne in her arms, listening to the songs of her sisters, yearning for them without understanding why, her anger growing ever stronger.’

‘She was trapped forever, wasn’t she?’ Clara says, face twisting in an effort not to cry. Ettie looks down at her granddaughter.

‘Be patient, and listen,’ she chides. ‘Orlena’s sisters had not forgotten her. They fashioned a necklace, a locket made of the halves of two cockle shells, and placed three pieces of sealskin, carved from their own pelts, inside. Then they swam to the castle and left it tucked between two rocks, making sure it was placed to glint like a beacon in the sunlight.

‘It didn’t take long for the flesh of her sisters to call to her. When she tied the locket around her neck, it returned some of her strength, but most importantly, her memories. It gave her hope that things might change.’

Ettie stands and walks to the Huon pine liquor cabinet where she takes a bottle of scotch and pours a generous glass. Clara and Adelaide wait, hands clasped tightly as pipi shells. At last, their grandmother sits, and turns her pale grey eyes to them.

‘Orlena returned to the castle with her baby in her arms and the shell around her neck. She …’ Heavy footsteps sound on the floorboards of the corridor. Ettie stops, her breath hitching.

‘I think that’s enough for now,’ she says in a tone that brooks no argument. Alistair appears in the doorway. He’s wrapped in his tweed dressing gown, pipe in one hand and a book in the other. His hair is salt-and-pepper grey, matching the regent-style moustache he keeps neatly trimmed. He smiles at his wife and grandchildren sitting by the fire.

‘Bedtime stories, Ettie?’ he says.

‘Just some classics, darling, Little Red Riding Hood, Rumpelstiltskin.’

Ettie watches as her husband puts the lie in his pocket. She knows he will keep it there until he’s decided what to do with it. He sits in the chair opposite Ettie and puts the pipe in his mouth, leans forward to light it. Alistair’s hands dwarf the pipe, and his eyes don’t leave hers as he shakes the match free of smoke and throws it on the flames. He doesn’t seem cross tonight, but they have all learned that anger can be hidden inside the friendliest of smiles.


Adelaide
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Once her skin has been taken, a selkie’s heart can never be whole.


CHAPTER 15

Late February 1924

Adelaide wakes to the thunder of an easterly swell. The waves break in a constant crashing, so similar to the sounds outside Elspet’s cottage that for a moment she believes she’s back on Orkney. Adelaide aches at the thought she will probably never see Elspet again – has she done the right thing? She sits up and looks around her old room. It’s just how she left it, and yet it feels different. As if someone has come in and swept the soul away. Adelaide knows which one. This little soul comes often tap-tapping at her heart’s door. Moira, her baby, her missing piece. She can sense her more strongly here. It’s partly why she decided it was time to come home. She’d learned to love Orkney, but some days her baby felt so far away, so disconnected from her. She needs this place, these waters.

Adelaide shakes herself. Talking to ghosts will not help her win the coming battles. She cannot afford to appear a faltering, half-mad creature. That is not who she is.

Adelaide dresses and looks at herself in the standing mirror. Elspet had no such thing in her home, and it’s been years since she’s seen herself; she has felt rather than watched the years change her. Her hair is transforming into grey and wrinkles have steadily encroached, settling in the soft flesh of her neck. She isn’t shocked. She still looks like herself. But Isla must think her very different. The girl keeps staring as if she’s a stranger, and she supposes she is, just as Isla is to her. It was stupid to believe her niece would be the same. The girl was six when Adelaide left, and now she’s grown. And yet some irrational part had always thought she would be able to spot her niece in a crowd, as if just being family was enough of a tie to render appearance irrelevant.

But Isla had looked completely altered, acted oddly too, cold and sharp with no hint of the sunny little girl she’d left behind. Guilt spears her. And whose fault is that? She’d dreamed of Isla so often while she was away it was as if she’d never left her. She asked you questions on the mountain, she was interested … a small, insistent voice whispers. Adelaide holds tight to the hope. And she can’t help but wonder, when she looks at Isla, whether her niece is any indication of what Moira might have looked like had she had the chance to grow up. Once again, Adelaide shakes herself free of these cruel, insidious murmurings that ask the impossible, what if?

She goes downstairs and sits in the breakfast room alone. She’s used to rising early and helping Elspet with the milking. Adelaide wishes Isla would walk through the door and smile at her like she used to every morning. Smile at her like she couldn’t wait to begin the day and a new adventure. Instead, Agatha enters carrying a tray of toast.

‘Good morning, Adelaide,’ she says.

‘Thank you.’ Adelaide takes a slice and spreads it with a thick layer of butter. She relishes the taste of pure white bread after the coarseness of Orcadian loaves. Harold appears, ready for work in a navy suit. He nods, but says nothing. Seeing her brother-in-law sitting opposite, so obviously uncomfortable, looking anywhere but at her, makes Adelaide want to scream. Doesn’t he know that she didn’t choose to leave? Doesn’t he know how desperately she wishes she could turn back time and have, once again, all the things that were taken from her?

‘Going into town today?’ she asks, feeling inane. Harold nods again without looking up from the paper.

‘I’d be interested to see your office sometime. I’ve missed helping you with the ledgers. I think my mind could do with some exercise.’

‘I have a bookkeeper now, but thank you, Adelaide.’

The way he says her name sounds rehearsed, as if he’s been worried he’ll call her something else. Though always brief, Harold had been the only one to write to her in the years she was gone from them. She’d dared to believe it might mean a sliver of connection with her brother-in-law was salvageable. Clearly she’s been a fool to hope, and a familiar ache begins to spread through her chest. Harold looks at her like he’s trying to work out who she is now, as if she’s unrecognisable. He should know that she was becoming so well before she left. That he, like her sister, had done nothing to help. She opens her mouth to protest but produces only a barely audible gasp. She used to be good at arguing.

Adelaide thinks about the day ahead and the hours spread before her. She feels the insidious creep of panic worming its way from her toes to the base of her spine and she clenches her jaw in an effort to remain calm.

‘Well, I’d better be off.’ Harold scrapes back his chair and hands his empty coffee cup to Agatha, who has blended in as silently observing as a hunting falcon.

‘Have a nice day, Adelaide,’ he says. Now it’s her turn to nod. She looks at his half-eaten toast in front of the chair he never tucked in. Jam is spotted like blood clots across the plate. Harold always did add an excessive amount. She thinks about the time he used to watch her at the dinner table, or at parties, so eager for what she had to say. She remembers how she’d encouraged Clara to accept him purely for the rarity of finding a man who thought of a woman as something more than an item to be used and displayed. Agatha clears his plate.

‘He’s going to give himself a heart attack,’ she says. Apparently Agatha is the only person who can bear to speak to her.

Isla comes in, seemingly in a hurry. Ever since Adelaide arrived Isla looks at her aunt like she’s startled to see her. It always takes a while for her niece’s face to recover. Over a month of this and Adelaide is tired. She breathes through her nose and forces some brightness into her eyes. She knows it must be odd, unsettling, to have her back. God knows, she’s experiencing déjà vu that disorients her several times a day. Yesterday she’d circled the library, unable to remember why she’d gone in, each rotation trapping her in an endless reel of memories.

‘It’s so nice to be home.’ Adelaide smiles hopefully at Isla, and her niece offers a small one in return. The doorbell rings and Isla jumps up, her eyes igniting in the way Adelaide remembers.

‘That’ll be Jack,’ she says. ‘We’re going collecting today.’

Isla is spending a lot of time with this Jack fellow, but Adelaide knows what it’s like to yearn for the company of a man. Someone who makes you feel worthy, seen.

Isla pushes in her chair and moves to the door, turning at the last moment to wave goodbye.

Adelaide sees the pair in her mind’s eye as they hurry away from her – through the front door and along the path to where a car will be waiting. She sees them standing side by side, perhaps holding hands if they’re feeling bold, the wind tossing and tangling their hair and the gulls circling, searching for a child with hot food held in clumsy fingers. And as Adelaide imagines Isla and Jack their faces slowly change until it’s her and Eoan she sees, as they once were, before everything changed.

Eoan takes her hand and leads her onto the platform and down towards the moorings. She walks quickly, sneaking furtive glances behind every few moments. But when Eoan speaks her worry evaporates. He’s worth every risk.

‘It’s just around the corner,’ he says. He moves faster, almost running now and they leave the other ferry-goers behind.

‘There. My two loves meet at last.’

Before them is a small sailing boat. Its hull is painted a deep emerald green; the deck is stained oakwood.

‘Isn’t she the most beautiful boat you’ve ever seen?’

Adelaide nods and grins at his expression. Such pure, unabashed joy.

‘Where are you taking me today?’

‘Around the world and back, of course, my lady.’

‘Only if I’m allowed to sail her.’

Eoan takes her face between his hands and Adelaide lets herself sink into his wild eyes, waits for him to kiss her, but he doesn’t, just holds her and looks until she can’t bear the waiting and brings her lips to his. They’re warm and soft and salty.

‘Good morning, Adelaide. A bit jumpy today?’ There should be a laugh in Clara’s voice but instead it sounds panicked. She sits beside Adelaide. ‘Are you unwell?’

Adelaide nods without looking at her. As if her sister really cares. She feels dizzy, like Clara can see her memories.

‘I suppose you’re still adjusting.’

Adelaide looks at Clara and wonders why she’s trying so hard when she did nothing all those years ago. Adelaide remembers Willow Court, all of the times she, with a tiny Isla, visited her sister, all of the things Clara said, the things she did.

Adelaide can’t talk about Moira with Clara or Harold, though they were the only two people to witness the depth of her grief. It seems to Adelaide to be an unspoken rule, executed as soon as she stepped over the threshold of this old house: her unquestioning obedience, her abiding shame the price of her return and her family’s grace. But the weight of this silence is becoming heavy, as if Moira is once again quickening in her womb.

At the cove, Adelaide can breathe. She walks down to the shoreline and waits for the ocean to greet her. This salt path, as familiar to Adelaide as her own breath, takes her back to Orkney – to Elspet and her strange, beautiful ways.

Growing up by the cove, Adelaide dived many times; for shells and sea glass, wave-worn pebbles and starfish. She’d thought she knew of all the treasures the ocean had to offer. It was Elspet who showed her otherwise, who taught her diving could be an artform, a dance more elegant than any waltz.

The women in our family have always been keen divers, Adelaide. It’s an ancient art, a sacred bond with the ocean.

Her cousin had taught her to dive for scallops. She’d shown her how to recognise their rounded shapes buried under the sand, how to approach without startling them. Sometimes a seal would join them, gliding along the seabed and scattering their bounty, or twisting playfully between them. Even when they swam alone Adelaide could feel them there, close but unseen, watching. She could sense their bottomless ebony eyes, their gentle presence on the currents, an uncanny instinct, impossible to explain.

Elspet could hold her breath for seven minutes, plenty of time to make the twenty-foot dive to the sea floor and forage for treasures. Before each dive, she affixed to her waist a special belt made of bull kelp sewn with thick-spun lanolin-saturated wool. Adelaide had been amazed that it was possible to sew with seaweed, but according to Elspet, it was one of the best materials to use – durable, pliant enough for needles to poke through easily, and its rubbery texture made it unlikely stitches could tear. The belt had six pockets, three on each side. Three for stones to help her sink, and three larger pockets for collecting.

Elspet never used the same stones twice. She would take her time searching the beach below her cottage, carefully selecting three stones of similar size, just larger than her two palms fisted together. Often Elspet would pass one to Adelaide. Feel its weight; can you trust this one to keep you steady? The stones were grey and smooth, sometimes speckled like the pelt of a seal.

Once she’d chosen her stones, Elspet would stand at the tideline, allowing the sea to kiss her toes as it breathed in, and out, and she would cleanse them. The ocean commands our respect, Adelaide. She does not need us in the same way we need her. Those who take too much without giving back, who believe they can conquer her, are the worst of fools. The ocean has no master. She cradled the world long before humans walked her shores and will remain doing so long after. We are but visitors.

The ritual was always the same. Elspet would kneel in the shallows and lie the three stones in front of her. Then she would pick up each stone one by one (always starting on the left), and place it in the path of an incoming wave. When the saltwater had washed over the stone and unfurled back into the ocean, she would pick it up, and say the words: protect and empower, hold steady and true, help me to be free, before I return you to the sea.

The first time Adelaide accompanied Elspet her cousin had warned her about the dangers of overconfidence when it came to holding one’s breath.

‘I know you’re a strong swimmer, Adelaide, and you can probably hold your breath longer than the average nippit, but you don’t know these waters like I do, though they run in your veins. Orkney needs time to welcome you home.’

‘I can hold my breath for almost three minutes,’ Adelaide said.

Elspet had smiled.

‘That’s a good start.’

Elspet dived like a cormorant in one sure, fluid movement, the water parting with barely a splash to welcome her. Adelaide followed, more clumsily. As soon as her head dropped below the surface, she felt her heart rate drop into a steady rhythm that had always felt more natural. Immersed in the ocean’s familiar embrace, Adelaide’s mind stilled. It was what she loved most about being underwater, the silence – that leaden, all-consuming quiet only complete submersion brings. But the longer you remain under, the more the silence changes. Where before it had seemed absolute, soon you begin to notice a myriad of other sounds: the steady hush of breaking waves, the busy scrabbling of shore crabs and the low, reverberating music of whale song carried on the currents.

Fine bubbles tickled Adelaide’s face as she blew air from her nose, and her hair wafted around her waist. She opened her eyes. Elspet was a few yards ahead, the pale undersoles of her feet winking at Adelaide like a lighthouse lantern. She kicked forward, pumping her arms to catch up, but it was only when her cousin slowed that she managed to. Elspet swam like a seal. She used her whole body to propel forward, dipping her head, shoulders and core downwards before her legs and feet followed in a sweeping motion. She was mesmerising. Elspet turned and pointed upwards and together they kicked for the sunlight.

‘The scallop bed is another two hundred yards or so that way.’ Elspet gestured to the right, away from the cliffs. ‘The water is shallower there, around twenty feet to the bottom. We’ll go together, and I’ll show you which sizes are alright to take.’ Adelaide’s legs felt strong as they treaded water. She nodded and brushed her hair out of her eyes.

‘If you need air or feel uncomfortable in any way, just squeeze my hand and we’ll go back up.’

The day had been the fickle kind, as common in Orkney as in Tasmania; thunderclouds bruised the sky, great purple menaces that spat rain like throwing knives at unpredictable intervals, only to scurry away on a breeze to be replaced by blue sky. But the moment Adelaide and Elspet dived, sunlight splintered the ocean in long, glittering shards, transforming the dark water into a thousand variations of bottle green, aquamarine and turquoise. Adelaide’s head began to throb as she allowed her body to relax, to sink deeper, the pressure of the water building until her ears popped, as if the ocean were pressing invisible fingers into her temples, testing her, daring her onwards. The colours changed the deeper they dived, blues intensifying to cerulean and indigo.

Elspet had fashioned her a weight belt after her own, which made the descent a little easier, but Adelaide was relieved when her feet hit the soft, silty bottom, sending small clouds of sand billowing. Twenty feet was deeper than she’d realised. Elspet nudged her hip and pointed to a barely visible mound against the gritty grey sand. Her cousin’s hand darted forward and then she held a huge, sunset-hued scallop in front of Adelaide’s face. Delicate tentacle-like strands protruded from between its mauve lips, and Adelaide noticed hundreds of ultramarine eyes dotted along the rim, like tiny black pearls. It was so beautiful Adelaide almost took a breath of water.

Adelaide let her eyes adjust in that fuzzy, half-blind way and searched the seabed for similar mounds. She kicked lower until her stomach skimmed over the sand, the rough granules scratching pleasantly against her skin, exfoliating. And then her eyes lighted on a smaller lump with the same almost furry-looking texture as the one Elspet had found. Adelaide reached for it, but no sooner had her fingers brushed the shell than it darted forward, its camouflage abandoned in a flurry of sand to reveal a vibrant top shell of coral pink. The scallop propelled itself through the water in frenzied, erratic movements. Adelaide followed, transfixed, and eventually the scallop’s movements slowed to a languorous pace, almost like a dance. Scallops were the butterflies of the ocean, Adelaide thought.

‘The one that flew away was a queen scallop, also known as a gimmer shell,’ Elspet said on the beach afterwards. ‘Queens have purple roe, and they’re sweeter than kings because they’re smaller.’

‘I didn’t have the heart to take it. It was too beautiful.’

Elspet had smiled.

‘That was a wise decision. We have taken exactly the right amount today, without ever counting. Do you know how?’

Adelaide had shaken her head.

‘For the same reason you let that scallop go. It’s all in the listening. If your heart says no, then it’s enough.’

‘But we’d only just started,’ Adelaide says.

‘You’ d only just started. I’d already collected several. The ocean knows, Adelaide.’

A rogue wave breaks, soaking Adelaide to the waist, bringing her back to this day, this place where she no longer belongs. The memory was painfully comforting, like a half-remembered lullaby. She needs to find other ways to calm her restless soul if she’s to survive here. If she’s to have any chance of repairing her relationship with Isla, of reconnecting with the place that both broke and mended her, of finding a way back to Moira.


CHAPTER 16

It feels like she’s in limbo.

Adelaide wanders the corridors of her old home. Down the central staircase flanked by oil paintings of ships in stormy seas, into the east hall where Clara keeps unfashionable but sentimental pieces of furniture she can’t bear to part with. Memories try to worm inside her fragile heart. She’d always promised herself she’d return to Tasmania when Isla was almost grown, at the moment she’d need her aunt the most. But now she wonders if she’s made the right choice. Too little too late, a nasty voice whispers. You left her all alone with a mother who can’t understand her. There have been moments, precious moments, since she arrived when Isla lets her in, when they talk almost as they used to, but today she’s alone in the house again. Clara is making calls and Harold is at a meeting. She can only assume Isla is with Jack. Adelaide finds her way to the library and sits in one of the green leather armchairs, studies the rows upon rows of books as she considers finding a novel to lose herself in. She thinks back to the books she’d been drawn to at Isla’s age – To the Lighthouse and Little Women  –  books she wishes she’d taken with her to Orkney. She notes the absence of any feminist texts – no Lillie Blake or Susan B Anthony, though she has noticed a copy of Miles Franklin’s My Brilliant Career among Isla’s piles of books in the drawing room, which is something.

Adelaide looks across to Harold’s adjacent study. It still hurts when she thinks about how quickly he rejected her offer to help with the accounts. Maybe he’s hiding something. Adelaide smiles. She’s always loved a mystery. She moves towards the office door, pushing it fully open. Hardly anything has been rearranged in her absence. She stares at the chaos of Harold’s desk – his old pocket watch he’d refused to get rid of when it stopped working resting on a stack of files, a bronze seal beside a nub of wax, a mug of coffee gone cold.

Adelaide goes to the desk by the window where she used to work on a myriad of household tasks – updating Harold’s filing system, grocery lists for Agatha and, sometimes, her own snippets of verse, with a pot of strong tea and the comforting scratch of pen on paper. She bites her lip at the sight of the bare desk, and wrestles against the tightness in her chest. She sees the circular stain from the time she’d forgotten to lay a coaster for her tea, a moment frozen in wood. Adelaide turns to the bookcase where decades of ledgers are kept, and picks one that’s sitting out of alignment with the others. It’s bulkier, shoved full of extra sheets of paper and letters. She opens it right there, not bothering to sit at either desk, and as she does the pile of loose papers billows upwards as if launched by a stray gust before fluttering to the carpet around her.

Adelaide kneels and attempts to sort through the mess. It occurs to her that Harold might come home early and find her here on the floor, surrounded by his notes like a thief smuggling contraband. The thought almost makes her giggle even as she hurries to scan each page. She wonders why he kept them. The papers are yellowing and the ink has faded more than it should have. Some of the sheets look as if they were written in the early 1800s.

She uncovers fragments of Latin. And then she notices the edge of something thicker and larger than the rest. She pulls it from under the stack – a photograph. A family portrait, taken in Ettie’s rose garden. It’s summer, the flowers all in bloom. Everyone is perched on a picnic rug, even Agatha. Isla sits in front of Clara. She wears a small, obligatory smile that makes Adelaide want to cry. Isla looks just as she remembers, auburn curls unruly and falling past her eyebrows, round cheeks and eyes always focused on something else.

This must have been taken not long after she left. Not long after she’d given Isla a box brownie camera. Seeing herself so starkly absent is like looking into a parallel universe. No, not like, it is. It’s as if this image had been captured in an effort to erase her from the Findlay tree. As if its sole purpose was to be displayed on the drawing-room mantel so every guest would see a serene, perfect family with no trace of that mad aunt who was always in danger of disgracing herself. Who did disgrace herself. Adelaide feels the sharp, satisfying bite of fury burrow into her gut. She gathers the papers, carelessly bundles them into the book and shoves it on the shelf. She keeps the photo.

Adelaide had hoped to find Agatha in the kitchen but she too has taken herself away. The photograph is like a lead weight in her pocket but she needs it with her. She’s convinced that if she puts it down it will disappear as surely as she has from this household. Adelaide sits then looks at the old stove. She and Clara used to assist Agatha as children, standing on stools and helping her stir porridge or stew. She remembers Agatha teaching them how to light the stove – the flick of the match timed with the flick of the gas.

There were no gas stoves on Orkney. Elspet had an oven like the ones Adelaide had imagined witches would cook children in, a fire underneath needing to be kept constantly lit. Sometimes the wind would blow so strong down the chimney the flames would gutter and spit, but they never went out. Orkney, a place she’d never thought she’d belong, calls to her in regular and comforting ways – in the space between sleep and waking, when she hears the sound of the waves and the songs of the seals by the cove.

Adelaide wakes to the roar of a northerly swell. The breaking waves sound like the wind in a storm, and she tucks her blankets tighter around herself. She closes her eyes and tries to sleep. In the bed beside her, Clara’s breathing is quiet and even. Adelaide hates being the only one awake in their dark room. She tries to match her breathing with her sister’s. A new noise makes her stop. At first she thinks it must be Agatha downstairs, unable to sleep and singing while getting ahead with the morning tasks, but as she hears it, Adelaide knows this is not true. The song is old and is not in any language she can understand. Perhaps not in any language at all. It echoes around her head, until the drone of the waves is silenced. More voices join in, and it becomes a call and response, an echoing, lyrical melody.

‘Clara.’ Adelaide gets out of bed and touches her sister’s shoulder. ‘Clara!’ She shakes her.

‘What?’ Clara is groggy.

‘Can’t you hear it?’ Adelaide says.

‘Hear what?’

‘The singing.’

‘I can’t hear anything but the waves,’ Clara says. ‘You must have been dreaming.’

‘I wasn’t! I can hear them now.’

Clara sits up and relights the oil lamp. She stares at her sister. Adelaide’s expression is hopeful, and Clara can see that she is telling the truth.

‘What does it sound like?’ Clara says.

‘Like … I don’t really know,’ Adelaide says. ‘But it’s beautiful.’

‘If you can’t describe it then it mustn’t be real.’ Clara thumps back down.

‘I’m not lying.’

‘Well, I don’t believe you. Go to sleep.’

Adelaide has always shared her secrets with Clara, and they have always been received with trust. ‘Please, Clara, just listen. I know if you try, you’ ll hear it too.’ But Clara rolls over and looks at the shadows flickering on the wall until Adelaide climbs back into bed.

‘Adelaide?’ Agatha comes into focus before her. She looks as if she’s just returned from the garden, a basket of freshly cut thyme and rosemary over one arm. ‘You’ve been somewhere far away,’ Agatha says. The housekeeper takes a small flask from her coat pocket and hands it to Adelaide. She takes a quick sip, lets the whiskey’s sharp warmth seep into her throat.

‘Clara’s back from her winter ball meeting with Mabel. She’s upstairs in her room.’

‘Thank you, Agatha.’

When Adelaide knocks on the door, Clara calls out, ‘Come in, I have a question for you.’

Her sister is bent over her desk when Adelaide steps into the room.

‘Oh, sorry. I thought you were Harold,’ Clara says.

‘Agatha told me where to find you.’

Clara nods.

‘Mabel gave me the folder filled with all the notes from previous years. Look at the size of this thing!’ Clara holds up a massive leather binder bursting at the seams with paper. ‘To be honest I’m not sure how helpful it’ll be. It’s mostly receipts, and some of the ideas are very ho-hum.’

‘Remember when Ettie used to tell us about the balls she held in this house before we were born?’ Adelaide says. ‘When our mother was still alive.’

‘Of course. They were always the best stories.’

‘I still think about Ettie, almost every day,’ Adelaide says.

Clara puts down the folder.

‘I do too. But that makes sense, doesn’t it? She was more of a mother to us than Eliza got a chance to be.’

Adelaide nods, wonders if Clara is telling her the truth or trying to make her feel less alone.

‘Ettie would have been such a marvellous host. I want to do her proud, Adelaide. I need this ball to be the talk of Hobart for years to come.’

‘I know.’ Clara is now hugging the folder to her chest. ‘But I don’t think it’s necessary to put so much pressure on yourself.’

‘I remember being thirteen and desperate to attend the parties Ettie attended with Alistair,’ Clara says.

‘So do I. You’d keep me awake with your imaginings on what the décor would be like, what dresses the ladies were wearing.’ Adelaide laughs. ‘I’m glad you’ll have the chance to host the ball of your dreams, Clara.’

‘I think you’re all sick of me discussing it, Isla especially,’ Clara says, resting one hand against her hip. ‘I don’t know how I’ll bear her going away to Oxford. I’ve you to thank for her still being here.’

‘I know.’

Adelaide isn’t sure how to feel about Isla deferring because of her. It would have been a wrench to come home and find her niece absent, but it’s an uncomfortable thought, the awareness that Isla could be walking those hallowed halls this very moment.

‘Do you think she’s ready for such a huge change?’ Clara asks.

Adelaide has been wondering the same. All she can do is what she promised before leaving Orkney – to be there for Isla, in whatever way she needs.

‘I think she will be, when the time comes. A lot can happen in a year.’

Clara does not appear convinced, but she nods anyway.

‘Come and help me sort these notes into useful categories,’ she says.


CHAPTER 17

Adelaide sits in the drawing room by the window, listening to an easterly swell. People who haven’t been raised by the ocean assume she always sounds the same, when in fact every tide, every swell and storm and eddy, has its own tune, its own particular music. Today it’s a high, soaring sound, a kestrel on the wing. But as Adelaide listens, the melody changes, becoming fractured; a thin, mewling cry, the cry of a newborn, a sound every mother knows in her bones. Moira. Adelaide closes her eyes and tries to conjure her daughter, imagines the warm, solid weight of her body tucked in her arms. Adelaide begins to hum – an old, familiar tune, a seal-song for her lost daughter. She croons louder and as she does Moira’s cries fade, until once again it’s just her and the ocean. But the absence of her baby’s tears, her voice, only makes the pain worse, and Adelaide is nearly overwhelmed by the urge to run down to the cove, search for her lost child among the rock pools and the waves.

Clara walks in and Adelaide looks down at her lap, blinking furiously, although the distraction is welcome. She’s sitting in Clara’s mauve chair. She watches her sister squint, recover herself and settle into the wingback opposite. Adelaide wishes she’d just tell her to move, but she knows Clara won’t reveal her true thoughts. Not anymore. The family portrait lies in her lap, the fading faces staring out at her. The anger the photo triggered has dulled to a simmering, all-body ache that feels a little like she’s about to fall ill.

‘How are you settling into the house?’ Clara asks.

Adelaide places the photo on the coffee table between them. Clara’s jaw flexes.

‘I’d forgotten about that,’ she says.

‘Just like you forgot about me.’

‘We could never, Adelaide, even if we wished to.’

‘Did Harold really despise me so much?’ Adelaide hates the way her voice trembles.

‘Of course he didn’t.’

‘Don’t pretend.’

‘What were we supposed to do? Never take a photo just because you’d gone?’ Clara sighs. ‘He didn’t despise you, Adelaide.’ She repeats the words as if they’re scripture. ‘He was …’ She pauses. ‘He was frightened of you, Adelaide. Frightened for you.’

Adelaide clenches her hands into fists.

‘He was worried that you were a bad influence on me, on Isla. Especially after what happened, you were so …’

‘Say it.’

‘Different.’ Clara looks Adelaide in the eye and there’s a defiance there she didn’t expect.

‘Isla turned six and you changed. Don’t tell me that your behaviour was normal. Not when you retreated inside yourself, disappeared for hours, only to return with no explanation.’

‘And what of your behaviour, Clara?’ Her sister’s face freezes as Adelaide continues, ‘Don’t you dare lecture me about madness when it was I who cared for Isla when you could not. I who loved her as if she were mine when Harold couldn’t bear to hold her, who …’

‘Don’t.’ Clara raises her hand. She looks like she might faint.

‘Tell me about the letters, Clara.’ There’s a dangerous softness to Adelaide’s voice.

‘What letters?’

Adelaide laughs, a sad, hollow sound in the space between them.

‘The letters I wrote to Isla, to you, every month for years. What happened to them?’

‘We never received any.’ Clara blinks.

Adelaide almost screams at her. What utter humbug. But there’s something about her sister’s stricken face that stops her, something that suggests Clara might be telling the truth.

‘Why did you come back?’ Clara almost howls.

It’s an impossible question, one Adelaide isn’t sure she’ll ever have an answer for. She looks away and out the window. Clara does not ask a second time but follows Adelaide’s gaze and they sit, silent.

They watch as Isla comes up over the hill and through the garden towards them. She looks like she’s been sucked in and spat out by a tornado. Her curls are loose and in tatters, her skirt bunched up on one side, blouse almost fully untucked. Adelaide imagines her elated expression. An ache throbs cruelly at the thought Isla may never fully open her heart to her again. Her niece is like a half-remembered dream, a stranger in all manner of ways and yet so familiar it’s as if she’s a mirror to her own soul.

The front door closes, footsteps patter on the floorboards. ‘I wish Isla would tell us about her comings and goings,’ Clara says. ‘It’s impossible to know where she is at any time of day.’

‘She’s an adult, Clara. She needs her own space.’ Adelaide doesn’t mean to snap but the words taste sharp on her tongue.

Clara frowns at her sister.

‘I’m allowed to wonder about my unmarried daughter’s whereabouts.’

‘Why didn’t you write to me?’ Adelaide says. ‘I only received news from Harold when he wired my allowance.’

Clara looks at her bleary eyed, as if she’s just emerged from sleep.

‘I didn’t write to anyone for a long time. Even after I came home from Willow Court, it took me a long time to feel I could do normal things with any level of competence. Harold was happy to assume the responsibility.’

Adelaide thinks of all her unanswered letters to her sister and niece. Of the stories she told herself about how they might have been lost. The ship was sunk, the war got in the way, anything other than Isla or Clara not loving her enough to bother. Harold’s face comes unwillingly to mind. His distance, his distrust. The floorboards creak and Adelaide turns to find Isla standing in the doorway, hair pulled back now into a ponytail, skirt replaced by burgundy corduroy trousers. Respectable.

‘Good afternoon, darling,’ Clara says.

Isla nods at her mother. She looks like she’s going to say something, and her eyes rest on the third chair by the fire. Adelaide’s heart jumps. Maybe today will be different. But then Isla looks towards the door and closes her mouth over whatever words might have been waiting. She steps back.

‘I’m sorry, I forgot my notebook,’ she says.

‘Isla?’ Her name sounds harsh against Adelaide’s tongue and she blinks away tears that gather like dew against her lashes.

‘Please don’t,’ Clara says, but Adelaide can’t stop humming the tune that’s permeating her senses once more, the tune she’s always found comfort in.


CHAPTER 18

Adelaide wakes alone in a white room. There are no pictures on the walls. The air is cool and smells of bleach. Her head aches when she tries to turn it. On the bedside table, also white, someone has placed a vase of yellow roses. A nurse enters. She holds a clipboard and wears a fixed smile. Adelaide’s hands begin to sweat. She remembers her baby, its tiny head hot against the skin of her chest, a whole body curled safe and perfect in her arms. Gone.

‘Miss Findlay?’ The nurse sits beside the bed. Her lips are painted a garish coral.

‘Where is my baby? Where’s Moira?’ she asks.

The nurse smooths a hand over the paper attached to the clipboard.

‘There were complications.’

Adelaide closes her eyes and remembers the way the child smelled, like warm bread.

‘I’m so sorry, Miss Findlay, but the infant died while the doctors were examining her. There was a problem with her lungs. It happens sometimes.’

‘No … no, that can’t be right. I held her, I felt her heartbeat.’

‘I know it’s a shock. The doctor will be in shortly to explain in more detail.’

The door opens then and Clara comes in. She holds her sister’s hand.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Her voice is a whisper. Adelaide turns to her. A tingling sensation begins in her fingertips.

‘You’re shaking, Adelaide.’ Clara grips her more tightly.

‘It’s the shock,’ the nurse says, nodding sagely. Adelaide wants to slap her.

‘I’ ll go and find the doctor.’ The nurse leaves them, and Adelaide stares at the ceiling, feeling as if liquefied lead is being poured slowly over her, suffocating her pores, trapping her forever beneath its oppressive weight. And with it the words, repeating themselves incessantly around her skull: It happens sometimes.

Adelaide wakes with the bedclothes twisted around her neck. She wrenches them away, heaving air into deprived lungs. It’s strange Clara appeared in the dream when she hadn’t been present at the birth. But when have dreams ever cared about reality? Adelaide’s heart punches painfully and she presses her hands against her chest, trying to push it back to a normal rhythm. And then she hears it. The song. The melody has not abandoned her. It’s here and it’s real. Its meandering, melancholy tune floats in through her open window to tap on her shoulder like a shy child. So often she’s woken grasping for it, but it always fades by the time she’s fully awake. Not tonight. Tonight she can hear the melody that sounds like the sea and the seals and the self she’s never been able to deny.

The tune swells, pulsing through the walls of the room, and for a moment Adelaide hears her baby’s voice, calling to her. She never got a chance to answer. They’d convinced her she’d been unconscious, that she couldn’t have heard it. But Adelaide knows she had. Moira had pierced through the thick fog of those drugs, hungry and insistent. She’d cried and Adelaide had been unable to hold her. Babies need to be held by their mothers. Sometimes, Adelaide thinks that if she’d fought and woken and clutched her newborn tight, she might have lived. The music wanes and Adelaide can’t bear to lose it. She grabs her dressing gown and pulls on her slippers, before hurrying outside.

It’s a gusty night and the door slams. Adelaide runs. The wind takes stinging bites out of her cheeks and whips her hair back, tangling it. The tune is fainter now, with the gale in her ears and the beginnings of rain misting the air. Panic stirs. She needs the music inside her, if only for tonight. Needs it to fill her with an urgent, primal wanting. She runs faster. When Adelaide reaches the cove she stops, sinking to her knees against the spongy padding of she-oak needles. She hasn’t lost it. The song still plays in her head. She breathes in the night. A half-moon provides just enough light to study her surroundings. Not that she really needs to. This place, the shingle and its towering cliffs are as familiar as her own hands.

The sea is choppy, the air filled with the constant breaking of small waves against the pebbled shore. And then she hears a different sound. A swishing movement, a splash. Two seals swim in the shallows, only yards away. One big, one little. Adelaide walks towards the seals, the song louder now and pulsing like a drumbeat through her skull. She barely feels the water as she lets herself fall forward into the sea. It wraps around her like her true skin. She swims for the seals and they watch her, curious.

The pup’s fur is a creamy white, making her stand out in the darkness. She stays close to the older animal, watching Adelaide with wary interest. Adelaide paddles closer. The song has dimmed, but she can still feel it simmering in the air. The pup dives below the adult, twisting its little body towards the sand. Adelaide watches as it stops halfway down, gives up and makes for the surface in a rush. She raises her head above the waves just as the pup does. It breathes a long, needy gulp before turning to Adelaide, unbothered by her presence, as if she’s just another creature who belongs here.

She ducks back underneath and the pup does the same, except the other seal has gone. She follows the pup’s desperate, searching gaze until she sees what the pup does, the faintest outline of its guardian swimming away. The adult is too far for the little one to catch, and the pup whimpers a high-pitched, heartbreaking call. There’s something about the way the seal’s small body fits here, the way it hangs as if suspended, trapped in a bubble, that makes Adelaide pause, understand, and know.

This pup is her baby. Moira. Her eyes are the same deep, bottomless blue, almost black, her shape achingly familiar. Somehow, Moira has found her way to the sea, found a new skin. Adelaide imagines the look on Clara’s face. That pained, hopeless expression she’s so sick of. It’s impossible, Adelaide, she would say. It is impossible, she knows this. But she also knows there are many things in this world that defy logic. Adelaide knows this seal belongs to her, came from her. She reaches for her child, feels the softness of its pelt and holds it close. Moira wriggles in Adelaide’s grip and she lets her go. She doesn’t know her as Mother. The poor thing swims in circles, looking in every direction for its lost guardian. Adelaide aches to comfort it. She’s never wanted something so desperately in all her life. But Moira does not want to be comforted. Does not want her.

Adelaide’s legs have begun to burn, but she ignores them. She’s strong enough for this. Once more she tries to hold her seal-babe and this time, she lets her. Adelaide can feel Moira’s heart beating against her own. She sings the lullaby her mother taught her. When you’re lost and wandering. When your heart feels weary and slow, know that I will come for you, always, always, through the deepest blue. Her pup stops crying, listens.

Adelaide keeps singing and feels her baby relax. Perhaps if she keeps singing her love into Moira she’ll transform into a human once more. Adelaide sings until she feels herself sinking. Her pup’s eyes are closed now, and Adelaide wants to join her. She lets herself fall, arms full of what she thought was lost forever.

Adelaide opens her eyes and sees Isla looking down at her. She must be dreaming. But her throat feels raw and coated with the sharp tang of saltwater. Her eyes sting and she thinks her nose might be running. The sky is lighter and Adelaide can see the shine of tears in her niece’s eyes.

‘I never thought you were stupid,’ Isla says. It takes Adelaide a moment to work out what she means.

‘Is this what you were planning all along? To sneak away one night and drown yourself?’ Isla is almost yelling now. It’s always easier to yell than to cry, Adelaide knows. ‘Did you do it to punish me?’

‘Punish you?’

‘Because I did nothing to keep you here with me.’

‘You were a child. How could you have?’

‘How could you do this?’

‘I had to.’

‘If I hadn’t woken, hadn’t followed … You’d be gone, Adelaide. You almost were.’

‘I had to follow it,’ Adelaide says.

‘Follow what?’

‘The song.’

Isla says nothing but Adelaide can tell that she understands.

‘It sounds like sea mist weaving through the trees. It’s been a very long time since I’ve heard it, but tonight it called to me.’

‘I hear it too.’ Isla’s reply is so quiet Adelaide almost doesn’t hear her. She tries to push herself up, but her arms feel like jelly and she falls back into Isla’s lap.

‘Don’t try to move.’

‘What does it sound like for you?’ Adelaide asks.

‘Like I’m going mad.’ Isla’s laugh is thin and strained.

‘You’re not mad. Remember what I used to say when you were little, that the women in our family have always been drawn to the sea?’

Isla nods. Adelaide remembers the way the light from Isla’s bedside candle would cast her niece’s face in a tenderness that contrasted with her often unsettled expression while she read to her. In these moments, Adelaide glimpsed the woman Isla would be. And that woman is here before her, now.

‘I wasn’t just telling you a bedtime story,’ she says. ‘The ocean is a part of us. Denying it only causes pain. Your mother has never understood that.’

‘But it makes no sense. Selkies aren’t real, as much as we might wish them to be.’

Adelaide looks at her niece sadly. ‘My child came back to me tonight. I was holding her, you saw. Tell me that wasn’t real.’

She registers Isla’s shock, thighs tensing beneath her head, the slight tightening of her fingers against Adelaide’s temple. Moira is the unmentionable. How could she forget?

‘You almost drowned, Adelaide. It was your brain creating a hallucination as it was starved of oxygen.’

‘No. It was real.’

‘But Adelaide, the pup was born this season, and your baby … well, that was over twenty years ago.’

‘There’s so much more to life than reason and logic, Isla. Look.’ Adelaide points to where another seal has joined the pup.

‘She came back so my baby wouldn’t be left alone.’ Adelaide’s relief is a living thing, vital and beating.

Isla grips her aunt’s shoulders hard enough to hurt.

‘You can’t do this again,’ she says, steel in her voice. ‘Do you understand?’ Isla’s eyes are stretched wide and pleading. ‘Promise me you won’t come here. Not without me.’

Not without me. Adelaide sucks in the words as if they’re food. She may not be wholly forgiven, but Isla is not going to leave. Her heart still has room.

‘Adelaide?’

‘I’ll wait for you,’ she says. ‘I can’t make that promise, not if I hear her again. But next time, I’ll bring you with me.’

Adelaide hopes sharing these moments might help Isla understand herself. The sky is pink with dawn’s brushstrokes now, the first stirrings of the blackbirds’ morning chorus reaching them.

‘We should get home,’ Isla says. ‘Mother must never know about this.’

Adelaide looks back towards the ocean and watches as her heart swims away. You will see her again. She has to believe it. Adelaide lets Isla help her to her feet, and together they walk slowly up the bushy track.

Steam rises in spirals from the bathtub. Adelaide hadn’t realised how cold she was until she’d lowered herself into the hot water. She’d shivered so hard her teeth had clattered like plates in the sink and Isla had kept the hot tap on, turned off the cold completely. She’d watched her aunt with an animal intensity, as if Adelaide might die if she took her eyes off her.

Adelaide has no intention of dying. Her whole body tingles, like her cells are being reborn, although it hurts imagining the pup, alone in that vast ocean when she should be here now, sleeping on her mother’s breast. But she’s not alone. Adelaide reminds herself of the guardian seal even as she resolves to go back to the cove, to swim with her again as soon as she’s able. She doesn’t believe she almost drowned this morning, but a niggling guilt persists as she imagines how Isla must have felt seeing her from the shore.

‘How are you feeling?’ Isla asks just as Agatha enters bearing a tray with a cup of steaming, potent tea and a bowl of porridge smothered in brown sugar.

‘Went for a swim, did we?’ Agatha says, her face sombre. Adelaide wants to tell the old woman everything, but Isla kneels and holds a spoon of porridge for her as if she’s a child. It makes Adelaide want to push it away, but she recognises the need to play carer, to look after things when a moment ago it seemed nothing was in your control. She lets Isla feed her in the tub.

‘You won’t be telling Clara any of this?’ Agatha says.

‘Not a word,’ Isla says.

Adelaide thinks it might be good for her sister to know. Clara isn’t stupid. She’ll sense there’s a secret hanging between them.

‘Did you find what you were looking for?’ Agatha says. Isla lowers the spoon.

‘I did.’ Adelaide looks at the old woman’s face and for a second sees her as she must have looked when young. Dark hair and a strong, straight back, full lips ready to soothe hearts or light fires. For one infinite moment, Adelaide truly believes Agatha will live forever, and she sends off a prayer to whatever deity has made it so. She’s reminded again of Elspet, her serious eyes, her wisdom. They would have gotten along.

‘We should let you rest,’ Isla says. ‘I’ll tell Mother you won’t be at breakfast. I’ll say you’re taking a tray in your room because you feel a cold coming on.’

Adelaide doesn’t want them to leave. She wants to lie back against the tub and close her eyes, listen to their voices as they float around her. Instead, she lets Isla guide her out of the bath and into her bed. Remembers how she used to do exactly this for her when she was little.

‘Shall I leave the light on?’ Isla says.

‘Yes please.’ Her voice sounds like it’s coming from somewhere else, an echoey chamber like the sea arch at the cove. Isla and Agatha walk towards the door, their forms merging into one. She blinks and they’re distinct again. Adelaide closes her eyes and imagines the weight of her seal child against her chest, the warm wetness, the tickle of whiskers against her skin, the smell of her – salt and milk and something unnameable. Adelaide falls into sleep to the memory of her baby’s breathing, fragments of the song that began it all still lingering in her ears.


CHAPTER 19

March 1924

A few days later, Adelaide and Isla are in the garden collecting rose hips for the tea Agatha likes to make to prevent colds and aid digestion. Adelaide enjoys the feel of the small, sharp knife in her palm, the satisfying snick as a rose head is cut and the clunk as it falls into her waiting basket. Isla doesn’t seem to share the same enthusiasm. Her bucket is less than half full, and for every rose head she cuts, she spends more minutes running her fingers over the stems and searching the bushes for late blooms, which she adds to a growing posy on the grass.

‘I can carry on here if you’d prefer to be reading, Isla,’ Adelaide says. Isla’s eyes are warm when she looks at her aunt, but she does not say what Adelaide longs for. Does not mention that dawn on the beach.

‘I’m enjoying being outside,’ she says.

‘I think Clara should plant some bluebell bulbs. They’d look so well as a border for these roses.’

‘Mmm.’ Isla doesn’t offer an opinion.

Adelaide hasn’t seen Isla sketch or scribble notes with the same intensity she had when she first arrived six weeks ago. All her niece does is go for long walks, presumably down by the cove, alone or with Jack. When she returns her face is white, her hair wet and shining, eyes too bright. Purple circles have become a permanent fixture under her eyes, and Adelaide searches Isla’s face every morning for a window of change, a slight opening like a crack in a cliff face that might allow her to connect with Isla like she had that morning. Adelaide came home to be closer to Moira, but also because she’d always promised herself she’d be here for Isla when her niece was on the cusp of adulthood, to help her navigate this becoming. She needs Isla to open up again, to let her make up for all the lost years.

Adelaide knows all about hope. How it can grow and be cultivated like any plant. How painful it is when someone or something crushes it. She can’t bear to weed her garden of hope. She’s guessing her niece can’t either, and knows Isla needs her, even if she’s not ready to admit it to herself yet.

‘Oh, I’m glad you’ve started on the roses,’ Clara calls, approaching from the side gate. ‘I’ve been meaning to get to them for weeks.’

She’s wearing a floaty, sage-green dress with pintucks in the bodice.

‘I’ve just been to see Mrs Murray, the florist, about an arrangement for the winter ball. I have a vision of roses and delphiniums twisting down the banisters, and giant vases filled with maidenhair fern and banksia flanking the doorways. She was quite excited by the idea.’

Clara does not focus on either of them as she says it, but gazes into the distance, as if she’s seeing her dream come to life before her.

‘It sounds expensive,’ Adelaide says.

‘All the best things are,’ Clara counters, ‘but actually, Mrs Murray quoted me far less for this order than she would normally. Apparently she was good friends with Ettie.’

Adelaide pauses, her knife pressing into the stem.

‘That’s funny. I don’t remember her ever coming to call when we were younger.’

‘I think Ettie preferred to visit her friends away from the house, in town.’

The sisters look at each other. Alistair hangs between them, unspoken but keenly felt.

‘Have you found any musicians yet, Mother?’ Isla asks, breaking the tension.

Clara turns to her daughter, blinking away the past.

‘I have my feelers out,’ she says.

Isla looks like she wants to say more, but after a moment she nods, and bends to retrieve the bunch of roses she’s been gathering.

‘I think I’ll give these to Agatha,’ she says. ‘Brighten up that kitchen she toils in day and night for us.’

Adelaide watches Clara’s gaze follow her daughter back towards the house.

In the attic later that afternoon, Adelaide looks out to sea. She decided to come because she thought it was time to face her fear of the place. A fear that had been born when she’d climbed up the narrow steps, full of raw grief over the loss of her child. The attic is a space filled with memories. Adelaide runs her fingers over the wooden bench where she sits, the dark timber worn smooth by so many skirts. She imagines her memories sinking into the wood, stacking upon themselves like rings of bark.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t think anyone would be up here.’ Clara stands with the door ajar looking embarrassed, though Adelaide can’t think why. ‘I’ll leave you be.’

‘You don’t have to,’ Adelaide says.

‘I only came to see if I could find Mother’s doily collection. My friend Mabel was curious, but I don’t need it, really. I’m actually in a bit of a rush, have to be at the Arnolds’ at two. Mabel’s sister said she’d help design the flower arrangements for the winter ball. I’ll see you at dinner.’ Clara ducks out before Adelaide can reply. There was a time when she and Clara were inseparable. When Clara would climb into bed with her on cold nights or whenever she had a nightmare, and the two would fall asleep to the sound of each other’s breathing. They shared every secret, every worry.

Adelaide tries to pinpoint the moment things changed. Perhaps it was the night she first heard the song, at fifteen. That was when Clara’s jealousy started. A jealousy that morphed into fear. Adelaide remembers Agatha telling them their mother had always belonged in the sea, that she hadn’t really drowned, just found her true skin. She would always be watching over them, Agatha had said. All they had to do was look to the ocean. Clara had never believed it. As the years went by Adelaide spent more time than ever by the cove, feeling closer there to her lost kin, while Clara stopped going altogether. Adelaide would come home smelling of salt and seaweed, and Clara would recoil as if she’d rolled in cow dung.

‘Don’t you remember what Ettie was like in the weeks before she died?’ Clara would say. ‘She lost her mind and left us, and now you’re going to do the same. You have to stop, Adelaide. We don’t have to be like them.’

Then Adelaide had met Eoan, putting an end to any stray fragments of closeness they shared.

Adelaide thinks again of her seal-babe. She has gone to the cove many times since that night, but her pup has not returned. In her dreams she holds Moira as she flickers between forms with the unimaginable speed of a hummingbird’s wings. If she could stay as a human, Adelaide could bring her home, but what would her family think? Everyone would believe she stole the child from some other woman. She wouldn’t altogether blame them. She cannot explain how Moira hasn’t aged, how her baby came to live again. When she tries to find answers she’s overcome by a terrible weariness. Some things cannot be explained, and there’s a comfort in that. Adelaide wishes, not for the first time, that Clara would accept this, that she’d taught Isla to do the same. Adelaide thinks of Isla becoming an adult without a scrap of her guidance. She thinks of all the love she poured into those unread letters and feels the anger return with a satisfying burn.

The clock on the mantel reads half past seven in the morning. The sun has not fully risen, and the kitchen is chilly. Adelaide takes the iron kettle from the stove. She’d forgotten how heavy it is. Five proofing baskets cover the table, dough almost spilling over the sides, and Adelaide’s mouth waters. After filling the kettle and lugging it back, she turns towards the cold hearth, and shivers. It’s important never to let the hearth fire go out, Elspet had told Adelaide on her first night. The Orcadians believe the soul has died out of the people who let their fire suffocate. And it’s one of the surest ways to anger the little folk, besides. Watch me now. Elspet had shown Adelaide how to carve the embers into a circle, then divide the circle into four sections. A piece of peat was then placed inside each, before the ashes were spread over the top so the fire would smoulder safely overnight to be re-stoked come morning. After that’s done, we say: Sacred elements, I ask of thee, shield this house and her people tonight, and all nights.

Spirits of the air, may your gales guide us on our life’s path.

Spirits of the earth, may you bless us with plentiful harvests.

Spirits of the flame, to whom this rhyme tends, may you forever keep us warm.

Elspet had looked up at Adelaide before the last verse, her eyes sparkling.

Spirits of the water, and all those who dwell in your great depths, may you see our people safely to shore, and may we never forget the bounty you share, nor refuse the shelter of this home and hearth to stranger or selkie, nor kill a seal for her pelt.

Weeks later, after she’d heard the rhyme many times, Adelaide had asked about the last line. She’d seen the skins of seals, cured and hanging on hooks at the market.

Ah, the Orcadians are divided when it comes to the seals, and whether or not a selkie lives inside. Many have vowed never to harm a seal, for fear of bad luck, and good tidings to them. But there are still those who make their living off the selling of pelts and oil. Elspet’s eyes had clouded over, her heartache blossoming like a bruise. You’ve only to look into the eyes of a seal to see understanding there. They have the eyes of a person, with all the depth of feeling, and more. To look into those eyes and not be moved, well, tis a frightening thing.

Adelaide rubs a fist across her collarbone, trying to knead away the icy prickling that’s forming. She lights the fire and explores the pantry. The breadbasket contains a white loaf, and on the bottom shelf sits a pile of loose potatoes and two large wheels of cheese. Agatha is noticeably absent.

‘Good morning.’

Adelaide jumps to find Isla hovering in the doorway.

‘Hello,’ she says, staring. Isla is probably wondering at her headscarf. Wrapped tightly around her hair, it’s made of thick wool and dyed a deep blue. A gift from Elspet, the wool shorn and wauked and spun by her own hands. Adelaide’s wardrobe can only be described as ‘eclectic’. Sometimes she looks ordinary, dressed in a long skirt, often with a leather belt. Other times she wears an odd assortment of clothing brought back from Orkney – woollen dresses in shades of dark blue and green, and striped skirts made of a coarse fabric vaguely resembling linen called drugget. Isla is dressed in moss-green corduroy trousers with a cotton blouse tucked in at the waist, an oilskin jacket under her arm. Adelaide can sense her niece inching her way towards something other than small talk.

‘I was just about to bake some scones. Would you like to join me?’

Isla nods.

The space is highly organised, everything in its particular place, and large enough to allow multiple bakes at once. Neither of them dare to touch Agatha’s precious rack of herbs, spices and other more curious plants. Adelaide is grateful her niece knows where Agatha keeps all the implements – the beaters and the large ceramic bowls, the spatulas and spoons. Isla moves about the kitchen quietly, methodically – she does not look at her aunt, until: ‘I’ve been angry with you for so long. I don’t know how to stop.’ Isla bites her bottom lip hard. Adelaide grips the edge of the bench until her fingers turn white.

‘I know,’ she says, without looking at her niece. She hears Isla come closer. Adelaide focuses on pouring the tea and places a cup beside Isla.

‘I received a letter yesterday,’ she says. ‘From Oxford. They’ve approved my request to begin the paleobiology course next year, in their autumn term.’

Adelaide smiles. ‘That’s wonderful.’

‘When Mother told me you were coming, I’d only just been accepted. I was contemplating how to tell them, figuring out how to assert my independence in a palatable way. Mother found my acceptance letter before I had the chance. She made me feel so guilty for wanting to leave, said that you needed me. I was furious. All those years I’d spent waiting for you to come home, and then when I was finally ready to leave myself, I couldn’t. I had no say, again.’

‘You don’t have to apologise. I understand. You had every right to be resentful.’

Isla nods. She smiles quickly and looks relieved.

‘Anyway, it’s sorted now.’

‘I’m happy for you, Isla.’

Adelaide looks at the bag of flour waiting to be opened.

‘Your mother hasn’t told you the truth about why I left.’

‘She said you weren’t well, that you needed help that couldn’t be found here,’ Isla says.

‘For a long time I believed I couldn’t have children, so when Clara had you, it felt like a gift.’ Adelaide walks over and gathers the rest of the ingredients from the pantry, begins stacking them on the benchtop. Butter, sugar, spices.

‘My story should not be told on an empty stomach,’ she says. And so they bake. They do not speak, and as the dough comes together Adelaide can feel the years of silence gathering at the corners of her mouth, heating and expanding until they reach the perfect temperature for telling. She begins once the scones are in the oven, whipping up her words like she does the cream.

‘I had a baby.’ Adelaide’s tone is calm, but it’s the practised sort, clipped and structured, perfected over the years.

‘I know,’ Isla says.

Adelaide stops beating. ‘I didn’t think Clara would tell you.’

‘She didn’t.’

Adelaide shifts the weight from her right foot to her left, clutches the whisk she holds tighter.

‘Children are perfect eavesdroppers, Adelaide.’

The cream sits between them on the bench.

‘I know his name too, your man’s. Eoan. I remember the way Father said it, full of anger and regret. Who was he?’

Adelaide clears the bench in quick, sweeping movements.

‘Pass me the green cloth,’ she says. Her eyes are dark and forbidding as the sea in a storm.

‘Someone I loved. He disappeared,’ Adelaide says finally.

‘What do you mean?’

Adelaide can’t help the derision from seeping into her voice. ‘You’re a highly literate young woman, Isla. What do you think it means? He left, got lost, died. I don’t know. But he’s gone.’ Adelaide looks at her niece, her stricken face. Her mouth begins to form a question, barely audible.

‘The baby died,’ Adelaide says. The statement is like a slap.

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘That’s what your mother said too.’ Adelaide shapes the second batch into identical lumps, lines them up in rows of four on the tray.

‘What happened after?’ Isla’s voice is a thin, broken chain. Adelaide studies the bench and pinches up tiny, hardened bits of dough with her fingertips.

‘For the longest time I believed I was unable to have children.’ Adelaide falters, looks at Isla, at her searching expression. She breaks eye contact and begins picking crumbs from beneath her nails. ‘Then Moira was born, and in the time it takes to crack three eggs into a bowl, she was gone. After she died, I was numb. Everyone said how well I was coping, but then one day it was as though all my emotions came at once. I left the house and I went to the beach, and the first thing I saw was a seal. We looked at each other and I felt like it knew me, that all I had to do was follow it into the sea and everything would be alright again. So I did. But a fisherman saw me, stopped me. They thought I was trying to drown myself. Like you did.’

‘Were you?’

‘I don’t know. They said I was hysterical – because I refused to hide my pain, my grief, for the sake of keeping others comfortable. We live in a society dominated by men who refuse to understand that “hysterical” women are just angry women finally free, transformed.’ Adelaide stops kneading and looks at Isla, her eyes bright with a years-old anger. ‘They sent me away. To avoid further scandal.’

‘To Orkney,’ Isla says, and Adelaide nods. ‘Why there?’

‘Do you remember how I told you your great-great-grandmother was Scottish?’

‘Yes.’

‘We still had relatives there, though the connection was distant. I lived with a woman called Elspet – a cousin.’

‘You must have been so lonely,’ Isla says.

‘Yes, at first I was. Lonely and angry. But after some time, despite all the ugliness, I came to love the place. There were people who understood me.’ The heady smell of fresh scones fills the room and Adelaide opens the oven, leaning away from the blast of heat.

‘Why did you come back to us?’

Adelaide looks at Isla like she used to when she’d asked something impossible.

‘I missed you,’ Adelaide says, but Isla looks away. ‘And I always meant to come home.’ Adelaide’s hands feel heavy, her eyes prick. As the oven bell rings the thought of lifting the tray is mammoth.

‘Let me,’ Isla says, stopping her with a hand on her shoulder. She removes the scones from the oven and slides them onto the cork mat on the bench to cool.

‘I came back because the past hadn’t settled inside me, and I knew that if I didn’t do it now I never would, and you would continue to grow up and become a woman who wondered but never knew what really happened to her aunt.’

Isla dips her finger into a pot of raspberry jam. Studies the pinky-red glaze.

‘What about Mother?’

‘I’m not sure if I can fix what is broken between us.’

‘What happened?’

Dust motes flutter above the counter.

‘Too many things.’

Isla moves to place her hand over her aunt’s, hesitates for a moment, and then lets it settle. Adelaide fights against the memories this gesture unearths, of stories and goodnights and holding her niece steady against the currents.

‘Your mother has always wanted to be the strong one, the steady one, wanted it so badly she’s convinced herself it’s true. But she will never be strong until she’s honest with herself.’

Isla says nothing but Adelaide can tell her words have sunk deep, and she knows in that moment, with an overwhelming relief, that Isla doesn’t think her unhinged.

‘There are things your mother has done that she will never tell you because she has chosen to forget. Remember that, Isla. Forgetting is always a choice.’

‘You already taught me that.’

Adelaide swallows as her treacherous little heart threatens to unpick its stitches. She is understood, but not wholly forgiven.

‘Isla, I need you to believe that I wrote to you. I wrote so many letters.’

‘Why didn’t they arrive?’

‘I think they did. I think someone burned them.’

‘Someone?’

‘Your father.’

Isla doesn’t look as shocked as Adelaide had expected. Fury curdles in her gut before reason intervenes. Harold is her father. Of course she’ll try to understand.

‘He talked about you, just before you came home,’ she says. ‘He told me you were once close,’ Isla says.

‘That’s true.’ It hurts to remember.

‘He said he saw you once, after Eoan disappeared. Found you sitting on top of one of the boulders at the cove, weeping uncontrollably.’

Adelaide’s mind reels. Never had she imagined that anyone had seen her. It had been just after she discovered she was pregnant, joy and rage warring inside her till she was full to bursting. Going to the cliffs had been exactly what she needed. She remembers the thrill of the climb, the muscles in her arms taut and reliable, even after weeks of disuse, pulling her up the boulder. She doesn’t remember crying. Maybe she’d yelled into the wind some, releasing all her grief and fury. Or maybe her brother-in-law invented that image so she would seem the stereotypical mad woman, easier to digest.

‘What your father thought he saw was very different to how I felt that day, Isla. He didn’t understand. But I know life here was easier with me gone. Hobart is small. People talk. Your father wanted me out of your and your mother’s lives.’

‘He thought he was doing the right thing. He isn’t a spiteful man,’ Isla says.

‘I know that.’

‘But I’ve also learned that both my parents are clueless when it comes to doing what’s right by other people. They’re too caught up in what’s right for them, what others think.’

‘I used to believe the same of your great-grandfather,’ Adelaide says. ‘He was always doing what he thought best, regardless of anyone’s feelings. Sometimes it felt like he was spying on all of us.’

‘Why would he need to do that?’

‘He liked to be in control.’


ETTIE

1889

Alistair waits for his wife to continue her tale. He sits, shoulders relaxed, lips curled in a thin smile. Alistair hasn’t bothered to join them for the bedtime story before.

‘Don’t feel you have to stop just because I’m here,’ he says.

The room changes with his voice, all of a sudden rigid and waiting. The girls have never heard him tell a story: they don’t believe he likes them. He doesn’t have the right face for it, Ettie thinks. Too narrow. Clara is the first to break the silence.

‘Did Orlena ever return to the sea?’

Ettie looks down at her youngest granddaughter and away from her husband. ‘Listen, and I’ll tell you.’ Her voice thaws the tension a degree, but Ettie watches as her granddaughters’ eyes flicker from her to Alistair, alert to any miniscule twitches in his carefully arranged demeanour. She knows they’re observing her too, for any sign of fear or vexation. Ettie winds the chain of her grandmother’s necklace around her index finger.

‘Orlena’s sisters pined for her. They watched her husband and her babes grieving her loss, and were unable to let go of the hope that one day she would take back her pelt and return home. It made their souls sick to imagine her sitting in a cold stone castle beside the man she thought had cared for her, the scent of her skin floating around the space like a dream she couldn’t catch.’

‘I’m not familiar with this fairytale.’ Alistair speaks, quietly pricking at the spell.

‘Not many people are.’ Ettie makes no effort to hide the coolness in her voice. Alistair’s features remain neutral, and he does not reply.

‘Orlena’s sisters went back to the beach where it all began,’ Ettie continues, ‘and waited until the full moon had risen over the dunes.’

Alistair takes the pipe from his mouth and places it on the armrest. He clasps one wrist and stretches his hands above his head, closing his eyes and releasing a quiet groan.

‘Bedtime, I think, for everyone,’ he says, and looks pointedly at Adelaide and Clara, who rise reluctantly and kiss her before leaving. Ettie watches them go, wishing she could call them back. Adelaide has taken Clara’s hand. Her grip looks painfully tight, but Clara doesn’t pull away. Ettie can feel her husband’s eyes boring into the side of her face. As the door clicks shut, she looks at her hands folded in her lap, ensuring they do not shake. She presses her right index finger into her palm, testing the sharpness of the nail. She turns to Alistair.

‘You look tired, my love,’ he says. How could she have ever thought his eyes were beautiful and kind?

‘I’ve been busy.’

Alistair nods, a smile pulling his face into a sinister shape.

‘As have I. Do you know what I did today?’

Ettie waits. It’s always better to wait.

‘I had a meeting with McGovern and Sons. They’ve offered us a five-thousand-pound contract to increase the sixern fleet. Under my direction the Findlay name will become the most renowned, the most revered the world has ever known.’ His eyes gleam with madness and the wolf sleeping inside Ettie opens one eye.

‘I will not sign any more papers, Alistair. I won’t tell any more lies. Those are my inventions, my name.’ Ettie’s voice is a snarl. ‘It’s time the world knew it.’

There’s a split second when all the mounting pressure stills, hangs in their air like some huge, toxic cloud. Time stops, all that exists are their eyes, one pair blue, the other green, locked onto each other like a pair of fighting octopus, suckers tight and unyielding. And then the world comes crashing back. Alistair launches from his chair and slaps Ettie hard across the face. Her ears ring and her cheek throbs, feels fat around the taste of copper, but Ettie doesn’t hesitate, she’s like a leopard seal – powerful, tenacious, trying to win a battle against her only natural predator, her husband, who stands before her, teeth bared and smiling like an orca. Ettie draws back her leg to kick him with the sharp toe of her boot but before it lands Alistair grabs her necklace in one hand and a fistful of her hair in another, wrenches his wife’s head back, and snaps the chain.

‘This will stay with me now,’ he says. ‘To remind your defiant little head that everything you have, everything you are, belongs to me.’


CHAPTER 20

April 1924

It’s the second of April, and Adelaide walks along Fossil Cove. Looking out over the waves, watching them roll and tumble, inevitably brings Adelaide home, to her beach and the cove’s capricious waters. To memories long buried. When she was eleven Ettie took her aside and explained what it meant to be a woman.

‘It is not a curse, nor anything to be frightened or ashamed of,’ her grandmother had said. ‘It is your birthright, and when the day comes you feel a twinge in your gut and a wetness between your thighs, you’ll know it’s time.’ Ettie had gone on to explain the particulars of female anatomy until Adelaide’s head was ringing, in a good way. She felt prepared, empowered. But her day never came, and when year after year passed and still she did not bleed, Adelaide believed she was infertile.

She remembers when Clara first bled. She was twelve, Adelaide fifteen.

It was night. Her sister a frantic whisper in the dark, dragging Adelaide awake – to find a pale, naked body shining with sweat and fear. And Adelaide couldn’t help it – the first thing she’d thought when she’d seen Clara was that she looked like a selkie without her skin. Her sister stood shivering before her, and when Adelaide adjusted the oil lamp on her bedside table, she saw a bloodied bundle of linen held at arm’s length, and she understood.

She remembers the smell – coppery and sharp, like normal blood but with a layer of richness, an earthy aroma she hadn’t expected. It filled the room, mingling with the smell of salt wafting in from the window Adelaide opened to cool Clara’s burning skin. When Clara settled, when Adelaide had helped her wash away the blood and panic, soothing her with songs and cool strokes of the washcloth, when she’d changed into a fresh nightgown and was tucked beside Adelaide, she asked, ‘Ettie never told you?’ Clara shook her head, and Adelaide stilled. It must be because of Alistair, and all the anxiety he caused their grandmother. Because this is not a conversation Ettie would neglect, ever. Not under normal circumstances, and they hadn’t been living under what anyone would consider to be ‘normal’ for some time. Clara looked the most vulnerable Adelaide had ever seen her. Her sister’s eyes were huge in the lamplight.

‘Ettie would have meant to, I know she would have. But you know …’

Clara nodded, like she didn’t want Adelaide to finish the sentence. So Adelaide drew Clara closer, and told her what their grandmother should have.

‘Why hasn’t it happened to you?’ Clara asked.

‘I don’t know.’

Rather than make her feel broken, Adelaide’s inability to menstruate simply confirmed something she’d always known. She was different. She was other. If anything it made her more relaxed, more settled inside herself. She didn’t have to endure Clara’s monthly cramping and the hassle of changing multiple wads of cloth. She was free.

But one day, everything changed.

She’d walked down to the cove on an ordinary Wednesday afternoon when she was eighteen. She remembers undressing to her shift behind the same large rock she always did, remembers her steps down to the shoreline, the feel of wet, densely packed sand hard under her feet. The water had welcomed her like the old friend she was, and Adelaide wasted no time – diving immediately under and then kicking upwards, her head bursting from the water like a cormorant’s. She’d lain on her back, and looked at the sky, steel-blue that afternoon. And then Adelaide had felt a firm nudge from beneath before a grey head had bobbed up beside hers. The seal’s nose twitched, its whiskers flicking droplets onto the surface, and it ducked back under. Adelaide glanced down. The water looked muddy, like the tannins from the bush lagoon that flowed into the sea from the northern corner. Adelaide’s blood pooled around her in thin, billowing strands that disappeared as quickly as they arrived to be replaced by more of her essence. Her stomach clenched and roiled, but the waves held her, the cold numbing her belly, the saltwater easing the ache. And it all made sense. Her period was late because she shared selkie blood. It was irregular because sometimes she didn’t need to bleed – sometimes the lining of her uterus reabsorbed into her body, just like a seal’s. This one swam slow circles around her as she trod water, seeming to welcome her new form.

And Adelaide had felt different – hopeful, renewed, as if she’d donned a new skin that fit perfectly, one she was always destined to find. After this, even more than before, Adelaide was convinced she would never conceive under normal circumstances. She believed, if she were to have a child, the ocean would need to play some role, that the seals, which her blood recognised as kin, would help her.

The ocean is mirror still, not a ripple or a murmur to suggest her baby might be somewhere near. It’s a comfort to know her child isn’t lost. Her baby has found a place she can live, even if Adelaide can’t follow. Sometimes the things we love have a way of coming back to us, Elspet had said. She was right, though Adelaide had initially dismissed her words. Elspet had always believed in the selkies, but not in a superstitious kind of way. She’d believed in them as one believes the sun will rise in the morning, as creatures a part of this world like any other.

Adelaide remembers nursing Isla when Clara couldn’t, the feeling of the child at her breast. How awful she’d felt every time she’d caught herself feeling glad her sister wasn’t able to look after her own child. It was like she’d been given a chance at motherhood. She’d watch Isla sleep, searching for similarities in their features. She’d been delighted when the postman had called and mistaken Isla for her own.

And Adelaide remembers the day she’d gone to visit Clara at Willow Court.

At first, Clara was quiet and detached, answering their questions and giving the impression that soon she would be able to return home. But then Adelaide said something different. She’d strayed from the script. She can’t remember exactly what now, something about Isla, a detail of their life together. How Clara’s daughter couldn’t wait to see her again.

Clara’s eyes widening, her mouth opening, lips curling back to reveal blood-red gums. Her voice, not her own – You kept her from me. You wanted her to swim away.

Clara’s fists beating against her shoulders, running footsteps, the glint of a needle and the weight of her sister as she collapsed onto Adelaide’s lap before being hauled away. And the silence – thick like treacle, the unbearable knowledge that Clara was trapped somewhere she couldn’t be reached.

Adelaide will never tell Clara what happened that day. To do so would be the worst kind of cruelty. She won’t tell Clara because it would risk her saying how, after that awful day, after she’d fed her sister’s baby, a small part of Adelaide had been relieved. Because Clara’s episode meant she could not yet come home, and Isla would be hers for a little while longer.

Adelaide spies a Clara-shaped figure in the distance and wonders if her mind is playing tricks on her. But as the woman nears, Adelaide sees it is her sister.

‘How long has it been?’ Adelaide says as Clara comes to stand beside her.

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Her sister links her arm in hers, the gesture unexpectedly welcome. They walk along the shore and Clara doesn’t jump away when little waves wash over the tips of her boots. They approach the sea arch and the dolomite boulders that tumbled from the cliffs thousands of years ago and where, now, gulls perch, their droppings staining the rock a buttermilk white. Seafoam spills in the rock pools and settles like snow.

‘On days like this the Orcadians would say the sea was in transition, preparing for the long, cold months ahead.’ Adelaide smiles as she remembers, and an idea flashes against the edges of her vision.

‘Why don’t we make the winter ball a celebration of the solstice?’

She looks at Clara, but her sister has no smile to match her own.

‘I’m not certain I understand,’ she says.

‘The ball is set to fall on the solstice anyway, the twenty-first of June. It makes perfect sense, and Elspet taught me so many Orcadian traditions I could share with you.’

Clara sighs. ‘You forget, Adelaide, that people here do not like change, or difference or strangeness of any kind. I need this ball to be a success. I can’t risk any more scandal.’ Clara’s voice softens. ‘But I appreciate the thought.’

‘I disagree. People enjoy novelty. Think of how popular Egyptian culture and mythology has become since Carter discovered Tutankhamen’s tomb. This will be Hobart’s chance to dive into Celtic mysteries, and many probably have an inkling of Scottish traditions anyway, considering how many emigrated. Besides, I’m not proposing anything too otherworldly – some traditional folk dances, Orcadian food.’

Clara hesitates, her expression flickering between apprehension and intrigue.

‘Alright, I’ll think about it,’ Clara says. ‘But if we were to, great care must be taken with the invitation. I won’t have people declining because of heathen word choices.’

‘Of course. You’re in charge.’ Adelaide grins and wonders if her sister’s desire to preserve the fragile ease between them might be responsible for her change of heart.

A high-pitched mewling carries on the wind and Adelaide stops, pulling Clara to a halt with her.

‘I know that sound.’ Adelaide lets go of Clara and hurries towards the growing noise. Lying in the sand by the tideline is a small lump of fur. Adelaide crouches, soaking her skirt, and holds out a tentative hand for the baby seal to sniff.

‘Where do you think its mother is?’ Clara says.

‘She’s right here,’ Adelaide whispers, and if Clara hears, she says nothing. The seal lets out another pitiful squeak, as if it understands Adelaide’s words, and Clara kneels too, stroking the pup’s fur, soft as a sheepskin rug. It leans into Clara’s touch, its little wet nose sniffling her palm, glassy marble eyes looking into hers.

‘Seal pups drink their mother’s milk until about eight to ten months. She looks about six, possibly seven,’ Adelaide says. ‘We might be able to stretch the last couple, feed her fish instead. She won’t survive out here on her own.’

‘She can stay in the cellar; it’s warm down there.’

Carefully, Adelaide lifts the bundle. She notes the curious expression on Clara’s face. She’s looking at the seal in her sister’s arms as if she thinks it the most right, the most normal thing in the world.

Adelaide takes a moment alone in her room after the pup has been settled in the cellar, Agatha keeping a watchful eye. It had been quite an ordeal to get her from the cove up the hill and into the house. Fortunately, Harold was at the office. She and Clara had quickly agreed it was in everyone’s best interest Harold be kept in the dark about the pup’s presence. He’d likely have it removed to an animal shelter where its care and protection couldn’t be guaranteed. Adelaide shudders to think of it. Clara had stayed on the beach, guarding the pup while Adelaide went back to the house to find Agatha. The old woman was in the kitchen steeping mugwort leaves, Isla beside her, grinding the herbs into a fine powder with the marble mortar and pestle.

‘We found a seal pup at the cove,’ Adelaide had blurted. She’d almost said my daughter. ‘It’s very young, not yet weaned.’

‘Why would a seal abandon her pup?’ Isla said.

‘We don’t know that she’s been abandoned,’ Adelaide said. ‘I believe she’s been swept off the rocks during high seas and brought to shore on a strong current.’

‘You want to bring her back here?’ Agatha had said.

‘Of course. She’ll die if we don’t help her.’ I can’t lose her a second time.

Agatha stared at Adelaide for a long moment, as if she knew the exact pattern of her thoughts.

‘You don’t need my permission,’ she said.

‘No, but I do need your help. Harold mustn’t find out. He’d disapprove.’

‘We can keep her in the cellar. He never goes down there,’ Agatha said.

‘Are you sure it’s necessary to keep it a secret?’ Isla had said. ‘I’m sure he’d come around. It’s not as if we’re asking to look after an elephant.’

Agatha had glanced at Adelaide, compassion in her eyes. It was only natural for a daughter to believe the best of her father. Isla could not, should not, understand what they do. And yet, Adelaide knows Isla will never confide in her father about her dreams, her sleepwalking. To Harold, his daughter’s fascination with the ocean, with the seals, will remain entirely scientific.

‘Perhaps we can tell him later, once she’s settled,’ Adelaide said.

‘I’ll bring home extra fish from the markets for her,’ Agatha said as she fetched an apple crate and lined it with tea towels. The three of them hurried back to the beach where Clara was waiting for them, the pup snuggled into her side, asleep. She woke when they lifted her into the makeshift bed, and let free a soft, startled bark.

The pup became heavy after ten minutes, and halfway up the steep bushy track she’d started squirming and squeaking. She and Clara had taken it in turns to carry her in the crate, but Adelaide’s arms still ache. It’s a good pain, though, one she’s longed for.

Adelaide recalls the evening she’d decided to tell Clara she was with child. She’d been soaking in the bath, thinking that these were the last moments in which the knowledge she was pregnant would belong solely to her.

Adelaide had risen from the tub and gone to the mirror. Soon, she knew, she wouldn’t be able to hide the bump. She remembers tracing her hand in slow circles across her middle, causing a fluttering sensation in her belly. Do you like that, little one? Maybe they’ ll call me a sinner, but you are the product of deep love, no matter what came after. She was twenty-eight.

She’d wanted to tell Clara then. To have someone to share this with. Only a few months ago Clara had shared her own happy news. Now their children would grow up together. And her sister could help her think of a plan.

Clara was sitting cross-legged on Adelaide’s bed.

‘But I thought …’

‘So did I, but it’s true, Clara.’

‘Are you sure it couldn’t be anything else?’ Clara said, pulling Adelaide back. Her sister’s eyes were flecked with worry. ‘Maybe you’re just … bloated. Agatha’s stews have been rather rich lately.’

Adelaide laughed. ‘No, Clara. I’m sure. I can feel her. She’s a school of silver fish in my belly.’ A rush of unexpected pleasure had swelled in Adelaide then, and she’d gripped Clara’s arm.

‘Our babies will be sisters.’

‘Cousins,’ Clara corrected. Her sister’s inclination towards the literal did nothing to dull Adelaide’s joy. With her Eoan, she was capable of this normal, beautiful rite.

A seagull flew past the open window, screaming its ear-splitting call, and Clara jumped.

‘I know it’s a shock.’ Adelaide took her sister’s hand. ‘But we’ll figure something out.’

Clara shifted on the mattress, uncrossing her legs so they lay straight in front of her.

‘People will talk,’ she said.

‘I’m not scared of people talking, Clara.’

‘You should be.’

‘Why? I’m not the first woman this has happened to. I won’t be the last. And I never thought it would. This is my chance to have a child of my own, Clara.’

Her sister’s expression was conflicted. ‘I know, but, Adelaide, this will affect us all.’

‘Don’t be so dramatic.’ Anger had begun to creep in then.

‘Dramatic? People still talk about our mother’s death, our grandmother’s. The circumstances of both. You may choose not to notice, but gossip doesn’t just go away, especially not in a city as small as Hobart.’

‘You’re right, Clara, but we cannot allow it to control our lives. One day, people won’t care so much about such things. I hope I’m alive to see it.’

‘What an idyllic world your imagination is.’

‘We can pretend Eoan and I married in secret – that we eloped because the family didn’t approve,’ Adelaide said, ignoring the gibe.

‘Eloping is still a ticket to scandal, Adelaide. Think of all those girls who skipped across to Gretna Green with their lovers, never to reappear in society again.’

Adelaide snorted. ‘This isn’t Scotland, Clara, and eloping might be improper, but it’s far less sordid than a baby out of wedlock, don’t you think?’

Clara’s lips pressed together like a scallop’s before the relentless wave of her frustration forced them open again.

‘I suppose Hobart is already aware of your mercurial ways,’ she said. ‘But at least go to Melbourne for a few months, allow the whispers to die down.’

Adelaide grinned at her younger sister’s scrupulous nature.

‘What about a marriage certificate? I’ll need proof, won’t I?’

‘I hardly think anyone would ever ask to see one. Especially not from a grieving widow.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ Adelaide said. ‘Thank you, Clara.’

It was settled. Adelaide travelled to Melbourne on the SS Pateena. She spent most of her time on deck, breathing in deep lungfuls of salty air in the hope it would ease her nausea, and relishing the sea spray that showered her face and hair with each crash of the ship. The steamer docked in Melbourne after fourteen hours. Just as they’d planned, Adelaide stayed in the city for three weeks, and on her return, played the role of the grieving widow to perfection, because she was still grieving. Eoan’s memory, his loss, had not abandoned her like she’d hoped it might. He was still with her, his image so clear in her mind it was as if it had been burned into her retina. No matter how hard Adelaide tried to harden her heart, to forbid it from loving him – how could it betray itself in this way, after he’d left her? – it refused to listen. When the child they’d created together was lost, when Moira died, she’d believed for the briefest of moments that Eoan had taken her. That he was lonely in whatever place the disappeared go, and demanded his child to keep him company. Adelaide had known then that she would never have another baby. Though of course she couldn’t have guessed what would happen, that Isla would, in a sense and for a short time, become hers.


ETTIE

4 January 1889

Today I made a vow. I will ensure my granddaughters have financial stability, that the fruits of my ingenuity will cease to fall into dishonourable coffers, cease to be squandered by that ghastly man. I kept my name for a reason, and I will not tarnish it by remaining passive. Today, I take back what’s mine.

I go to the bank, bringing with me Alistair’s signet ring. He’s gone to the highland lakes to fish for trout, and left it here so as not to damage or lose it. He won’t be home until tomorrow.

When I arrive, it’s quiet, and I easily find an available teller.

‘My name is Ettie Isobel Findlay. I’m the wife of Alistair Bain.’ I produce the ring. ‘My husband asked me to come on his behalf and withdraw fifty pounds to pay a servant who’s given in their notice.’

The teller is in his early thirties, clearly new to the job. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but it’s not the Derwent Bank’s policy to allow people to withdraw money on behalf of another, even if they’re a spouse,’ he stammers. When he’s finished his little speech, I let my eyes wander across his desk – I take in the neatness, the pens arranged just so by the chequebooks, and take note of the name on his tag, Thomas. Then I draw my eyes upwards until they meet his and I smile with all my teeth.

‘Take a risk, Thomas. Be brave. Surely you’re aware of my husband’s reputation? His temper? He’s a very influential man, and wouldn’t be happy to hear of any trouble I found trying to do such a simple thing as withdraw a little money. I would hate for things to become uncomfortable for you.’ Thomas opens his mouth to protest or spill more of his statement of duties, but I get in first.

‘It also happens that I have a couple of extra tickets to this year’s winter ball. They’re very hard to come by, as I’m sure you understand, and I’d hate for them to go to waste …’ These tickets are impossible to come by for a bank clerk.

‘My wife … She …’

‘Yes?’

‘She’s always wanted to go to that party,’ he says, almost ashamedly, as if giving up a great secret.

‘Has she now? Well, isn’t this fortuitous. I do love it when everything works out. You just withdraw that money for me and I’ll have those tickets sent to your address straight away.’ I smile again, and this time, the teller gives me a small one in return.

‘Alright, ma’am, but please, you mustn’t tell anyone.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it, Thomas.’ And of course it’s true. This is my secret too. I have a feeling today is the start of a wonderful relationship. Purely transactional, of course, but wonderful nonetheless. That’s the thing about blackmail – terribly hard to stop.


CHAPTER 21

April 1924

It’s a couple of weeks since they found the pup, her baby. Piles of brittle golden-orange and honey-hued poplar leaves gather like piles of pirate treasure in gutters, and the wind has become spiteful. It’s a fool who leaves their house without a scarf. Adelaide watches as Isla kneels beside the crate and looks at the sleeping ball of fur. She remembers how ready Isla was to help bring her home the day they found her. How she’d dropped everything to care for her. Isla stares at Moira now as if she expected her to come into their home, like she always belonged here. Isla regards the pup with the love sisters should have for one another, the love Adelaide always imagined Isla would feel for the cousin she never got to meet.

‘She’s so trusting,’ Isla says, not taking her eyes away. ‘Like she wants to be part of our family.’

‘She’s not ours to keep, Isla,’ Clara says. ‘We’re just looking after her until she’s well enough to go home to the sea, where she belongs.’

Adelaide bristles at her sister’s patronising tone, though she notes the hesitation behind her words. Clara will be just as bereft without her.

‘She’s better off here, with us.’ Isla ignores her mother. ‘We can keep her safe.’

‘We can’t allow her to become dependent,’ Clara warns.

‘But look how happy she is.’ Isla strokes the pup’s forehead and laughs when its wet nose pushes against her palm. ‘I’ve asked Jack to bring her the extra fish from his catches.’

Isla is relaxed, settled in a way Adelaide hasn’t seen since her return. Adelaide had always wondered, ever since Isla was born and she’d held her tiny body, hot and rubbery like moulding clay, whether Isla would be like her, like Ettie, or whether she’d shut the sea out of her soul like Clara had. Adelaide tried so hard to show Isla the beauty and power of the ocean as she grew up, to show her that it was not something to be feared but a vital essence to fill you up and live on.

When she saw Isla the other morning, Adelaide knew she’d succeeded. It was the look in her eyes – she was somewhere far away but trying desperately to be present lest her strangeness be discovered, and the energy, the toll that took, was painted in dark circles under her eyes. A toll only the ocean, the very thing she was grappling with, could alleviate.

Adelaide wanted to take Isla’s hands and tell her nothing she was experiencing was wrong, that she’d felt it too. But when she’d met Isla’s gaze her niece looked away.

Adelaide will never tell, but she’d dreamed of her lost child the night before they found the seal pup. She had come to her as she was, as she should have been – whole and perfect and breathing. Breathing air, not water. She’d felt so warm and solid in Adelaide’s arms that when she woke she could still feel the weight of her, like a phantom pain – the feeling of her body lingered against Adelaide’s skin for days after.

Back in the cellar with Clara and the pup that afternoon, Adelaide watches as her sister fusses with the blankets lining the wooden crate, adjusting the water bowl so it’s easier to reach. Clara carries her usual frenzied intensity, but there’s something more underlying her movements, something Adelaide can’t yet put her finger on.

Isla enters with Jack in tow, a wicker basket full of fish in his arms. Clara looks up briefly and smiles in an absent sort of way before turning her attention back to the pup where it nuzzles her feet. Isla looks noticeably relieved.

‘Jack, this is my aunt, Adelaide,’ she says. The open expression on the young man’s face tells Adelaide her niece has spoken about her before, perhaps many times. There is understanding and compassion in his features.

‘A pleasure to meet you, Adelaide,’ Jack says. Adelaide notes the kind depths of his tone and smiles. Isla has chosen well.

‘Thank you so much for the fish, Jack. This should last us a while,’ Isla says.

‘It’s no bother. They’re biting well at the moment.’

‘Will you stay for lunch?’

Jack glances at Clara, still busying herself with nothing much, and then back at Isla.

‘Not this afternoon, though I’d like to. Still lots of paperwork to finish for Father, but thank you.’ His smile for Isla is warm, and Adelaide wonders how much more lies behind it.

‘I’d better be getting back.’ Jack nods at Adelaide, glances at Clara. ‘It was lovely to meet you both.’ Isla squeezes his shoulder and lets him go.

‘He’s nice,’ Adelaide says when he’s gone.

‘Yes.’ The love in Isla’s voice is clear.

‘Do you think we should take her to the beach? Just as an outing, I mean,’ Clara says. She’s hardly heard a word of the last ten minutes. There’s a slight tremor in Clara’s hands as she holds out a piece of squid for the pup. And then the memory comes, without warning or mercy. It’s all so real, so terrifyingly real, as if she’s back in that time. She was thirteen, Clara not quite eleven, and they’d been bored and skulking around the parlour when she’d decided she wanted to look at one of the books on Alistair’s shelf. One of the books Ettie had told them not to touch.

‘I’ll be quick,’ she said. ‘They’ll never know.’

‘But Ettie told us not to. You’ll get us into trouble.’

‘Don’t be such a baby, Clara,’ Adelaide said as she’d selected a middle-sized volume, bound in dark green leather. She carried it carefully back to Clara, sat down, and rested the book on her knees. The cover read The Hunter’s Guide to the Rifle.

They made it to the fifth page before a sick knowledge washed through Adelaide. She remembers seeing the shadow of their grandfather appear in the doorway. Adelaide’s hand had stilled mid-page turn, and both girls looked up to see Alistair watching them with such stillness it was if he were made of marble. Cold, unforgiving marble with eyes like stones.

‘What are you doing, girls?’ he said, voice horribly quiet.

‘We were …’ Clara swallowed, said nothing more, and Adelaide understood. She had a lump just as big and growing bigger in her throat, locking up any words that might try to break free. Alistair stepped closer, a predator assessing when to strike.

‘Didn’t your grandmother and I tell you that those books are not for children?’

Both girls nodded frantically.

‘And did I tell you what would happen if you ever broke that rule?’

Bile had risen in Adelaide’s throat.

‘I asked you a question.’ Alistair’s voice was hard, louder now.

‘No, sir.’ Adelaide’s voice was a whisper.

‘What was that?’

‘You didn’t tell us …’

Slap!

Alistair backhanded Clara, sending her sprawling. Clara didn’t cry. It must have been the shock of it. Neither of them had ever been struck before. Adelaide had watched her grandfather bend to pick up the book, dust off its cover and place it calmly back on the shelf. Clara was still lying on her back, one hand cradling her cheek. Adelaide knows now her grandfather struck Clara to punish her, knew seeing her little sister in pain would hurt more than his hand. Adelaide had wanted to go to her sister, but Alistair had turned away from the bookshelf and was coming back towards her, his expression like a hawk’s before it dives. She’d scrambled away, knowing even as she did that she wouldn’t be fast enough, when Agatha appeared.

‘Girls, you’re late for your French lesson. Ettie’s been asking after you.’ Agatha’s voice was light, but her eyes were as stormy and fierce as Adelaide had ever seen. Clara stood then, glassy-eyed, and walked quickly to the old woman’s side. Adelaide hurried to join her.

‘See to it they behave themselves with their tutor, Agatha,’ Alistair said.

The fury in Agatha’s voice was like knives being thrown, each word a blade angled towards their grandfather’s throat.

‘You best watch yourself, Alistair.’

And with that, she’d swept them away and down to the kitchen, where she’d seen to Clara’s cheek with a cold compress and made them both a hot, sweet drink that had set Adelaide’s teeth tingling and sizzled energy through her bones.

‘I think she’s cold,’ Clara says. Adelaide blinks. Clara looks exasperated. ‘Can you focus, please? I said she might need another blanket, or maybe something else to eat.’ Adelaide nods, notes Clara’s rigid posture, how carefully she holds herself. Her body likely still carries their grandfather’s abuse deep in her cells, slumbering like a leviathan destined one day to be awoken by a sailor’s harpoon. As hers does, as Ettie’s did.

Under the elm trees with Clara the following day, a sweeping view down to the sea before them, Adelaide remembers sitting in this same spot in the bleak days after Ettie’s death. Clara was newly engaged, and Alistair not two weeks in the ground. Ettie was a hard woman, uncompromising and severe, but she’d raised them, stepped up to the role of mother a second time round while still grieving her own daughter.

Ettie was their legal guardian, but Agatha was their friend. Agatha taught them to identify which plants were safe to eat – snow berries and saffron milk-cap mushrooms, lactarius delicious, which you could find with comforting regularity underneath the pine groves nestled in the bush by their home. It’s easy to forget that her life had been simple once. That she had been just a girl with a grandmother and a sister, a housekeeper who felt like family and, once upon a time, a mother. A girl who loved the sea.

The days after Ettie died passed in a painful blur, but Adelaide does remember Agatha – what she said, what she did. If it hadn’t been for Agatha, Adelaide isn’t sure whether she and Clara would have survived. Adelaide remembers the day the housekeeper took her and Clara up to the attic, and pointed out the window. They’d both heard the stories of their mother, of how Eliza’s body had never been found, though people whispered that in fact it had been, tangled and broken on the rocks three beaches down from the cove, how she’d been so battered as to be virtually unrecognisable, and committed to the waves by the men who found her to save her family the trauma.

‘Ettie has joined your mother now,’ Agatha had said. ‘She belongs to the ocean now, but there is a way you can call her back to you, a way to show her you’re alright.’

But we’re not alright, Adelaide had thought while Clara stared stiffly ahead, jaw clenched, face white.

Agatha must have known not to touch her, because she simply said, ‘Come closer, Clara, make sure you can see properly. Now, I want you to look at the water, and imagine it inside you. Start at your feet. Imagine it filling your toes, making its way up your ankles, your calves, your thighs. When every inch of your body is flowing with the ocean’s life force, think of Ettie. Think of your favourite memory with her, the one that makes you happiest. Feel her within you just as you can the sea. Imagine her swimming in your heart, feel her love, her fierce protection, which will always be there, no matter how far away she is. And when she’s close, when you feel as if she’s in the room with you, send that energy out through these windows and into the sea. Let your grandmother know you’re here, that you haven’t forgotten her.’

Clara had snorted in disgust but Adelaide knew deep down her sister wanted it to be real. She knew, even then, how grief can alter the contours of one’s heart.

Adelaide had closed her eyes and found a memory of her grandmother from when she was small, just an image of Ettie’s hand holding hers, of her voice. When she’d opened her eyes, Adelaide felt something that might have been her grandmother’s soul, soft as the slightest of breezes brushing the hair from her face, the faintest of scents – jasmine and new paper – that told Adelaide her grandmother could be near, could be listening.

When she turned to her sister, Clara was gone.

The breeze carries jasmine from the trellis behind them, solidifying the memory.

‘Do you remember when Agatha took us up to the attic after Ettie died?’ Adelaide says. Clara nods.

‘And she told us Ettie was with the seals.’

Clara frowns at Adelaide.

‘No, she didn’t.’

‘She said we should think of our favourite memory and let her know we hadn’t forgotten her. Are you sure you don’t remember?’ Adelaide regrets the question instantly. Clara’s eyes darken with irritation.

‘Because my mind can’t be trusted?’

‘Of course not, it’s just so vivid for me.’

It was foolish of Adelaide to assume Clara would remember the day the same way. Her sister’s relationship with Ettie was always more strained. Ettie had given Adelaide the freedom she craved, and where Adelaide had seen part of herself reflected in her grandmother, had felt understood by her, Clara was intimidated. Ettie lacked the softness Clara had needed as a young person. But Clara has no memories of Eliza, and sometimes Adelaide wonders if that made losing Ettie all the harder, despite their differences.

Their love for Ettie was complicated, their grief even more so. Agatha had tried to help them navigate it, and it worked for Adelaide, but Clara was beyond her reach.


ETTIE

1889

Ettie can’t stop thinking about Clara’s bruised cheek, the way her eyes dart around the house like minnows in a rock pool. Alistair has never hit either of them before yesterday. How naïve, how stupid to believe she would remain the sole outlet for his rage, his insanity. Agatha brings a tea tray up to her room. Ettie did not ask for one. She doesn’t feel like tea, but here she is, stepping across the threshold before she’s given her leave to. Ettie gets the feeling she would not have been able to stop her. She’s almost sick with gratitude towards Agatha for being there when she couldn’t, although if she’s honest with herself, she’d rather not have the woman here now. Ettie wasn’t there to protect her granddaughters when they needed her, and that is unacceptable.

‘Thank you, Agatha,’ she says, the words heavy in her mouth. She’s about to tell her to go when Agatha turns from arranging the tea tray on Ettie’s desk and her ice-blue gaze meets hers.

In her eyes Ettie sees no judgement, only a cold fury and a quick, calculating mind that matches her own. And she knows in a flash of clarity that Agatha will work to protect her and the children, for as long as she needs her to, and without her ever having to ask. She already is. To have an ally in this darkness, to finally be understood. Ettie’s relief feels too enormous to hold.

‘You’re a Findlay, Ettie,’ Agatha says. ‘A Findlay woman of Stromness. Don’t be forgetting that, not for a second.’

Ettie rises and gestures for Agatha to close the door.

‘I want you to teach me all you know, Agatha.’


CHAPTER 22

April 1924

Adelaide had read Jane Eyre as a teenager. She’d enjoyed the story, her romantic heart unable to resist the burgeoning romance and Jane’s passionate speeches. And yet, the novel had unsettled her. Namely, Bertha Rochester; the mad woman in the attic, the inconvenient wife, the woman everyone wished would be silent. Adelaide couldn’t help but see parts of herself in Bertha. She also desperately admired her. Bertha never gave up. Her husband locked her away instead of finding the help she needed, he kept her caged, and yet still she screamed to be heard. Bertha did what she believed was necessary to survive, did whatever she could to ensure people knew she existed. She never allowed herself to be silenced, to be forgotten. And neither will I, Adelaide had thought when she’d finished the book. I’ ll burn down every building and bridge before I allow my voice to be silenced.

Adelaide has never understood how her sister could stay quiet and allow her life to be steered by her husband. She knows she finds small ways to gain control, supposes that’s all she was able to manage back then. But years have passed. Surely it’s time Clara allowed herself to take back the reins of her future.

Today her sister has asked Adelaide to accompany her to the botanical gardens to buy some rare rose cuttings from the head gardener. Clara was acquainted with his wife, whom she had run into while at last week’s TWA meeting, and struck up a conversation about gardening. In truth, Adelaide isn’t entirely sure why Clara wanted her to come, but she wasn’t about to decline. A few months ago her sister could barely offer two sentences while in her presence.

The gardener is a little reluctant to part with some of his specimens, and he gives Clara meticulously detailed instructions for their growth and care. It’s a relief to both of them when they’ve all been safely packed inside cardboard boxes and loaded into the car. But they don’t drive away immediately. Clara is in the mood to linger, and to walk, surprising considering how preoccupied she is about the upcoming winter ball. Adelaide has always known her sister to be organised, scrupulously so, but her recent preparations make her wonder if her sister is verging towards the obsessive. The other day she’d walked in on Clara in the drawing room writing a schedule for the evening, down to the very second. Not one tiny detail spared. Perhaps this is how most people are with ball organisation and it is she who is too carefree?

Adelaide also knows Clara is worried her time spent caring for the seal pup is taking away from these arrangements, adding an extra layer of anxiety and hyper-productivity. Poor Isla can hardly draw breath, since Clara prefers to ask for her help rather than her sister’s.

The gardens are quiet today, not bustling with families and couples. Clara and Adelaide are able to visit the duck pond without tripping into toddlers with hands full of bread. They even see the newly constructed Japanese gardens without having to wait for long minutes in the queue.

Now they sit in the conservatory, far larger than the one in their own garden, and despite the pleasant morning, Clara looks unsettled.

‘Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?’ Adelaide asks. Not long ago her sister would have tried to hide her feelings, and Adelaide is so used to this she almost expects it now.

‘Sometimes I wonder why we’re so different,’ Clara says.

‘Just because we’re sisters doesn’t mean we should have the same personalities.’

‘I know, but we were so close as children. We were more similar then.’

‘You were freer before Ettie died.’ Adelaide has been wanting to talk to her sister about this for weeks, but hasn’t known how to begin. ‘You don’t have to be afraid to be yourself, Clara. You don’t have to hold anything back anymore. But I understand why you felt you needed to.’

‘No you don’t, Adelaide.’

‘If that’s true it’s because you haven’t been open with me.’

Clara laughs, a touch of bitterness in the sound.

‘There was no chance to be open with you even if I’d wanted to. Not after everything you did.’

Now it’s Adelaide’s turn to laugh.

‘How is it that each of us can remember things in such different ways?’

Clara sighs, resigned as ever. ‘I have always acted to protect you, Adelaide.’

Fury rises like bile.

‘Oh? Like you acted when Harold had me written out of the will? Did you really think I’d forget how you stood by and let it happen, let him take from me what should have been ours, equally?’

Clara’s expression is at once stricken and seething.

‘Do you really not recall how you were in those last months, Adelaide?’

‘I can see you’re going to tell me.’

‘You were frightening,’ Clara snaps. ‘You talked to yourself all the time, disappeared for hours. I knew you were down at the cove, but sometimes you were gone so long I began to worry you’d drowned yourself. Like Mother, like Ettie.’ Clara squeezes her hands together. ‘You were erratic, constantly distracted. I tried to reach you. I really did.’

‘How?’

‘You truly don’t remember?’

Adelaide waits.

‘I used to read to you from all your favourite novels. I brought you notebooks and encouraged you to start keeping a diary. I thought maybe if you had a pen in your hand you’d be able to transfer some of your grief onto paper. I looked for you, Adelaide, but you didn’t want to be found.’

‘I remember you reading to me,’ Adelaide says. She doesn’t tell her sister she wished she hadn’t, that her presence, anyone’s presence other than the two souls she couldn’t have, was unbearable.

‘Isla loved you so much. She still does. She never stopped in all the time you were gone. I never found a way to be her mother, not really. She doesn’t love me.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘It is, though. The important thing is that now I can love her.’

Adelaide worries at the cuff of her sleeve. She never thought her sister would talk to her like this.

‘I’m sorry I scared you,’ Adelaide says.

‘It hurt. It made me feel like you’d given up, like no matter how I tried to help, it would never be enough.’

‘That’s hardly fair.’

‘I’m just telling you how it felt.’

‘Then maybe I should tell you how I felt. Do you remember that day you took me to the market?’

Adelaide recalls the morning vividly. Isla was about six. Adelaide had been finding it difficult to do anything, go anywhere, wrestling under the weight of grief that had returned like an unexpected tide. All she’d wanted was to curl up and hold her heart together. But Clara had managed to convince her to leave the house. She’d even dressed her, ensuring her sister would not be seen in the same faded yellow dress she’d been wearing for days. Clara had picked a deep fuchsia creation and a matching hat. Adelaide never wore hats.

It had been a beautiful day, sunny but not too hot, and the market was full. Clara, her arm linked in Adelaide’s, had led her from stall to stall, chattering about inconsequential things while Adelaide concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other. And then they’d bumped into a group of Clara’s friends from the TWA. Rose, Edith, Audrey and Mabel. They’d smiled and waved as Clara approached, said all the right things – like how nice it was to see Adelaide after such a long time, and what a delightful day it was and did you see the fiddle player further down? Adelaide had done her best to smile back, but as they moved away she’d heard one of them say: Such a pity, isn’t it, to see her looking so pale, like a shadow. I’ve heard she’s started to go strange, like her mother, like her grandmother … She was always wild at parties, such a tease. Do you really believe she married that man? Sounds like a convenient excuse to me.

I wonder what really happened? another said.

Well, it’s not hard to guess, is it? And then the laughter, shrill and humiliating.

Adelaide had stopped dead.

‘Just ignore them,’ Clara had whispered, trying to pull her along, but Adelaide would not be moved.

She’d turned around.

‘You want to know what really happened between myself and that man?’ The four women had gaped. ‘His name was Eoan, and we were in love. Passionately. I can see by your shock that none of you would have even an inkling of what that’s like, and probably never will.’

‘Adelaide,’ Clara had hissed.

‘The truth is, ladies, in this world women are not taught to like each other. We are taught that if one of us succeeds, it’s a blow to the rest. I’m sick of women being subject to gossip and ridicule for deigning to live in this world without fear. Please don’t fall for the lies.’

Adelaide hadn’t realised she was yelling. Not until she’d turned from them, her whole body shaking, and seen the looks from the other marketgoers, heard the deathly quiet of a hundred conversations swiftly muted.

Of course they hadn’t taken anything she’d said to heart. The gossip and rumours of Clara’s mad sister had spread like an insidious disease. Invitations stopped arriving at their door, nasty looks were exchanged in the street and in the shops, as if the Findlays’ presence would pollute anyone who got too close. Thank goodness Clara was already married, or the scandal would have damaged her prospects. Though Adelaide knew her sister resented her for the change in their family’s standing, to her credit, she did her best not to show it.

Clara clears her throat, bringing Adelaide back to the present.

‘We tried to help you, Adelaide, but then you went and screamed at the whole marketplace. And later, you tried to …’ Clara’s voice dies. ‘You were spared Willow Court, at least.’

Adelaide’s palms start to tingle and her breath quickens. For the first time, she allows herself to truly see how it was for Clara. She hadn’t tried to stop Harold from placing her sister in Willow Court. She’d let herself believe they were treating her well. She’d been given a pleasant, light-filled room, and the nurses had seemed to genuinely care. But Adelaide knows deep down she hadn’t let herself think beyond what her eyes had seen. Perhaps Clara had done the same. Does one cowardly deed cancel out another?

Adelaide starts to cry. She can do nothing to hold the tears back as they stream from her eyes and begin to pool inside her collar.

‘I wish we’d been there for each other,’ Adelaide says. ‘If I’d tried harder …’

‘I don’t believe you could have done anything more, Adelaide. You were still grieving. A loss as great as yours … well, you needed time. And …’ Clara hesitates. ‘You have to remember what you did,’ she says quietly.

‘That was a misunderstanding.’

‘Was it?’

‘I wasn’t trying to drown myself, Clara.’

‘Just like Ettie and our mother weren’t?’

‘Yes, exactly.’ Adelaide pulls away from her sister. ‘I know you may never understand it, but I don’t believe they ever had a choice. They couldn’t resist the song, and they left, not because they didn’t love us, but because they had to. If they had stayed, I believe they would have died, Clara.’

Clara begins to contradict her sister but Adelaide speaks over her.

‘I understand why they left because that day I truly believed I could transform, finally become part of a family who understood me. God, Clara, after my baby died I stopped feeling anything, and I don’t just mean emotionally. It was like my skin had turned to rubber. I used to pinch myself and feel no pain.’

Clara remembers the bruises on Adelaide’s forearms they’d all tried to ignore.

‘I remember you said something about the seals, about going home. You were so white, Adelaide, like a silhouette of yourself, and your hair … it was twisted into slick dark strands across your wet skin. You looked like you were half-turned already.’

Adelaide takes a shuddering breath. ‘That morning when I stepped into the sea, even years after losing Moira, when I saw the seal, all sensation came back to me. I finally knew what I needed.’

‘And what was that?’ Clara says.

‘To be seen as I am. That’s what drew me to Eoan. He always knew me. Even after everything that’s happened, I still can’t bring myself to regret meeting him. I loved Eoan more than I ever thought possible. It made me think I’d betrayed Ettie and all her warnings. And then one day Eoan wasn’t there anymore and I believed I’d lost a vital part of myself. Until the morning I woke and realised he’d left a piece of himself behind. You’re right, he was strange and troublesome, eerie at times. I wonder if he truly belonged in this world, or if he came from another. A world with different rules. Maybe he never meant to hurt me. Maybe he just didn’t understand.’

Clara gives her a pitying look.

‘He was my escape as much as my undoing,’ Adelaide says. ‘I don’t think I’d feel like myself if I hadn’t known him.’

‘But you wouldn’t know, if you’d never met,’ Clara says.

‘I think I would. That’s what I’ve never been able to shake. The feeling that I would have always known him.’

Adelaide gives her sister a small smile. Clara’s eyes are clear and vividly green in the sunlight.

‘Are you going to tell me why you let Isla believe I left her?’ she says.

Clara blanches.

‘I don’t know why,’ she finally says.

‘Did you ever miss me?’ Adelaide says, unable to hide the hurt in her voice.

‘Of course I did.’

‘Tell the truth.’

Clara looks at Adelaide then, properly looks, and Adelaide wonders what it’s taken from her sister to survive all these years without someone to impart all her secret fears and dreams to. Agatha has always been here, but Clara doubts her sister would have confided everything to the old woman. And Clara doesn’t talk to Harold. They were never the same after she was sent to Willow Court.

‘Initially I was glad,’ Clara says. ‘I had Isla to myself at last. For a while after you left, I felt like a real mother. She let me comfort her, teach her, read her stories. It felt like the time I’d lost in the beginning was coming back to me. I thought, if you were gone for a while, I’d have a chance to be a proper mother, a chance to bond with Isla like you had. You have no idea what it’s like to want a baby, to be excited to meet it, feel as if your life is about to start, properly start, and then have that baby arrive and not recognise it as your own, to see something foreign lying in your arms, crying out as if to its real mother, like it didn’t come from you and it’s all been one great mistake because you feel nothing for this lump of flesh that’s supposed to mean the world.’ Clara breathes deep and Adelaide waits.

‘All I wanted was to have a chance of loving Isla like a mother should. When I came back from Willow Court it felt like you’d replaced me, like she had everything she needed and there was nothing left for me. Watching you together, seeing how happy Isla was, how foolish I’d been …’

‘You were sick, Clara.’

‘It doesn’t matter. I ruined everything.’

‘No, you didn’t. I’m so sorry I didn’t see how I hurt you. After I lost my baby and you had to go away for a while, it felt like I’d been given a gift. Isla gave me a place in which to pour all the love I had inside me. She felt like mine.’

Clara nods. ‘I’m grateful that you could love Isla when I couldn’t, Adelaide,’ she says. ‘I mean that. But I can’t help the hurt.’

Adelaide watches her sister’s face, the tears wanting to fall but not being allowed to, the way her hair has come loose from its pins. She looks much nicer like that, Adelaide thinks.

‘I’m sorry it seemed as if I’d given up on you,’ Clara says.

‘You did give up on me.’

‘I didn’t see it like that. I believed if you stayed here I would lose you. I know you probably won’t ever truly forgive me for everything that’s happened, everything I didn’t do, but I need you to know that I …’

‘I forgave you on Orkney, Clara,’ Adelaide says. Her foot kicks against the gravel path.

Clara looks like she’s fighting against a sudden dizziness, a feeling Adelaide knows too well.

‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ Clara says.

‘I wasn’t ready for you to know. Just because I’d forgiven you doesn’t mean I wasn’t still angry.’

Clara nods.

‘It became easier to forgive you the longer I spent away.’

‘Do you think you could love me like you did when we were children?’

‘No. It won’t ever be the same,’ Adelaide says. ‘But it will always be there, Clara. You’re my little sister.’

Now Clara is crying too. Not dainty, acceptable tears but big, heaving sobs. She hides her face in her hands but Adelaide pulls them away and towards her. She holds her sister like she used to after Clara had a nightmare, tightly, fiercely, so that no wicked spirits have a chance of worming their way inside her head. When Clara pulls away, Adelaide brushes the hair from her face.

‘None of us have had an easy time of it in this family,’ she says. ‘There’s no point wishing things had been different.’

‘I know.’

‘We should get back. Michael will be wondering what’s kept us.’

Clara nods. ‘Before we do, Adelaide, I’ve given it some thought, and I believe adapting the ball to a winter solstice theme would work well. I’m sure Agatha will have plenty of ideas to complement yours.’

Adelaide squeezes Clara’s arm. ‘I’m so pleased to hear it. But it will still be your ball, you’ll oversee every decision.’

‘Obviously,’ Clara says, grinning as she walks past her sister towards the car.


CHAPTER 23

Harold does not join them at breakfast the following morning. It’s nice being able to sit just the three of them, and Agatha, of course, a constant, bustling presence around them. Clara sits at the head of the table, Harold’s usual spot. She looks well there, Adelaide thinks, as if that is where she always sits. Isla is on her right side, Adelaide opposite.

‘Do you think the pup will settle in one of the seal colonies on the peninsula when we release her?’ Isla says.

‘It’s impossible to say. She might to begin with, and then move closer to where she was born as she gets older,’ Adelaide says.

‘We can’t really call her a pup anymore, I suppose,’ Clara says. Her voice carries the apprehension they all feel.

Agatha places a fresh tray of toast on the table, along with a jar of marmalade.

‘You’ll want to try that one,’ she says, nodding to it. ‘I found it at the back of the cupboard. It’s from ten years back, when we had a bumper crop.’

Isla reaches for a slice.

‘Remember when we brought her home, how she used to sneeze every time she woke up?’ she says.

Clara laughs. ‘She did, didn’t she? And she was such a cuddly little thing. Always wanting to be close, to have her fur stroked.’

‘Seals can be just as affectionate as humans,’ Adelaide says. She thinks of all the mornings spent with Moira on her lap, feeling her little chest rise and fall, running her fingers through her velvety pelt and speaking to her of everything she’d believed on Orkney she’d never have the chance to say. Will she be able to find love and connection with a clan once we release her?

‘I can’t believe it’s only been a few weeks since we found her. It feels like forever,’ Clara says.

‘Jack said he’d look for her when he’s out fishing,’ Isla says. ‘Let us know if he sees she’s become part of one of the colonies on his route.’

‘He’s confident he’ll recognise her?’ Clara says, doubt lacing her tone.

‘He’s visited her multiple times – I don’t see why not,’ Isla says.

Harold enters just as Clara is pouring her final cup of tea, suitcase in hand.

‘I have to go away for a while, for the business.’

‘Away?’ Clara’s tone is bleak.

‘It’s important.’

‘Where?’

‘Stanley.’

‘But that’s miles! Why didn’t you tell me?’

Harold has adopted a patient expression one might use when talking to a child behaving unreasonably, and Adelaide can see that it’s only making her sister angrier.

‘I’ll be gone a week,’ Harold says.

Clara picks up the teapot and finishes pouring her cup, as if she’d rather look anywhere but at her husband.

‘You’ve had days to tell me this, Harold. Why didn’t you? You know I need all the help I can get with the winter solstice ball.’

‘This ball is exactly why I thought you’d be pleased. I just get in your way. You’ve been distracted, flustered, always racing off to some luncheon or meeting. Though I don’t know why you’re so agitated about the ball when it’s not for months yet.’

Clara’s face has gone white. Adelaide almost leaves them then. This has turned into a private conversation, and she feels like a voyeur. Beside her Isla radiates tension, and Adelaide laments at how practised her stiff posture appears, how accustomed she is to feeling uncomfortable in her own home.

‘Just go, then,’ Clara says. She sips her tea and stares at Harold. Regret and something like hopelessness flash across his face. He puts his suitcase down and leans over to kiss Clara’s cheek. She stiffens but does not turn her face aside.

‘I’ll be home in a week,’ he says again.

‘Goodbye, Father.’ Isla has come around to the other side of the table to see him off, and something passes between father and daughter. Clara does not say goodbye to Harold.

Adelaide wakes to rain falling on the attic roof. A mauve dawn slips through the window and the bruised lilac light filtering onto the floorboards reminds her of Orkney mornings. She’s lying on the ground, the smell of old carpet and mothballs filling her nose. She sits up and her lower back rewards her with a stabbing pain. She’d come up here last night to be alone. She’d brought her journal, hoping words might flow from her hand like they once had. She doesn’t remember falling asleep. She looks out the window at the ocean beyond. There’s a high swell today, white horses galloping across the waves. And then she sees it, just a small thing, a scrap of burgundy leather peeking out the side of a rip in a box. Adelaide leans over, reaches inside and pulls out a diary. She turns it over in her hands. The diary is small but fat and crammed with Ettie’s handwriting – her usually sprawling, generous script made tight and tiny. It feels heavy with unread stories, and almost seems to pulse against her fingertips. It has found her as if it wants to be read, like a lonely person longing for touch. Adelaide opens to the first entry, and after that she can’t stop reading, delving deep into the mind of the woman who has been a mystery for so many years. Her grandmother hadn’t written every day. Adelaide notes there are months between some entries.

The first is dated the second of September 1853, and in it Ettie had written about her impressions of Hobart. She’d liked it, particularly the waterfront with its tall ships and their jostling masts and the busy market stalls. Ettie describes the great mists that rolled down the mountain to drape like heavy cloth at the base of the Organ Pipes. She’d even written about the different kinds of rain. She’d thought Tasmanian rain seemed gentler than the Scottish varieties, particularly the fine, soaking mist that made such a regular appearance.

Adelaide reads on and finds her grandmother’s musings on the house plans, and even some sketches, detailed down to the shapes of windows and doorknocker designs. Ettie was nothing if not meticulous. She talks about the walks she and Alistair took, exploring the cove and the surrounding beaches, the picnics they’d have. She paints such a clear picture it feels as if Ettie is beside her, and Adelaide holds the notebook more firmly in an attempt to tether herself to reality.

8th May, 1856

The home Alistair found for us to rent is a modest townhouse, with a pretty balcony of iron lacework, and twin bay windows at ground level. It has a view of the harbour, which I’m grateful for. I like to watch the ships sailing in and imagine where they’ve come from, the stories of the people stepping ashore. Alistair wants the house we’re to build to be large, the grandest home in southern Tasmania. I don’t mind, as long as the details are to my liking. I’ve sketched out designs for the first floor, and every room will have at least two windows. I detest dark houses. Alistair is happy to let me manage it, but today I’m distracted. This morning I knew for certain that I am with child. I can feel her kicking now. Swimming around inside me as if she were a seal. I haven’t told Alistair yet. He will be hoping for a son, but I’m convinced it’s a girl.

Adelaide smiles. It’s strange but nice to read her grandmother’s most intimate thoughts. She likes the way Ettie describes Eliza as seal-like, even in the womb, though it’s accompanied by a stab of sorrow at the future that eventuated. As Adelaide reads on, she finds more writing of the seals. Ettie’s descriptions are detailed. She’d spent enough time with them to recognise individual members of harems. She’d even sketched some, given others names. Adelaide’s thoughts travel to the pup in the cellar.

Some of the entries can only be described as having a darker tone. Alistair appears in her mind’s eye like an inkblot. Adelaide stills as a sudden coldness gathers in her chest – recollections long buried, trying to come to light and greedy for attention. Adelaide shoves them away from her, forces herself to read on.

14th September, 1860

Alistair has left the designs almost solely to me, as he’s been so preoccupied with establishing the factory for the sixerns, hiring builders and setting up his office. Now that we’re here, and free to organise ourselves as we please, I suggested adding my first or middle name to the business title. The Findlay Sixern is, after all, my invention. I understood Alistair’s initial reluctance when originally presenting the idea to investors. I am a practical woman, and we still live in a man’s world, regrettably. But now that the business has grown so extensively, now that we have a reputation, surely the truth can be revealed? Alistair thinks not. He’s spending more and more time away, either in Launceston discussing plans for another warehouse, or at the Council chambers. I know I shouldn’t worry, but when he comes home I can’t help it. He appears altered, a different man to the one I married. When I ask how he is I know he’s not telling the whole truth. I haven’t brought up changing the business name again.

All I know about fishing boats I learned from my grandfather. He was a master boatbuilder, having learned his trade in Portsmouth before settling in Stromness. Always seeking new techniques to improve the efficiency of his vessels, he would pore over designs for hulls and sails like my mother would sewing patterns. I loved watching him come alive in his workshop; his deft fingers caressed each piece of wood as dearly as if they were his own children. It wasn’t until I turned fourteen that I realised those mornings spent in Grandfather’s workshop had made an impression. I longed to build a boat of my own. Soon all I could draw were seascapes, each one featuring a sixern of some variation, and then those seascapes turned into plans and detailed sketches of how the boats could be improved – whether a lighter wood could be used, how we might set them lower in the water so they’ d cut through currents more swiftly, as well as remain steadier while men anchored to fish. It’s strange. I don’t remember being the best or the most willing student, but in our family of only daughters, I was all he had.

Do I regret those drawings, that experimentation? I’ve asked myself this in times of despair, but the answer I always find is no. I cannot, will not ever regret using my brain. Nor can I regret listening to my heart. It was a young and inexperienced one, and I think now it made a mistake in Alistair, but that mistake is mine alone to wear, and I will make the best of it.

Adelaide stops reading and for a moment grips the diary so hard she has to remind herself that it’s old and fragile. The invention was Ettie’s. It’s sickening she’s never known that Alistair, her grandfather, stole the design from his wife as if it were nothing more than a pint at the pub, as if her brilliance was something he could claim as his own. Adelaide always knew her grandmother was smart, with an unusually broad range of skills, but she’d never expected this. And she hates that. Hates that she underestimated her grandmother’s intelligence, and wishes so hard that Ettie had confided in her. Adelaide’s skin crawls while imagining the frustration her grandmother must have felt. A tight, acidic ball of heat builds in the pit of her stomach as she thinks of her grandfather. With no small amount of effort, Adelaide steadies her breathing, and skips ahead to a later date.

14th June, 1892

The clock chimes and it’s morning. My nightgown isn’t clean anymore. Snowflakes scatter across my vision and the room fills with them. They fall to the rhythm of my husband’s snores. I hate the noise. It sounds like failure.

Adelaide snaps the diary closed, disturbed. Ettie’s entries are becoming increasingly erratic. It’s a side to her grandmother she’s largely unfamiliar with, and a reminder that she only knew her for one fraction of her life.

The seals are singing and their voices drown out his ugly music. I try to copy their song, to call back, but my voice is broken and discordant in comparison. It makes me cry, how disconnected I am from my kin, and then I’m angry because Findlay women do not cry. The body next to me rolls over and the bed dips like a boat about to be capsized. My stomach rolls and lurches and I am falling.

Adelaide pauses. Ettie had called the seals kin. It takes her back to nights when Ettie would tell them the selkie story, always in instalments, always just the three of them. The tale of the MacCodrum chief and the curse that became his legacy. Adelaide tenses as she remembers the night Alistair interrupted them. Ettie writes about Alistair as if he were a stranger, and the joy and excitement of arriving in a new place that was so tangible in her earlier entries is now completely absent. She’s clearly frightened. But as Adelaide reads on, Ettie’s mind calms again, and she stops mentioning Alistair altogether. Instead, she talks of Eliza, the mother she never knew.

Eliza doesn’t speak to me anymore, not like when she was little. She used to tell me all the stories that were playing inside her head, used to say she could see people in the waves, hear songs in the wind and fairies dancing in the garden below her bedroom window.

Now, my daughter has secrets. She’s a good girl. Too good. Nothing like myself at her age. She never talks back when Alistair speaks of finishing school and marriage as if she’s a burden he’s weary of shouldering, as if we don’t have plenty of money to support her for as long as she needs. But I see the spark in her eyes, see the words fighting to be free behind the vault of her lips.

We need to get away together. Just the two of us – find a path back to the ease we’ve lost. I used to worry, when she was a toddler and followed Alistair around like a puppy, that one day I’ d lose her, that she’ d become like him, cruel, manipulative, arrogant, and I’ d be left wondering about the life I could have had if I’ d stayed on Orkney. But I needn’t have. Eliza couldn’t be further from her father. Sometimes I wonder if she’s even his child. I’ve dreamed of taking selkie lovers, of crying seven tears into the sea. Perhaps not all of them were a fantasy …

This precious glimpse into her mother’s life feels like Adelaide is holding a memory that’s almost hers, like a half-remembered story or the heat of another’s skin the second before touch. Adelaide should tell Clara, but it feels like too good a secret to share with her sister just now.

That night, Adelaide dreams of Orkney.

The women gather on Hoy Cliff, far from the village. It is the eve before the solstice. Adelaide walks beside Elspet. They arrive just as dusk is settling. There is no wind, despite the altitude, and the air holds a chill stillness that sinks deep into Adelaide’s skin. The rock before them is as tall as three men, while the hole in its centre wide enough for a child to climb through. White lichen grows in patches across the grey stone, and to one side there is a deep gash, as if years ago a warrior slashed it with a sword.

Adelaide has met only a few of the women before, although she recognises the others from the market. They stand in a circle, a few feet apart. Adelaide feels awkward, as if she’s intruding on something private. She stops and watches as Elspet is welcomed by those closest. Elspet draws Adelaide into the circle.

‘The solstice is about renewal, about letting go of old hurts and making room for new life and experiences,’ she says.

The women stare at Adelaide. It is not unfriendly, but a step beyond curious.

‘The solstice is about our connection to the earth,’ Elspet continues. ‘The earth is our mother, and she will never abandon us. Tonight we give thanks.’ Elspet brings her hands together.

‘When we lose our sense of place within her arms, our soul dies.’ Elspet pauses, and looks around, her eyes finding every woman’s. ‘But that doesn’t mean it cannot be recovered. We’ve all lost something, and have been drawn to the ways of the Spae seeking to heal ourselves. Tonight we give thanks to the earth for birthing us, for nourishing us, for always being there, steady beneath our feet.’

When the circle is complete, and every hand is held, the women begin to chant. There’s a seductive rhythm to the phrases, and Adelaide listens, trying to find a place in it. Elspet’s voice rises in a haunting lilt, and as one the women kneel. Adelaide follows. The chanting grows louder and the space hums with the power of joined voices. All eyes are closed but Adelaide’s. She doesn’t want to miss a moment. In the torchlight, the hollow stone looks like an instrument of the gods, all-seeing and humming with power. When the chanting stops, the women lean forward, arms reaching towards the stone, fingers digging into the grass.

When they rise they look drained. The circle breaks and the women gather, talking of things Adelaide does not understand, with many beautiful but unfamiliar words woven into their speech. Elspet sees Adelaide watching and walks over.

‘This ritual … we give a part of ourselves to the earth, knowing that soon she will replenish what we gave. Everything in life is an energy exchange, Adelaide. What we take we must return.’

Adelaide looks at those gathered. They’re relaxed and happy, despite their exhaustion.

‘This rite won’t cure you of your heartache,’ Elspet says. ‘And neither will this island, but my hope is that, by learning how to reconnect with the pieces that make up our life, you will ease some of your pain.’

Elspet turns back to the others, and Adelaide looks down at the beach below. A fire burns on the sand. She can smell the smoke even from this distance and see the tiny sparks of embers drifting upwards. Adelaide squints into the darkness, but she can’t make out anyone sitting by the fire’s warmth. Yet when she closes her eyes she hears it – the song. The melody is different this time. An urgency charges the now-familiar chords. She opens her eyes. None of the other women hear. She peers over the edge of the cliff face, and this time, she can make out figures by the fire. Five of them.

The song grows louder and Adelaide knows what they are before she sees the pile of skins by the rocks. The women below look like people from a lost time. The way they move, considered yet tentative, long hair trailing down their backs, black and slick with seawater. One woman spins round and round, oblivious to anyone watching. Her sisters sit by the fire and stare into the flames. Adelaide stills. Holding the hand of one of these women is a child, a toddler. Adelaide watches as it wobbles across the sand. The woman retrieves her sealskin and wraps it around her shoulders like a cloak before she crouches and helps the child into its own. Adelaide leans closer, straining to see, but the selkie and her child have moved out of the fire’s light and into the black ocean.

The morning is chilly, thanks mainly to a north-easterly breeze that cuts through the tiny holes in Adelaide’s sky-blue woollen cardigan. She’s been following Clara ever since she caught her sister leaving the house with the seal pup bundled into a wheelbarrow like contraband. Adelaide has been careful to remain unseen, following a safe distance behind, stepping carefully over twigs and dry leaves.

After all those months sneaking home after trysts with Eoan, she’s had plenty of practice. Adelaide follows her sister all the way to the cove. Worry eats at her. What if she swims away? It’s too early to let her go. Adelaide watches Clara as she gently lowers the pup into the shallows. The pup shimmies from her sister’s arms and lets free a delighted bark. Clara laughs and begins to undo her boots. Her feet now bare, Clara tucks her skirt into her knickers and wades in up to her thighs. The pup swims around her sister, and Adelaide’s heart swells at seeing the pup’s obvious joy. She looks strong, like she’s come home to herself after all these weeks of care.

Adelaide can see in this moment just how much Clara has been hiding. The way her fingers move, caressing the softness of Moira’s skin and the rougher patches on the underside of her flippers Adelaide is so familiar with. There’s a reverence in Clara’s touch, a holiness she’s not seen her sister display in any church service. And her expression – of love and hope and a desperate kind of fear that comes with the understanding this moment is fleeting.

Adelaide turns away from her sister’s grief. She knew Clara was attached to the seal, but she has not, until now, understood how deeply. What she’s just witnessed – the solemnity, the searing pull of impending loss – is akin to her own love for the pup.

Adelaide avoids imagining what the inevitable goodbye will bring, how each of them will sit with their grief when there’s nothing to lean their heartache on.

* * *

At breakfast, Adelaide says nothing of the previous hours. Clara reaches for the coffee pot and pours a large mug. She wraps both hands around it and brings it to her chest where she holds it against herself like a shield. Watching her, Adelaide can feel the warmth seeping into her own skin.

‘I’m worried about Isla,’ Clara says.

‘More than usual?’ Adelaide teases, but her sister isn’t amused.

‘Haven’t you noticed how tired she is? She comes to breakfast looking half-dead, and has no conversation – that’s if she comes down at all.’

Adelaide has noticed. Isla is distant, distracted. She’s noticed too the floorboards creaking as her niece wanders past, her tread as familiar to Adelaide as seal-song. But she doesn’t seem unhappy, rather she seems to occupy a space known only to her. She’s in the process of becoming, and that is not something that should be interrupted.

‘She’s got a lot on her mind. I used to have trouble sleeping when I was her age. Sometimes I still do.’

Clara puts her coffee on the table with a thud.

‘This seems like more than insomnia. The other morning I found her in the garden by the creek, all dazed and disoriented. She’s sleepwalking.’

‘Don’t tell me you’ve never had a dream so vivid it’s as if you’re truly awake,’ Adelaide says.

‘I do not sleepwalk,’ Clara says.

‘Isla is a brilliant young woman, Clara. The fact that she’s dreaming to the point of sleepwalking only shows us how sharp her mind is. She’s going to be just fine.’

‘How can you be so dismissive? After everything this family has suffered?’

‘I’m not being dismissive, I’m just not prone to catastrophising.’

Clara glares at her sister, and taps her fingernails against the side of her mug. The sound reminds Adelaide of oystercatchers piercing the hard exteriors of shellfish.

‘She’s my only child, Adelaide. I can’t lose her,’ Clara says.

‘If you can’t learn to let go, you already have.’

Clara opens her mouth, closes it again. She turns away from Adelaide, towards the window, and they both notice Isla at the same time. She’s striding across the grass, hair wet and tangled down her back, her blouse clumsily tucked into trousers splattered with sand.

‘I will not abandon my daughter,’ Clara says. She stands, scraping her chair back against the floorboards with a screech, and hurries out the door.

Adelaide watches through the window as Clara intercepts Isla. She doesn’t stay to witness their conversation.


CHAPTER 24

The next day, Adelaide finds Agatha crouched in the vegetable garden, fingers black with soil, a harvest of misshapen carrots beside her. The breeze smells like apple blossoms and the sea. Agatha is wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat that’s seen better days, and a faded blue dress with holes in the hem like honeycomb.

‘Good morning, Adelaide,’ she says without looking up.

Adelaide kneels beside her to help. The feeling of dirt between her fingers, rough and warm from the sun, is comforting.

‘I remember Clara and I gardening with you as a child,’ Adelaide says.

Agatha nods. ‘You were both so eager to learn.’

As if sucked into the ground beneath her knees Adelaide is back in that time. The day was sunny but with a merciless wind that cut through the cotton of her dress. She’d been about eleven, Clara eight, and Agatha was teaching them how to plant bulbs, explaining the magic of how these boring lumps would sprout wonders come spring. Adelaide had loved the lucky dip of it, for Agatha never labelled her beds, so it was always a surprise what sprouted where. She hated gardening gloves, always wanting the earth beneath her palms. Clara kept her gloves on. She was afraid of worms touching her.

‘What are you planting?’ Their grandmother’s voice made both girls jump. Ettie’s hair was loose over her favourite peacock-coloured shawl.

‘Bluebells and freesias and daffodils,’ Clara said.

‘No delphiniums?’

‘Not the right time of year,’ Agatha said.

Adelaide noticed there was something wrong with the way Ettie was walking, the way she held herself, as though she was making an extra effort to remain upright.

‘Your necklace looks like these cockleshell flowers,’ Clara said.

Something passed between their grandmother and Agatha then.

‘It does, doesn’t it?’ Ettie had said, and for a moment her expression was almost her normal one, the skin on her face smoothing and shifting into calm. Adelaide remembers her relief, though it was the cautious kind.

‘Your great-great-grandmother gave me this necklace,’ Ettie said to the girls. Agatha had turned away and begun gathering the excess dirt and refilling the holes they’d made. ‘It’s important to have some things that belong only to you, that can never be taken.’

But it had been taken. This realisation hits Adelaide like a slap. She hadn’t understood what her grandmother had meant at the time, but Adelaide had always known, always seen, that something was wrong in their house. That not all families were safe.

‘Adelaide?’ Agatha is peering at her like she does a pie when it’s due to come out of the oven.

‘Ettie’s necklace? The one she never took off, the one she lost. I know what happened to it.’

‘How?’ Agatha says.

‘That day, she told us it was important to have something that belonged only to yourself. I think I understand now.’

‘Hello!’ Clara is walking towards them. She’s wearing a soft green pintucked blouse and a long navy skirt, topped with a white hat bearing a glossy blue ribbon. ‘I’m off to see Mabel,’ Clara says as she reaches them.

‘How long will you be out?’ Agatha asks.

‘Oh, not long, about an hour or so.’ Clara secures her hat with a slap of her hand to her head as the breeze attempts to steal it.

‘Those windflowers are beautiful, Agatha. You should pick some for the table.’

Agatha smiles but does not reply in the affirmative.

‘Have a nice time with your friends, Clara,’ she says.

Adelaide can’t tell if she’s imagining it, but she thinks she sees a flicker of anxiety cross her sister’s face at the mention of friends, as if she’s in some doubt as to whether she can truly call them that.

‘Thank you, Agatha.’ Clara strides away.

‘What is it that you now understand, Adelaide?’ Agatha asks when she’s gone.

A blackbird lands in the garden bed next to them, completely unbothered by their presence, searching for worms. Adelaide wishes she had its assurance.

‘I think Ettie was trying to say that Alistair was slowly taking everything from her. You knew, didn’t you?’

‘Your grandmother and I had a shared understanding.’ It’s unlike Agatha to be so evasive.

‘I found her diary.’

Agatha’s eyes widen and her lips puff apart when she exhales.

‘I haven’t thought about that diary in a very long time,’ she says.

Adelaide looks back at the big house and imagines all the secrets buried within its walls. The sky is changing from pale blue to grey, and the first drops of a shower have begun to fall. Adelaide feels one large droplet land in the centre of her head.

‘That necklace became Ettie’s lifeline, her one tie to the home she wished she hadn’t left,’ Agatha says.

‘She believed it was magic, didn’t she? That it could protect her from harm, from Alistair?’ Adelaide knows she’s right, but she wants Agatha to say it. She needs to hear it from the old woman’s lips.

‘Ettie’s relationship with Alistair was complicated, Adelaide.’

‘Poisonous, you mean?’

‘Alistair was not a good man, I am not disputing that, but give your grandmother some credit. Alistair did not force her to come to Tasmania. She made that choice alone, and she lived with those consequences. She did the best she could with the life she found here, the life she made here. You might not have realised it, but you and Clara – and your mother – gave her such joy. And fear. She was terrified. For you all, and rightly so.’ Agatha stops with a visible effort, while collecting her gardening tools back into their basket.

‘This rain will only get worse,’ she says. Adelaide can’t help her disappointment that Agatha lacks the courage to continue.

‘Before you left, I told you never to forget that you were born with Ettie’s strength, and that your home would always be inside you. That none of it was your fault.’

‘But Eoan was my fault. I wasn’t strong enough to say no.’

‘And Ettie wasn’t strong enough to say no to Alistair. At least not at first.’

One of the roses in Agatha’s basket tips over the edge and lands on the grass between them with a scattering of scarlet petals. Adelaide studies the veins running along its leaves and imagines the pathways of the past. It looks like they’re beginning to converge. Adelaide picks up the flower and raises it to her nose, breathing in its heady scent.
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There’s a heaviness to the air, a stillness that tells Ettie a tempest is coming, and indeed it is. A reckoning long overdue. She looks up at the darkening clouds as she places the last of the foxglove flowers and pink oleander leaves into her basket. Her knees crack with a sharp pain as she rises, yet another reminder she is not the young woman she once was. But I am still strong.

In the kitchen, Agatha waits, her expression neutral. They’ve chosen this afternoon because no-one but staff Agatha trusts are home. Alistair is in Launceston, Clara and Adelaide at a French lesson in town.

‘Is this enough?’ Ettie asks, placing the basket on the table.

‘Plenty.’ Agatha takes three oleander leaves and rests them on a large chopping board. ‘Keep your gloves on,’ she says, before taking a pair of scissors and cutting them into fine, even pieces. Ettie watches carefully.

‘You want to make sure the leaves are of a uniform size, and we’ll need to dispose of this board once it’s done,’ she says.

Ettie nods sharply. She notices how Agatha hardly looks down as she works, keeping her eyes fixed on Ettie or the next ingredient.

‘Pass me the mortar and pestle,’ Agatha says, and Ettie fetches the heavy marble bowl from where it sits on the shelf above the stove. Agatha scrapes the leaves inside and adds five foxglove bells. Then she holds out the pestle to Ettie. ‘You should do this part,’ she says. ‘It is you who will be administering the tonic, after all, you whose idea and intention it is to poison.’ Agatha’s tone is matter-of-fact. Ettie takes the pestle from across the table and comes around to stand beside Agatha. The old woman places her gnarled hands over Ettie’s and moves their hands in slow, rhythmic motions, showing her how much pressure to apply, how to mix the ingredients evenly. Eventually, she lets go, and Ettie finishes the grinding herself until a dark paste sticks to the sides of the bowl.

‘Now we mix it with water and let it steep overnight,’ Agatha says.

‘Who taught you about plants?’ Ettie asks.

‘My sister. But that’s a story for another day,’ she says. ‘In order to ensure it appears as if Alistair’s heart is failing on its own, it’s best to administer weekly over a period of three months.’ Agatha rummages in a drawer and pulls out a box of tiny glass vials, each with a cork stopper.

‘Each bottle will contain a slightly higher dose of the poison until the final one. We’ll label them now.’ Agatha holds up a bottle a fraction bigger than the others. ‘The final dose will be lethal. There’ll be no need for pretence by that stage.’

Ettie grins, and when Agatha bares her teeth in response, she can’t help it. She laughs. It’s been so long she’s almost forgotten what it sounds like, what it feels like. And then Agatha joins her until the two of them are cackling in the kitchen, hands on their knees, struggling to breathe.

‘And to think the smug bastard’s currently swanning around up north with no idea his death is bubbling on the stove,’ Agatha says.

Ettie draws a shuddering breath, then braces her hands against her stomach, serious again. ‘Thank you, Agatha,’ she says.


CHAPTER 25

May 1924

The sand of the cove crunches under Adelaide’s boots and she bends to pick up a fragment of mother-of-pearl that catches the afternoon light. She smooths her thumb over its surface before placing it in her pocket with other accumulated treasures. Over the past week, Hobart has been battered with storms to rival the worst on Orkney, and this is the first time she’s been outside since. The first day of the storm made Adelaide nostalgic for the islands, though she didn’t miss Orkney’s thick, blanketing darkness that made sunlight seem imaginary. She’d loved the way the community had banded together during those long, cold months. Women and children would flock to Elspet’s door to listen to her stories. Sometimes men came too, but not many, and not for long. They had their own tales. Elspet would speak of the old legends, before Christianity sowed its seeds, and Adelaide could see there was a craving for them. She spoke of trows and witches and hogboons, ghosts and giants, and the selkies, of course. The tales of the selkies were always met with the utmost reverence and respect.

The sea is a grey expanse, the occasional wave revealing a pale green underbelly. Adelaide stops and watches the seafoam recede. She is the only one on the shore, just as she prefers. She spins as a splash to her left breaks the afternoon silence, but the ocean is still. She scans the horizon, certain she hasn’t imagined the sound. Seconds pass, and then an ash-coloured head surfaces, just feet from the shore. Its eyes shine an inky black, blinking at her before it dives once more, only to return moments later, even closer than before. The seal swims in a circle, its whiskers accumulating drops of seawater, its back speckled with grey spots that glisten like velvet. Adelaide can’t tear her eyes away. It’s the guardian, searching the shore as if hoping to find its lost charge.

You can’t have her.

‘Beautiful, aren’t they?’

She whirls at the sound of her niece’s voice.

‘I thought you were in town.’ Adelaide links her arm in Isla’s as she fails to hide her smile. They don’t speak as they walk, and she wonders what Isla is thinking. Adelaide tugs on Isla’s arm.

‘Look.’ She points to where another seal has joined the first. They seem to be following.

‘Do you recognise them?’ Adelaide says. Isla shakes her head.

‘The one on the right is the seal I swam with the night you found me, the night I discovered the seal pup.’

Isla stiffens at the memory. ‘How can you tell?’

‘All fur seals bear unique markings,’ Adelaide says. ‘This one has four dark spots on its forehead.’ The seals bob watchfully, so close now it would take only a few kicks from the shore to reach them. Adelaide takes off her jacket and throws it at Isla’s feet, along with her hat and scarf.

‘What are you doing?’ Isla says.

‘I think it’s time we stopped ignoring their invitation to join them, don’t you?’

‘It’s freezing, Adelaide.’

‘I’m used to the cold.’ She unbuttons her blouse but Isla catches her hands. They feel icy and so much more fragile than she remembers underneath her own. Adelaide’s eyes find Isla’s. In the afternoon light they look startlingly blue. Adelaide pulls Isla to her. She strokes her hair, unwashed and slick with old salt, vaguely damp. Her niece smells peculiar, like something raw and unmade. Briny sweat and mist. She smells like change.

‘Don’t you want to?’ Adelaide asks. For a moment she feels Isla begin to surrender, and lets herself gaze into her niece’s eyes. What possibilities are hidden in their depths? Glimpses of a world half-formed. Shapes and ghosts of what might have been, or perhaps what has already been lost. The wind traces a chill finger along Adelaide’s neckline. Isla must feel it too, for she shivers and then shakes her head.

‘We need to go home now,’ she says. Adelaide pulls away from Isla and steps back, turning once again to look at the horizon. Isla bends to pick up her aunt’s discarded layers. Adelaide ignores her niece and watches the waves grow from children’s playthings to something wild and dangerous. Her open blouse billows away from her exposed chest and her hair flies free about her head.

‘They sensed your uncertainty,’ Adelaide says without turning. Isla follows her gaze. The seals have gone.

The following morning, Adelaide stands on the threshold of the cellar, watching Isla hold the pup, stroke its silky head. Her lips move but Adelaide can’t hear what Isla murmurs. It looks as if she’s telling it a story. Isla’s hair is wet and soaking the neck of her blouse. She doesn’t shiver. Adelaide remembers teaching Isla to swim when she was little, the fun they had together pretending to be mermaids.

There’s a strange look on Isla’s face as she looks up and peers out of the cellar’s one narrow window, as if she is searching for something she doesn’t expect to find. Adelaide knocks gently on the door, and Isla turns. She smiles but there’s a hesitation behind it that reminds Adelaide to be careful.

‘She likes you,’ Adelaide says.

‘Don’t worry, you’re definitely still her favourite.’ As Isla says this, the pup wriggles off her lap and towards Adelaide.

‘How long have you been down here?’ Adelaide asks as she bends to scoop up the pup. She’s become a hefty little thing, and Adelaide struggles to find an easy position to hold her in.

‘A while.’

‘Have you eaten?’

‘No, but I’m not very hungry.’

Adelaide notices the way the bones of Isla’s wrists jut out like miniature icebergs. She hasn’t been overly concerned about Isla’s wanderings, her draw to the cove. She understands. But seeing how thin she’s becoming, Adelaide wonders if she should be accompanying her, if her niece would allow this. In the kitchen they hear the clatter of plates in the sink, along with the sound of the tap running.

‘Agatha’s making shepherd’s pie. I’ll bring you some. You don’t need to come up to the table.’

Isla nods but says nothing. The floor is wet from her sodden skirts, but she doesn’t seem to notice. The pup sneezes and they both laugh as it shakes its head and gives a little sound like a hiccup.

‘I …’ Isla hesitates, and Adelaide waits. She looks at the pup, now wriggling contentedly between them on the floor.

‘Sometimes it feels like I’m changing. Like I’m not myself anymore. It feels as if I’m becoming someone new.’ Isla takes a deep breath, as if she wasn’t sure the words would come and now they have they’ve stolen all her oxygen.

‘I know that doesn’t make any sense,’ she says.

Adelaide feels a surge of guilt. She should have made more of an effort to explain things, to make sure Isla never felt alone or misunderstood.

‘Actually, it does. We’re more similar than you realise, Isla.’

‘I know.’ Isla looks at Adelaide with such sadness. It’s the look of someone who wants to experience everything life has to offer, but who doesn’t know how.

‘I keep having these dreams where I become a seal. I’m not just watching them, or following them … I am them. They’re so real.’

‘What does it feel like?’ Adelaide asks.

‘Like I’m exactly who I’m supposed to be.’

‘And when you wake?’

‘I want to fall back into the dream again. What’s happening to me, Adelaide?’

‘Do you remember the tale of Orlena?’

Isla nods. A tiny scrap of sunshine has managed to peek through one of the windows near the ceiling, projecting a thin stripe of light onto the pup’s fur, turning it from white to flaxen. It reminds Adelaide of how she’d always imagined Moira’s hair would be.

‘You said Orlena was the reason we’re drawn to the sea.’

‘That story shows how this world doesn’t deal well with people who are different, people like us. I think you’re worried about these dreams and what they mean because you’ve been fed an idea of what is normal and right, had it drilled into you by your parents all your life.’

Isla looks offended. ‘I’ve never followed the status quo.’

‘Maybe not, but it doesn’t mean it hasn’t affected you. You need to let go of all this fear.’

‘But Orlena was trapped,’ Isla says, looking dubiously at Adelaide. ‘Sometimes, after I’ve dreamed I’m a selkie, it’s hard to come back, or to know what’s real and what’s not. When I go to the cove and see the seals it feels like I’m sleepwalking, and I don’t know … I don’t know what I’m becoming.’

‘You can tell me, Isla.’ Adelaide’s voice is gentle.

‘It started with a song,’ Isla says. ‘The song you described to me the night I found you. The first day I went out on Jack’s boat, I think the seals were calling to me. I’ve never seen so many, there were hundreds. And when I looked at them the song grew louder until it dwarfed any other sound.’

‘Could Jack hear it too?’

Isla shakes her head.

‘But he saw them. I didn’t imagine it.’ There’s a frantic edge to Isla’s voice.

‘I knew there was something you weren’t telling me, but I didn’t want to ask.’

‘Sometimes I feel like Orlena, struggling to decide between land and sea. The pull to the ocean is fierce. Yet after talking to you, I feel that I can have both, that maybe …’

Adelaide nods fiercely.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘You can. You will.’

‘I wish I could be sure,’ Isla says.

‘It’s hard to know when you’re young and the world is full of possibilities, a thousand and one directions to choose from and no clue which is right save for your heart’s compass,’ Adelaide says.

‘How old were you when you first heard it?’ Isla says.

‘Around fifteen.’

‘And did you know what it was?’

‘I knew the seals were calling to me, but knowing what to do was harder.’

Adelaide can see Isla had hoped for something more, something concrete to hold on to, a solution. She had probably hoped Adelaide would have answers the moment she arrived home.

‘Do you know something I’ve learned over my life?’

Isla waits.

‘If it feels good, trust.’

Adelaide strokes the pup’s pelt and she lifts her dark liquid eyes to meet hers. Moira, her lost babe come home to her.

‘But what if it might hurt the people who love you? What if there are too many things that feel good, and each has a different consequence?’

‘People, women especially, are not practised at prioritising their own joy. Be wary and alert to your feelings, and trust what your heart is telling you. It will never lie.’

‘Mother isn’t very good at that,’ Isla says.

‘No. She used to be better.’ Adelaide clears her throat. ‘All you can do is be patient with her.’

‘It does feel like she’s trying, more than she did before,’ Isla says.

Adelaide touches Isla’s shoulder. ‘She loves you, but sometimes struggles to know how to show it. Our souls have always recognised each other, but it’s not always the case with mothers and daughters, even though we’ve been taught it should be.’

‘Are you content now?’ she says.

‘Mostly, yes. Being away taught me that the ocean was inside me, that my place wasn’t tied to a particular stretch of coastline.’

‘But didn’t you long for our beach?’ Isla asks.

‘Of course.’ Adelaide smiles. ‘But Orkney held similarities that made the missing less, and as I healed, I realised that I could find things to be content with on land – the cliffs saved me, in the end. There are some views of the ocean you cannot see unless you’re high above her, some storms you can’t experience unless the wind is whipping your hair back and forcing its way down your throat. Elspet’s cottage was already halfway up a cliff, and I closed the distance as often as I could. It was only there that I rediscovered what it felt like to be alive.’

Isla looks at Adelaide with an expression somewhere between hope and scepticism.

‘Do you have any photos of Orkney?’ Isla asks.

Adelaide nods. ‘I have one on me now, of Elspet and I on Hoy Beach. I try to keep it with me always.’

Adelaide pulls a crinkled photograph from her skirt pocket and presents it to her niece. A tall, dark-haired woman stands with her arm around Adelaide on a long stretch of beach. The strands of their hair tangle into one another, while their skirts whip around their legs.

‘You come from Elspet too, Isla. She’s in your blood. Orkney is in your blood. You come from a long line of strong, resilient women, and they are with you, always. You won’t feel lost forever.’

Isla doesn’t appear convinced.

‘Elspet was like Ettie, like me. Your mother is different. She was never as comfortable with Ettie, was always more frightened of her than I. She couldn’t see what lay beneath Ettie’s surface – all the love she held back to protect us.’

‘You believe she chose the sea, don’t you? That she wanted to be with the seals, and with Eliza?’ Isla says.

Adelaide nods. ‘Some days the pull to the sea is frighteningly strong, and I’m reminded of all the times I almost gave in. And then I think of you. You are the reason I stay, Isla. You, and your mother.’

‘How can we be enough for you?’

‘Oh, my dear. You’ll only truly understand that when you’ve loved someone as much as I’ve loved you.’ Adelaide cups her palm to Isla’s cheek.

‘When you left, on the bad days, I thought it was because of me,’ Isla says. ‘I thought you went away because I wasn’t good enough. It made me question everything. No-one told me why.’

‘And I will regret that until the day I die.’

Isla studies the pup. ‘Do you still believe she’s your child?’

Adelaide nods. ‘I don’t expect you to understand, or believe me. Belief is not the point. It’s a feeling I can’t explain, but I’ve always trusted in feelings.’

Isla looks like she’s searching for words.

‘I saw a selkie once,’ Adelaide says.

‘Tell me.’

‘It was the evening of the bonfire on St John’s Eve, the biggest celebration of the Orkney calendar. The fire was enormous, taller than a two-storey building and bright enough to light the night as if it were day. I had wandered, needing a break from the crowd and the heat. I remember thinking that away from it all, it felt like I’d stepped into a separate universe where sound was muffled and I could hear my heart beating. It was a full moon, and St John’s Head, a huge rock that jutted out of the ocean beyond the cliffs, was bathed in moonlight.

‘I went to the edge and looked down at the water. From that high up it appeared calm, but I knew better. I lay down then, and watched the night sky. It felt strange not seeing the Southern Cross. I looked for different constellations until my eyes began to blur – when a face came between me and the stars. A woman, in silhouette, the moon’s shadow rendering her features obscure. Her eyes shone an unnatural white, and I found myself sitting up. The woman leaned back in a crouch. Her skin had a sheen to it, like she’d been swimming and hadn’t fully dried. She touched my cheek. It was so tentative, as if she didn’t know what another person felt like. I still remember her fingers – cool and damp and unexpectedly comforting.

‘The woman drew me to my feet, smiling as if she knew all the longing in my heart. She lead me along the edge of the cliff, stopping at a steep pathway. It was quieter there. The waves were muffled, the bonfire a distant glow. The woman stepped onto the path, pulling me with her. I was like a cat watching a snake, one foot moving forward, the lure of curiosity impossible to resist, the other back, an older part of me sensing danger.

‘Curiosity won.

‘I don’t remember much of the journey to the beach, only flashes of her bare feet, the thunder of waves breaking against rock, the gorse that scratched my skin and the way my eyes adjusted to the dark. I remember the cold as I followed the woman into the sea, how she’d pulled on my hand, smiling as I left the land behind. And then there was a shout, and the woman let go. She almost pushed me over in her hurry to dive, and I watched as something long and grey trailed in her wake.’

Adelaide grows still at the memory.

‘Was it Elspet she saw?’ Isla asks.

Adelaide nods.

‘She – Elspet – must have been terrified.’

‘She was. She took me back to the bonfire and gave me hot wine, held my hands until I couldn’t feel the selkie woman’s touch anymore. She told me I was lucky. Lucky to have seen a selkie and to have remained myself. But I’ve always wondered what would have happened had Elspet not scared her away.’

‘You wouldn’t be here with me now,’ Isla says.

‘I thought you didn’t believe in selkies.’

‘I believe in the power of our minds, and whatever you saw was real enough to you that you followed her.’ Isla doesn’t mention the other night, when her aunt almost did leave her, but Adelaide can tell she’s thinking about it. She knows her niece won’t believe her if she tells Isla she would have come back, that she was in no danger. It’s enough to have Isla willing to listen to her again, and to look at her without resentment. Adelaide will do anything to keep Isla from shutting her out again.


ETTIE

1899

Ettie wakes gasping. She claps a hand over her mouth and prays she hasn’t woken Alistair. One heavy arm pins her to the bed, and his breath is hot against her neck. Slowly, slowly, she turns, and stares into the face of her nightmare. Alistair looks painfully innocent, and Ettie wonders for the thousandth time how such a beautiful face can be capable of such violence. She lets that paradox sit inside her as her ragged breathing slows and the sweat dries in a fine coating of salt on her skin. She’d dreamed of him as one of the dark creatures that haunt the deep.

She’d stared into the water, black as a night without stars, and thought about how her life had derailed so dramatically. And then she saw him, her husband but not, a creature with a familiar face and body, but different eyes, hollow, a smiling mouth and hands that grabbed for her as he waded forward. She tried to run, but tripped on her skirts and fell, and when she looked up he was standing over her, no longer smiling, those awful twisted claws reaching to haul Ettie down to the place from where he came.

She’d woken just as he pushed her head under the water, and it was such a relief to be awake until she saw the same face beside her, sleeping.

Ettie tries to steady her shaking body. And then she listens. Alistair’s breathing is laboured, strained. Slowly, ever so gently, Ettie places two fingers against her husband’s wrist where it rests by his side. Alistair’s heartbeat is a trapped animal, is a starling beating itself bloody against glass. Ettie smiles into the dark.


CHAPTER 26

‘What’s this?’

Adelaide turns from where she’s been folding laundry to find her niece holding the most precious thing she’d brought home from Orkney – the dive belt Elspet sewed her as a farewell gift. She’d taken it out last night, just to hold, to breathe in its briny smell and remember Orkney and the woman whose love and patience had brought her back to life.

‘It’s for diving,’ Adelaide says. ‘The smaller pockets are for rocks to help you sink, and the others for collecting.’

‘It was on your bed,’ Isla says, guilt staining her expression.

‘I know, don’t worry. I asked you to fetch my jumper. I must have forgotten to put it away, but I’m glad I did.’

‘It’s made of kelp?’ Isla says.

‘Yes, tangle kelp. Clothes weren’t the only thing Elspet made.’

‘I’d love to have the skill to craft something so useful,’ Isla says.

‘I’m sure Elspet would gladly pass on her knowledge were she here, but how about I teach you how to dive instead?’

The day is overcast and still, the ocean a steel sheet. Their feet are bare on the hard sand, toes white as freshly picked bones. Isla pulls off her navy woollen dress and tosses it onto a rock. Her long limbs are toned, and her auburn hair drifts around her face as if she’s already underwater.

‘Let me help you fasten it,’ Adelaide says.

‘What about you?’

‘It’s your first time. You need it more than me.’

‘I’ve dived before,’ Isla says. Her niece’s vaguely affronted expression must have been how she appeared to Elspet when her cousin had the same conversation with her.

‘Not like this you haven’t.’

Isla looks like she’s biting the inside of her cheek.

‘Diving is all about trust, Isla. Trust in the ocean, in the tides, trust in yourself.’

Isla nods. ‘I understand.’

‘When your brain starts screaming for air, try not to give in to panic. You have much more time than you think.’

‘How much more time, normally?’

‘It’s dependent on the person, but you’re like me, so about ninety seconds untrained. I’ll teach you how to recognise diaphragm contractions. They can be painful, sometimes felt as a burning sensation, or as tightness in your chest and throat. Contractions are our in-built warning system, letting us know when too much carbon dioxide has built up. If you’re scared, just give my hand a squeeze.’

Isla nods.

‘I’m ready.’

For the longest time Adelaide has craved the return of the trust she and Isla once shared. They find it underwater. Isla swims slightly ahead. Her movements are graceful and fluid, each stroke of her arm strong, each kick powerful. Adelaide increases her speed so she swims alongside her niece. The feeling of their bodies aligned, inches apart but not touching, the water between them charged with their body heat, with their shared rapture, is healing in a way Adelaide wasn’t sure would ever be a possibility.

She remembers taking Isla to the cove as a toddler, her chubby fingers clutching hers as they splashed in the thick, frothy seafoam of high tide. Isla had loved digging in the damp, pliant sand for pipi shells; their salmon-hued tongues and smooth, almost silky shells, the way they stuck up out of the sand like tiny sentinels with a receding wave, all delighted her niece.

Isla was always running into the sea, even before she could swim. Her body knew the way. Adelaide never stopped her, never shouted in alarm. Instead, she followed, guiding her niece’s little body through the waves, showing her the movements that would keep her alive for all the years to come. Adelaide had spent many hours on Orkney imagining Isla swimming in the cove, exploring further every day they were apart, becoming a woman without her. But her wish that Isla would know and love the sea as she does – that she would never come to fear it, like her mother – has, at least, been granted. Below the surface, the ocean immense around them, Isla looks serene. On land, she carries herself with purpose and resolve, but in the ocean she’s completely in her element, as if her two selves are converging.

Isla unclasps the belt and lays it flat on the sand. Its pockets are bulging with a combination of king and queen scallops.

‘I’ll teach you Elspet’s family recipe,’ Adelaide says. ‘We’ll have a feast, give Agatha a night off.’

‘Maybe we could serve them as appetisers at the solstice?’ Isla says.

Adelaide examines the underside of a purple-hued shell.

‘Considering they’re an Orkney delicacy, and how popular they are in Hobart restaurants already, I can’t imagine your mother would object.’

The next day, Adelaide walks down the hall towards the cellar door. It’s time to feed the seal pup. She is needing more and more fish, each feed a reminder that their time with her is running out. She’s growing strong, and soon, Adelaide knows, she’ll swim away. She squeezes her fists together. How can she bear to say goodbye to her baby again?

‘I know what I said, but please, Mr Reynolds, I just need more time.’ Adelaide halts as she approaches Harold’s study. He arrived back from Stanley yesterday, two days early.

‘Yes, yes, sir, I know, but a few months is all I’m …’ Harold’s voice is shaky. Adelaide can imagine how the phone must be slipping through his clammy fingers.

‘I understand,’ he says, voice clipped now, tight. Adelaide listens as the phone clangs back onto the frame. She waits, wondering whether she can walk past without being noticed, or if she should return the way she came. The study door is slightly ajar. Adelaide’s mind whirs. That sounded very much like a call from the bank. While she assumed Harold would keep things from his family, that sounded grave. Anger rises like bile in her throat. Harold has never been one to ask for help. Always too concerned with appearing as if everything is under control, when more often than not, he lacks the organisational, and intellectual, capacity to solve his problems. She thinks of the way he’s ignored, and outright denied, Clara’s urging for household maintenance, the scarcity of servants, his irritability and the worried looks Isla throws at him when she thinks no-one can see, the taut set of her shoulders that only comes with carrying a heavy secret. He must be in debt. Adelaide continues towards the cellar, debating the merits and pitfalls of confronting her brother-in-law about her suspicions as she descends the stairs.

Adelaide cradles the seal and runs her fingers over her soft mass of fur. She’s been down here for over an hour, and she feels calmer. She rests her hand on the seal’s belly and watches it rise and fall. Adelaide had always been a hopeful, inquisitive child, quick to believe in anything magical, but after what happened to Eoan and her baby, she stopped believing in miracles. This little seal is living proof that magic has come back into her life. Holding her like this makes Adelaide’s breasts tingle with the memory of the terrible days after her birth, before she returned from Melbourne, when her nipples leaked milk for days on end. She gave up changing blouses, letting it dry, crusty and sour-smelling against her skin. When Isla began suckling the relief had been immense, but it was tinged with sorrow – she loved her niece, deeply so, but she was not her baby.

Eoan would have loved the seal pup as much as she. Adelaide thinks back to the last time she saw him. She’d felt a change, but not wanting to believe anything was different, ignored what her heart had tried to say. They’d gone out on his boat, as they always did, and finding a sheltered spot to anchor, had lain together. Adelaide had tried to focus on the feeling of his fingers in her hair, the strength of his body against hers. She’d studied his face – committing him to memory as if she already knew that would be the last time she saw him.

She’d asked if he would meet her again the next day. He’d said yes. She’d waited for him on the beach until the sun grew low in the sky, and it felt as though she’d been cleaved in two. It is never kind to lie when it comes to love.

If you loved someone, you stayed.

Clara had tried to talk Adelaide into telling her what was wrong, but she couldn’t. No-one had trusted Eoan except her, and she felt the fool. So she’d declined every invitation to go out, to parties or teas or whatever event was deemed appropriate. Clara would make up for her absence. Adelaide had gone back to the cove each morning, each evening, in the hope of seeing his sails on the horizon. And then one day she did. She saw his boat, a great distance from the sheltered cove, but its green hull and gaff sail, the precise way it cut through the water, was unmistakable. Her heart had swelled with hope before swiftly dying when she realised he was not coming back to shore.

His betrayal had knocked the wind from her lungs.

It made Adelaide wonder about the stories of the fin-folk Agatha used to tell them, how they could manipulate your heart and your memories. Had Eoan wormed his way inside her mind and forced her to love him? It was his voice that initially captivated her, that enthralling voice that could make any idea, any story, sound like the most beautiful one you’d ever heard. People had commented on more than one occasion how astonishing it was, but after that first meeting, Adelaide had never questioned it. He was her Eoan, and his voice was simply one magnificent part of him, as normal to her as his hair or his hands.

The idea that his love for her had been a lie was too unbearable to contemplate. Yet her fear was that every moment spent in his company had been carefully constructed as if he were a writer and she just a subject to be experimented with.

Adelaide hates to admit how abandoned she’d felt, hates to picture herself as such a forlorn, pitiful figure. She made a promise – that she would never wait for anyone again, never desert herself in such a way.

And one morning, Adelaide had woken up sick. She’d raced to the bathroom and emptied her stomach into the sink. After, spent and sweating, she’d curled back onto the bed, cheek resting against the cool starch of her pillow. How could it be? With her strange, irregular cycles, so impossible to predict, how could her body have chosen now to act normally? The anger had come, more powerful than before, a devouring rage that wiped clean all the pain. She knew Eoan was still out there somewhere, close but unreachable. It only made her fury grow. Adelaide had dressed, washed her face, and walked to the cliffs above Fossil Cove.

She’d felt wild standing there, high above the sea and fishing boats below, like she imagined Bertha Rochester must have before she jumped from her attic prison. Except Adelaide didn’t jump: she screamed. She screamed into the wind and felt a raw power expand with each cry, had let the air take her fury and whip it round her in a great whirlwind of ferocious energy. Then she’d sat as close to the edge as she dared, closed her eyes, and damned him. How dare he leave her alone with their baby? What was she to do now? Unmarried and already considered untamed.

So Adelaide cursed Eoan that day on the cliffs. She wished him every ill, even as the corner of her heart that still loved him begged her to stop. Her anger was stronger. That night, a storm such as Hobart had never seen ravaged the coastline, upturning boats and destroying low-lying property. Three days later, one of the Findlay Company’s workers knocked at the door with a list of damages and casualties. No trace of Eoan’s boat or his body was ever found.

Adelaide blinks and feels the seal’s fur, warm against her skin. Focuses on the tickling of its whiskers as it sniffs her wrist, as if it senses she needs comfort. She needs the now to surround her and not the lure of the past. Adelaide hears footsteps, another sure tether she’s grateful for. She looks up, but it’s not Isla or her sister or Agatha, but Harold.

Adelaide grows still, studying her brother-in-law. The shock of finding her cradling a seal pup seems to have wiped away all expression from his face. He looks around, at the apple crate piled with blankets, the plates on the floor with remnants of dried fish stuck to the sides.

‘What are you doing?’ he finally says.

‘I would think it’s fairly obvious.’

Harold stares.

‘This seal needed our help, and we were lucky enough to have the means to provide it.’

‘We?’

‘Clara was with me when I found her.’

Harold sits abruptly on the step he’s standing on, placing his forearms across his knees. He’s staring at the now sleeping pup as if she’s an alien creature.

‘We didn’t tell you because we were worried you wouldn’t approve, would lecture about nature taking its course and all that nonsense,’ Adelaide says.

Harold’s eyes turn instantly to hers and there’s no mistaking the hurt in them.

‘You thought I’d force you to take it back?’

‘Of course.’

Harold runs his fingers roughly through his hair. It’s longer than usual, Adelaide notes. He opens his mouth, then closes it again. He looks drained, like he’s reliving everything he’s ever said and done and questioning the truth of it all.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

Adelaide just waits.

‘I’m sorry I helped to send you away. I’m sorry I believed my wife would be better off without you. I didn’t understand.’

Adelaide studies Harold, searching for the ‘but’. She did not expect this.

‘I don’t want to be thought unkind. I’ve had a lot of time to think over the past weeks, and I wonder if most of the decisions I’ve made in life have been for the sake of appearances, all while forgetting about the people who make up this family. I let you down, Adelaide. I realise that now. I don’t want to do it again.’

Harold looks at the seal pup. Its head is tucked into the crook of Adelaide’s elbow. Harold tilts his head in an effort to see it better. He leans forward as if he wants to come closer but stops himself.

Adelaide thinks of her letters.

She imagines all those words curling in on themselves and crumbling into cinders and has to bite her bottom lip to stop the anger from spilling out. She looks at Harold, and she sees his age, sees the weariness in the set of his limbs. How could he have been prepared to sever all ties with her, to make that decision for Clara, and be sitting here beside her now, apologising? How dare he tell her he believes she’s done the right thing, that he was wrong?

He’s been a villain to her for so long, but people change, shed their skins and replace them with new coats that have to be tried on and tested to check the fit. Can she forgive him?

‘You should tell Clara that you know about the seal.’

‘Not yet.’

‘What are you afraid of?’

‘Things haven’t been good between us for a long time. I don’t want to make it worse. She’s far too distracted by this infernal solstice ball anyway. It’s becoming obsessive.’

‘I think she’ll be relieved that you’ve found out. Clara hates secrets.’

‘Really? It feels like she’s been keeping them our entire marriage.’

Adelaide doesn’t know what to say to that. She’s in no doubt that her sister has kept many parts of herself hidden, but it takes two to misunderstand.

‘And what about your secrets, Harold? I heard you on the phone earlier. It sounded rather dire.’

Harold pales. And then words come pouring from his lips as if he’s a character in a fairytale who’s been given a truth serum. Torrents of words gush from her brother-in-law, each one more desperate than the last.

When he’s finished, Harold draws a gasping breath, reminding Adelaide of a groper. ‘I wanted to fix it before I told anyone. I’m sorry,’ he says, spent. ‘You’ve always been too easy to talk to. It’s your eyes, they make people want to spill secrets.’

Adelaide can’t speak. She’s never been so angry, and it frightens her. She’s numb with it, and she doesn’t know whether she’ll spit fire or club him round the head.

Her next words are vital. But how dare he? How dare he bring the Findlay name to its knees through his own incompetence, his lack of initiative, his insufferable weakness, and keep it a secret rather than ask for help. And then, after unburdening himself, have the audacity to say sorry. What a small, inadequate word for the enormity of what Harold has allowed to happen. And it’s not even his family. This is Ettie’s legacy he has whittled away. Adelaide thinks of everything that’s been stolen from her, the role Harold played in it, the will she’s been written out of. Adelaide feels Ettie’s ghost rise up inside her and she breathes her grandmother in, draws herself up, careful not to disturb the pup.

‘Before she died, Ettie had me sign papers swearing I would never sell any part of our business to another company,’ Harold says.

‘What?’ Adelaide whispers.

‘It’s meant I haven’t been able to accept any offers of rescue or merger from larger businesses.’

‘And how many offers have you had?’

‘Only one, but it was a big company, Olivier and Sons, the freight shippers.’

Adelaide pulls the pup higher onto her lap.

‘But how did this happen in the first place?’ Adelaide’s blood still simmers.

‘There were multiple factors, we …’

‘Multiple factors my arse, Harold. Speak plainly.’

Harold gapes again and it’s all Adelaide can do not to reach over and wrench it shut.

When her brother-in-law speaks, his voice is stiff.

‘The war made things difficult. And …’

‘And?’ Adelaide knows there’s something else he’s keeping from her. Harold’s eye always twitches when he’s lying. She hasn’t forgotten.

Harold looks away, down at the seal pup still nestled in her lap. The pup barks.

‘About two years ago, I borrowed some money.’

Adelaide closes her eyes.

‘How much?’

‘Fifteen thousand pounds,’ he says, defeated. ‘I had to. If I hadn’t we would have already lost the house. I thought I could buy more time. I truly believed we would come out the other side, that the dories would prevail. But the world moved on.’ Harold breaks eye contact and Adelaide is shocked and infuriated that tears have begun to spill down his ruddy cheeks.

‘Oh, you foolish, foolish man,’ Adelaide says, and now she’s crying too. Harold is an infuriating, tiresome bore. But he loves her sister. They were friends once.

‘Why didn’t you think to talk to Agatha, someone?’

‘She’s the housekeeper.’

Adelaide’s anger returns bright and boiling.

‘She’s far more than that and you know it.’

Harold nods, knowing better than to argue.

‘I wanted to be a good husband. I wanted to take care of her. I failed her once, I couldn’t bear to do it again, to let Clara down after everything she …’

Adelaide nods, trying to soften her expression. Her anger has petered out. She’s still furious with him, but the anger has become something different, something capable of transformation. The pup sneezes, thawing the tension a fraction of a degree.

‘Why don’t you come closer?’ Adelaide says. ‘Here, give me your hand.’


CHAPTER 27

May 1924

Adelaide sits under the elm trees with Ettie’s diary open on her lap. She’s just over halfway through and her grandmother’s entries have become more and more distressing.

20th July, 1889

Last night I dreamed of the day my grandmother gave me her necklace. I feel its absence from my neck as I write this, a cold, gaping space. I saw her so clearly – long hair twisted up into a tangled bun, the grey not quite managing to overtake the brown. Her wrinkled, olive skin, and her eyes, such a dark blue as to be almost navy, deep pools full of secrets. That day, it felt as if she was giving one away. I remember her hands, steady as they unclasped the necklace from her neck, the way they brushed warm against my skin as she placed it around mine. I can’t always hear her. Why can I see but not hear her?

Adelaide shivers as she reads her grandmother’s words, and remembers the mornings Ettie would join them for breakfast looking waif-like and drained. How could she have never thought to ask why?

10th August, 1889

Alistair was unwilling to reveal much of his past when I met him and I, being so horribly in love, never thought to question it. People are entitled to their secrets, are they not? Perhaps it was because he came from a poor family and never wanted that to taint whatever wealth and position he could attain from me, from our business in Tasmania.

I thought I was clever to keep my maiden name, but all it did was ensnare me. His eagerness should have warned me. I should have pressed him about whatever scandal might have besmirched his own name such to make him accept mine so readily. Or perhaps there was something else …

My grandmother used to tell stories of another people that lived beneath the waves, a more malevolent, unpredictable kind – the fin-folk. She said that once on land, they look like ordinary men, albeit with uncanny good looks that they use to lure women away from the shore. Fin-folk are tall with dark hair and eyes, and they wear long, flowing clothing, like ribbons of seaweed. I hate to believe I’m shallow, but I was, then. Shallow and vain and unforgivably stupid. When I first met Alistair he had worn a long black coat. His eyes were green and hooded. He was the most handsome man I’ d ever laid eyes on, and he liked me, was interested in me. Oh, how foolish are the young.

Adelaide feels cold as she imagines her grandmother writing these words, so terribly alone, with this diary the one place she had to tell the truth. No wonder it had been hidden so well in the attic. Adelaide knew the fin-folk were cousins to the selkies, but far more dangerous.
 
She’s seven again, and sitting in the hallway watching the rainbow light from the stained glass of the front door’s diamond-shaped window make patterns across the carpet. The door opens, and a tall shadow looms. The long coat-tails of his suit block out the pretty lights on the hall runner.

So many memories she’s forgotten, so many she isn’t sure are really memories at all. Sometimes it’s as though Alistair is still here, watching. The walls whisper at times. Occasionally, the shadows look human. And now she has this diary, full of truths, or the ravings of a mad woman. No. Adelaide has not believed Ettie mad for a moment. She will keep reading, keep learning, keep believing, until everything makes sense.

Adelaide turns the page; this entry is dated a few weeks after the previous.

There are bruises under my eyes and around my throat that I’ve managed to partially conceal with powder. I told Agatha I’ d run into a low-hanging tree branch on my way to the cove. I’m not sure why I didn’t tell her the truth. I know she didn’t believe me. When she served Alistair’s dinner last night she had a smug look, and I wondered if she’ d spat in it.

Some days I imagine leaving in the night. Taking the girls and finding a boat to take us home to Scotland. But this is a fantasy. I have no means to buy a ticket despite the wealth that Alistair has milked from my brilliance. And he’s taken something from me beyond my name, something I cannot fathom or describe. I’ve begun to devise all manner of wicked things.

Adelaide turns the page so quickly she rips the bottom corner, but the following entry changes topic entirely. She remembers her grandmother’s hands and how they shook sometimes when Agatha passed her a letter to sign, or the way she’d blink rapidly, as if attempting to banish an apparition. She looks again at Ettie’s neat yet hurried script and wishes she could talk to her. How had the most intelligent woman Adelaide has ever known been fooled, and why had they travelled all the way across the world to come to Tasmania? She remembers Alistair and his false smiles, and shudders. Ettie’s simmering fury and what it might have led to. Her own anger against Eoan, born out of the most desperate kind of love. Adelaide thinks of all the women who conceal their true feelings, their true selves, in order to survive. She thinks of men and the worlds at their fingertips, the power that has made them arrogant and entitled and cruel. How many more women will die as a consequence of living their truth? How many will be murdered for wanting more? The wind picks up and blows a cluster of leaves onto the diary’s thin pages. Adelaide brushes them away and closes the book. She feels the smooth texture under her fingers. Beside her is another journal. A gift from Elspet before Adelaide left – a beautiful leather-bound creation, with hand-milled paper from Hoy. For your memories, or anything your heart needs to say. Adelaide hasn’t touched it since she stepped onto shore, hasn’t even unwrapped it from the cloth she swaddled it in to keep out the damp.

Fear and longing writhe in Adelaide’s stomach – two snakes coiling as one, each trying to strangle the other. Her fingers itch to write, but she’s worried about what might come. Will she reveal something about herself she’s not ready to acknowledge? The journal’s tan leather is slightly crinkled, and a thin cord secures the middle. Adelaide slowly takes hold of it, unwinding the cord. She opens to a cream expanse, imagines filling it with ink. It will become messy, sentences hiding in corners or tucked off to the side as afterthoughts alongside the normal left-to-right paragraphs. Adelaide laments the inevitable loss of this crisp, blank perfection. She finds a pen inside the pocket of her dress, touches it to the paper, but promptly removes it when the ink blots. Tomorrow.

She looks up at the sound of footsteps. Isla is wearing corduroy trousers and a thick woollen jumper. A notebook is tucked under her arm. She looks like someone about to embark on an adventure, but when Isla sits down, Adelaide can see she’s been crying.

‘I’ve been thinking more about it,’ she says. ‘I agree we should release her.’

Adelaide nods and reaches for Isla’s hand. Her own grief has been carefully packaged for storage in the warehouse of her heart, but seeing her niece’s raw sorrow now, Adelaide feels safe to begin unpicking its stitches.

‘Jack said he would come with us, but I’m not sure I want him there.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because if he sees me cry he’ll want to comfort me and I think that would make it worse.’

Adelaide nods.

‘Your mother wants to finalise the orders for the solstice ball,’ Adelaide says. ‘That should be a welcome distraction from all of this.’

Isla nods absently. ‘Would you want Eoan back, if it were possible?’ she says.

Adelaide’s chest tightens as she thinks of a reply.

‘You hardly talk about him,’ Isla says.

Adelaide picks at the grass by her side. ‘I never got my happily-ever-after. I’m not sure they exist anyway.’ Adelaide carefully slides Ettie’s diary into her skirt pocket while Isla isn’t looking. Now is not the time to burden her with these unfolding secrets. ‘And I don’t know the answer to your question, Isla. My mind won’t allow me to imagine.’

‘I overheard men talking about someone who sounded like Eoan once, when I was waiting for Father outside the boatsheds,’ Isla says. ‘They said he had an uncanny knack for fishing, that they’ve never hauled as many as when he was part of their crew. Is that true?’

‘It is,’ Adelaide says. ‘Eoan was … different. People liked him, but I think they were scared of him too.’

‘I’d like to hear more, if you can,’ Isla says.

‘We were drawn to one another,’ Adelaide says.

‘Where did he come from?’

‘He claimed a country town outside of Sydney, though I found it hard to believe. Eoan had the sea in his soul. Someone like that must surely have lived by it always.’

‘Why would he lie?’

‘He liked the element of mystery. He liked that people talked about him. I don’t think I ever fully trusted him, if I’m honest with myself.’

Isla is quiet.

‘One day he didn’t come home. I was so angry with him. But now I wonder if he was quite of this world. I don’t think he was capable of love the way we are, and I don’t say that as an excuse to ease the pain. He stole my skin, my self. I felt hollow without him and that made me furious. How dare he take who I was and return it to me warped and broken? And even then, I still loved him.’

‘We can’t help what we feel,’ Isla says.

‘No. But I’m grateful. Eoan made me realise how strong I was. He taught me I could survive anything. I know now that, despite what happened, I was only grieving.’

‘It was unforgivable, our family sending you away,’ Isla says.

‘I thought so at the time, but it was what I needed.’

Isla plucks a daisy from the patch between them, and spins the stem between her thumb and forefinger.

‘We all have a well inside us, full of strength we can tap into when we need it, Isla. I think your mother has one of the deepest.’

‘Mother? But she never talks about anything important.’

‘Exactly. On Orkney, I had Elspet to confide in, to guide me. Clara had to find her own ways to survive.’

Isla is quiet for a long time before she speaks.

‘I think it’s easier for you to forgive her. You’ve had the benefit of distance. I’m not trying to complain, but it’s not easy.’

‘I know.’

‘She won’t be home tonight. She said she was going to her friend Mabel’s for dinner.’

‘Does Mabel ever come here?’

‘Sometimes. She talks too much, but she’s the most genuine of Mother’s friends.’

Adelaide laughs. ‘Thanks for the warning.’

It’s the fourteenth of May. Today they will return the pup to the sea, and Adelaide is already grieving. Sometimes she thinks she’s been grieving since the day she found her on the beach. It’s the right decision, even if the thought of watching the pup swim away is making it difficult to breathe. Maybe it won’t … This is what Adelaide clings to even though she knows it is what the pup needs to do. It’s one of life’s great cruelties, how quickly you become accustomed to things before everything changes.

They bring the pup down to the beach in the wheelbarrow just before dusk. The little thing weighs almost fifty pounds now, but Adelaide had cradled the pup as if it hadn’t grown at all in the six weeks they’ve had her, before placing her in the wheelbarrow. The seal had rested its head on her shoulder. Adelaide looks out towards the cliffs of the cove. The evening is cold and the cove deserted. The rock face is in shadow and shrouded in a fine sea mist from the constant crashing of waves below. She wishes she were standing on that precipice, far from here and the task before them.

Adelaide lowers the pup. The seal raises its shining eyes to theirs and lets out a hoarse little bark. Clara kneels beside her sister and puts an arm around her shoulder. Adelaide strokes the seal’s head and down its back and it shimmies with pleasure.

‘I don’t think I can,’ she says.

‘She belongs in the ocean,’ Isla says. Adelaide nods and lifts the pup onto her lap. It looks content to stay there.

‘What if she thinks we’re abandoning her?’

None of them have an answer. Adelaide stands and carries the seal to the tideline. The evening sky is saturated in shades of salmon and blood orange. When Adelaide sets the seal down in the shallows, it splashes its flippers and jerks forward on its belly. It breathes in and its nostrils expand and contract like the mouths of shellfish.

‘I think she remembers,’ Isla says.

Two mothers and one daughter watch as the pup reacquaints itself with the water. It swims a little further away and ducks its head under before breaching the surface in a triumphant spray, and Adelaide feels a surge of guilt for keeping it with them for so long. The pup watches the women on the shore, their arms tightly linked now, and understands that this is goodbye. It swims back, where it floats before them in the shallows and watches them.

‘We’ll see it again,’ Isla says and Adelaide lets herself believe it.

‘Yes.’

‘I know we will,’ Clara says, more firmly than her daughter. The pup submerges once more and disappears for a long minute before popping up near the rocks by the sea arch. It circles the area, and Adelaide can imagine the pup mapping it in memory, saving it for its journey back when it’s grown. And then there is another shape beside it, a larger form that nudges the younger seal away from the caves and towards the open water.

‘Do you see that?’ Adelaide points towards the older seal. ‘She’s not alone.’

Clara follows her sister’s gaze and smiles when she sees them.

‘She looks strong,’ Clara says. ‘She’s grown so much since we found her.’

‘Do you think the other seals will accept her? She’s been on land, with us, for so long,’ Isla says.

‘I know they will,’ Adelaide says.

‘How?’ Isla is trying to blink away the shine in her eyes.

‘Because she’s one of them. She belongs in the sea.’

Adelaide turns back to the water. She can’t see the guardian seal, but she knows it’s there, probably swimming beneath her daughter, quietly guiding her through the currents.

Clara has been quiet since they said goodbye to the pup. Adelaide thinks of how tightly Clara had gripped her arm as they’d watched the seal swim out to sea, tighter still when Isla announced she’d stay a while and go for a swim. Clara had insisted on waiting for her daughter, much to Isla’s irritation. Isla had swum around the corner of the sea arch, out of view, and stayed in longer than she likely would have otherwise.

When they’d arrived back at the house, Isla had gone straight to her room.

‘The seal pup was helping her,’ Clara says now as they sit by the fire in the parlour. ‘She’s seemed less lost, more grounded, these last weeks, hasn’t she?’

Adelaide nods.

‘She was going swimming less frequently because she had the pup to care for, and then as soon as we release her, in she goes,’ Clara says, her eyes pained. ‘I’m terrified she’s going to start her wandering again, Adelaide.’

‘I think the best thing you can do for Isla is to let her go. Show her that you’re here if she needs you, but don’t smother her, Clara. She just needs time.’

They fall silent as Isla enters the room, a towel wrapped around her damp hair. Adelaide watches the way Clara looks at Isla, as if she’s a puzzle she’s determined to solve but never quite manages to.

‘Are you warm enough, Isla?’ she says. ‘You look a little pale.’

‘I’m fine, Mother.’

‘Why don’t you come and sit closer to the fire rather than all the way over in the corner?’

‘I’ll come and stand by you, if it’ll make you feel better,’ Isla says, ‘but I don’t feel like sitting.’

Clara frowns but doesn’t push. Adelaide watches mother and daughter together. In both appearance and temperament, they couldn’t be more different, but you can tell they’re related. It’s the determination in their eyes, Adelaide thinks, the rigid line their mouths make when they’re mulling over a problem.

And then Adelaide remembers the night her sister did the unthinkable. The night everything changed.

At first she’d thought Clara might have been trying to bathe Isla, as she saw the way she’d held her, one hand cupped under her head and the other supporting her body. But why there? In the near dark with the chill already beginning to gather, when Clara hadn’t come to the cove since their mother’s death. But there she’d been, crouched by the tideline with Isla bundled in her arms.

She’d gone to call out to her sister, but Agatha had squeezed her hand with just enough pressure to say, wait. So they had, and Adelaide watched as Clara laid Isla on the hard, wet sand and unwrapped her swaddling. Isla had cried as the cold air brushed against her. Her wailing continued as Clara picked her up and held Isla in front of her, peering at her child as if she was trying to work out how she’d come to be. She’d turned the screaming Isla this way and that before placing the baby in her lap where the waves, growing bigger, were lapping at her skirts and kissing Isla’s toes.

Clara had looked out to sea before hitching Isla over her shoulder and whispering something in her ear. Isla had stopped crying then and in the silence Adelaide could hear a low, familiar humming. Agatha had started running just as Clara placed Isla face down in the water as if she were a piece of seaweed. Agatha had struggled to wrest Isla back out of Clara’s arms.

‘She’s not mine!’ she’d screamed at them as Adelaide had wrapped her arms around her sister and tried to calm her.

‘She belongs to the sea. Look at her eyes, how dark they are. Look at her hands, can’t you see that they’re webbed? My true child is out there, trapped and alone.’

Clara had begun to keen with a raw, unbearable grief. And Adelaide knew then that no-one but she and Agatha would ever understand what her sister thought was the truth. She’d always believed Clara oblivious to the seals, but she should have known better how good her sister was at pretending. The guilt had hit her like an avalanche, slowly, then all at once. She saw her sister every day. How could she not have noticed that she was only going through the motions of motherhood without any lightness in her steps? She’d thought it was fatigue. Had allowed herself to believe it because Eoan, his absence, the absence of their baby, occupied her every thought.

Agatha had handed Adelaide a whimpering Isla, whom she’d wrapped tightly in her shawl and tucked inside her coat. She’d watched Clara stare at the sea, face so pale her blonde hair was almost invisible, like it didn’t belong to her, as if it were a wig clumsily affixed. Her eyes were wide and vacant. Adelaide remembers wishing she’d keep ranting. Any reaction was better than this emptiness. Clara had let Agatha help her to her feet and lead her back to the house, but Adelaide had stayed a while on the shore, settling Isla until she fell asleep, damp and shivering against her breast.

She remembers how she’d tuned into Isla’s breathing, tried to make her own fall into the same soothing rhythm, and how she’d promised herself in that moment, that whatever happened next, however her sister could or couldn’t be helped, she would make sure Isla knew how much she was loved.


ETTIE

1889

Ettie rests her hand on the cool brass knob of her granddaughters’ bedroom, but she does not open it. She has promised to tell them the next part of the story tonight, promised herself she would pass on this tale to all of her blood, although now she wonders if that was wise.

She’s been wondering about many things these past weeks, her thoughts tumbling, dark and tangled like the forests of bull kelp she used to swim through. She wishes Alistair hadn’t overheard the previous telling. This feels too close to her own bleak musings. She doesn’t want to scare her granddaughters, but neither does she want them to make the same mistakes as so many before them. Her one wish is for them to grow up knowing their worth, understanding the power inside them that can never be taken unless they allow it to be. That the bond of sisterhood between women is the most important thing there is.

Ettie opens the door.

‘When Orlena had placed the sealskin necklace around her neck, her sisters and the circumstances of her son’s birth came back to her in fragments until she once again knew who she was. Each morning, Orlena woke beside the chief, filled with a fury she knew she soon would not be able to contain. She looked at his weathered face, which no longer seemed ruggedly handsome but harsh and salt-stained. She longed to tear the skin from his bones, rip out his hair and burn it in the fire, smell it fizzling away to nothing. But then she’d look at her son in the cot beside them, and her rage would dampen to a simmer. She had to be clever.

‘A part of Orlena had always known where the chief had hidden her skin, but without her memories she was unable to understand why she was drawn to the space behind the wardrobe, why the seeping smell of brine and ocean currents brought her to tears every time she passed. Now she knew.

‘Orlena waited until the chief was far away offshore before she pulled her pelt free of the sack he’d stuffed it in. The feel of it under her fingers, smooth as velvet, stronger than leather, made her want to weep. It was as if she’d sunk into the ocean’s depths, and was once again now fully herself after living a pale shadow of a life.’

‘How could he do that to her?’ Adelaide asks, breaking the spell of the words. Clara looks crossly at her sister, afraid their grandmother will end the tale.

‘Simple selfishness,’ Ettie says. ‘He decided he needed Orlena, and that his desires mattered more than hers. Never underestimate how good people are at convincing themselves their ugly decisions are justified. Every time the chief saw Orlena’s tears, he told himself they were not his doing. Women cried, it was natural. Every time she asked him where her family was, he replied that he was the only one she needed.’

Adelaide doesn’t know what to say. Was every man capable of such heartlessness?

‘What did she do next?’ Clara says.

‘Orlena almost put it on and stole away right then, but her child cried out for milk and her heart broke at how easily she’d forgotten him. Orlena laid her sealskin on the bed and picked up the boy. He was a part of her just as her pelt was; surely the two could merge into one? So Orlena wrapped her little boy in the fur until only his eyes and nose peeked from beneath. She closed her own and imagined them swimming side by side in the deep. She would teach him the ways of her people and keep him safe from those who would judge the human parts of him, introduce him to her sisters and together they would build a life.

‘But when she opened her eyes her baby had not transformed. His skin was as pink and bright as always. He gurgled and jerked a chubby arm free of the wrapping, and Orlena felt the slow, rising panic of someone running out of choices.

‘Orlena thought of the locket still resting at her breast. She opened the clasp and let the bit of sealskin fall into her open palm. This tiny fragment had restored her memories, herself, perhaps it could change her boy. Carefully, she opened his mouth and placed the piece inside. He screwed his face up and made to spit it out but she pushed her fingers quickly past his lips and rubbed the base of his neck until he swallowed. He bawled then. Screamed his tiny human lungs out until he started coughing and still he wasn’t changed. Maybe it takes a while, Orlena thought as she hugged him to her chest, rocking until his cries subsided and her own tears made silent tracks down her cheeks. The front door banged shut. Heart in her throat, Orlena laid her baby back in his cradle and bundled her skin back into the wardrobe. The chief came in just as she closed the door.

‘“You look unwell, my love,” he said, coming towards her. Orlena closed her eyes as he held a hand to her forehead, and tried not to recoil.

‘“Our boy was restless this morning. I’m tired, that is all.” Orlena made herself smile.

‘“You are such a caring mother. When he’s old enough I will teach him how to hunt and he’ll come away with me to work and leave you here in peace.”

‘She almost gagged at the thought. That night, when the chief was drinking late with his fellows, Orlena went to the beach, her baby swaddled to her breast, and sung a song of her clan, a powerful, carrying melody, calling out to her sisters.’

Adelaide and Clara are frozen on the bed, still lost in the tale, unaware as yet that Ettie has finished for tonight. Ettie reaches across and squeezes Clara’s knee, and her granddaughter jumps.

‘They came back for her, didn’t they?’ Adelaide says.

Ettie smiles as reassuringly as she can.

‘Selkies always find their own.’


Clara

[image: image]

What is a selkie’s skin? Of what is it made? A selkie’s skin is protection, but it’s also a cloak that can be used to hide oneself, to cover a heart that’s been hurt. A skin can be shed and altered beyond recognition. A skin can be lost.

Some nights, Clara dreams of a skin that’s both hers and not. Some nights too she wakes in her own bed, but her feet are wet and there’s sand and shells on her sheets. Some nights, she’s not afraid.


CHAPTER 28

May 1924

Clara sits in her room, a guest list for the solstice ball resting in her lap, unchecked. It’s early morning, but Harold has already left for the office. She doesn’t know how to talk to her husband anymore. They haven’t shared the same bed since she returned from Willow Court. That was years ago. The doctors had suggested transitioning slowly back to married life, but even when Clara recovered, neither of them returned to the way things had been. She blames herself. If she’d been normal, if she’d been stronger, maybe it would have been different. The breeze from the open window stirs her unbound hair and she closes her eyes and smells the sea on the breeze.

For one whole, fat, delicious minute, Clara lets herself remember who she was, before. Before her life collapsed while one part of her watched, helpless to stop it, and the other encouraged the foundations to crumble. She breathes in and imagines a different woman, a different life. She sees herself at the cove, bare feet digging into the sand, and the desire to be in the water, have it slink over her skin in a million caresses, rough and gentle all at once, is almost too much to bear.

Clara allows herself this one minute of wanting, and then she stops herself, and she forces her mind back to the real world. To things that are solid and tangible, things that matter. There’s no room for dreams anymore. Clara has allowed herself this one minute almost every morning since she came home from that place. She’s never told anyone. Never thought she would until her sister came back. She hadn’t known how to be around Adelaide when she’d come through the door after all those years. She cringes as she remembers how she’d behaved – ditherish and overly cheery. You fooled no-one.

If she’s honest with herself, it was the shame more than anything that gnawed at her. Or worse: the war between guilt and the belief that everything she’d ever said, ever done, was justified. They used to understand each other, were as close as any two people could be, but nothing was the same after Adelaide met Eoan. Everything changed after the babies that were lost to them both.

She wonders what would happen if she spoke to Harold about what it was like for her in Willow Court. Would he listen, or would the guilt be too much for him?

Willow Court isn’t the worst of the institutions in Tasmania, especially the Ladies Cottage for those who can pay. Some of the nurses had been kind, but it was a place that sucked the soul from you. The longer you stayed, trapped in your room, the less likely you were to leave with any scrap of yourself. Clara had learned quickly that if she was ever going to be released, she had to pretend. She’d learned to say the things the doctors wanted to hear while her mind tumbled through thoughts of her stolen child, lost and crying, almost drumming out the other patients.

When she thinks of the conversations she and Harold have shared over the past twenty years, nothing consequential comes to mind. They talk about small things, like whether or not they should repaint the dining room. Never his work or what either of them are truly feeling. She remembers the way he was the day she came back, so tightly held and fearful it was as if he’d forgotten who he was as much as she had herself. Clara tries to distract herself, but the memory invades her consciousness until all she can see is that day.

She glimpses the house as the car rounds the corner. It looks just the same, and Clara wonders why she thought her absence would have rendered it somehow changed. Silly, to imagine their home might have missed her and behaved accordingly, dropped a shingle or two, shed some paint. She had expected Harold to be waiting on the drive, but it’s Adelaide and Agatha who greet her. Isla, one and a half now, is tucked against Adelaide’s hip. The sight of them together, the picture of mother-daughter bliss, makes Clara’s breath catch. But she has no right. She’s been absent for seventeen months.

Adelaide smiles and she looks content. Part of Clara had hoped that Adelaide would struggle at playing surrogate mother, that Isla would reject her and they would be able to commiserate together on the impossibility of it all. Instead, her sister has found another place she fits just right.

‘Welcome home,’ Adelaide says as Clara steps out of the car.

Isla even looks like Adelaide. So much more so than her. Adelaide leans over to kiss Clara on the cheek, and Isla is momentarily sandwiched between them. Clara feels her warm body, soft and pliable and foreign. Adelaide steps back and passes Isla to her. Clara takes her baby and she feels strange to hold. She’s out of practice, she tells herself, but Isla squirms and whimpers, and Clara knows her own daughter doesn’t want her, doesn’t need her like she now needs Adelaide. She hands the grizzling baby back to her sister, who looks apologetic.

‘She’ll get used to you, don’t worry.’

Clara wishes her sister wouldn’t try so hard to be kind.

Inside, it’s warm, all the fires lit and blazing.

‘Where’s Harold?’ Clara doesn’t miss the look that passes between Adelaide and Agatha.

‘He’ll be around shortly,’ Agatha says.

When Harold does join them, he looks at his wife with a kind of fear, and Clara wants to grab his shoulders and shake him. She is still herself. She’s fought so hard to stop the madness, has clawed her way back so she can be here with him now, with the baby she’s convinced herself she can love. And he can’t even hold her – can barely bring himself to look at her. There’s so little left of the charming man who had spun her around the dance floor, so quick to smile and ever optimistic. He walks to where she sits, and places a small, chaste kiss on her cheek.

‘Welcome home,’ he says, in a voice she’s never heard before. A voice that sounds like he’s given up on the life they’d dreamed of.

‘Why don’t you take Isla?’ Agatha says, and tries to hand her to Harold, but he shakes his head, almost backing away, as if he wants to be anywhere but here, in this room with the baby his wife hadn’t wanted.

Clara remembers how excited he’d been, how his face had lit up when they’d talked about naming her, about who she’d take after more. Now he wants no part in his daughter’s life, almost as if he blames Isla for robbing his wife of her sanity. Clara wants to slap him. It is she and she alone who is to blame for any stolen joy.

‘I’ll take her,’ she says, and Agatha passes Isla into her arms. Clara looks at Isla, into her big blue eyes, lighter now than when she’d first held her, and remembers the night she’d almost given her away. She holds Isla tight and fights a shudder as she hears the distant roaring of waves.

She will never again let the ocean inside her.

There’s a knock on the door. Clara is good at gathering herself. She transforms her face into an expression of calm assurance.

It’s Adelaide. Her sister stands on the threshold, hesitant.

‘You can come in,’ Clara says.

Adelaide sits on the edge of Clara’s unmade bed. Months ago, this might have irritated her, but now Clara doesn’t mind. Once again they are sisters who sneak into each other’s rooms when the darkness feels too close. When she was younger, the most frightening thing about the dark was the monsters that might devour her with teeth and claws and weird, warped bodies. Now Clara knows there are worse things than monsters.

Sometimes the demon is you.

‘I had a dream about her,’ Adelaide says.

‘What happened?’ She wishes she could dream about the pup too. Grief still swells in her chest every time she thinks of its little body wriggling in her arms.

‘I’m not sure anymore. It’s faded so fast.’

When they’d brought the seal home Adelaide had acted like she’d known it all her life. Clara will never forget the look in her sister’s eyes when she heard it calling – a raw, commanding hope that only intensified when she held the pup. As she watched her sister pour all her love into the lost creature, Clara wished she’d fought harder to talk to Adelaide about Moira. And she’d wished she didn’t understand.

The seal pup was certainly easy to adore, with its big eyes and playful nature. But there was something strange about this magnetism, how quickly they were all unable to imagine life without it. Not strange, actually, fitting, what with their family history. Clara had thought she’d made herself immune to it all, until the pup appeared. She remembers the night she’d taken her to the cove in the wee hours. Clara couldn’t sleep, and had gone down to the kitchen for a glass of water when she’d heard the little seal mewling.

She needed saltwater. Clara knew it in the instinctual way mothers are supposed to understand things about their children, a heart-knowing she hadn’t expected to experience. Clara hadn’t hesitated. She’d wrapped the pup in an oilskin jacket and carried her down to the beach.

Clara lets herself remember the feel of the pup’s pelt as she lowered her into the sea, soft and smooth, slightly rubbery; it had been impossible to remain on the shore while listening to its splashing and joy-filled barks. She’d hitched up her skirts and paddled with the pup, and in this one perfect moment Clara had felt more spiritual connection than in any church service. She’d wondered how it was possible for her body to hold the magnitude of her feelings – the desperate, aching quality of her love she knew stemmed from grief. Because Clara knows better than most that grief is really love, that there is never one without the other.

She’d known Adelaide had followed her, had realised it just before the bushy track ended and the beach began. It was her sister’s footsteps that gave her away, their particular tread, incapable of being completely silent. She hadn’t realised how deeply ingrained the sound of Adelaide’s body moving through the world still was. Part of Clara was glad. It meant Adelaide could see how much the pup meant to her without her ever having to say.

But Clara is determined not to let the pup’s loss ruin everything she’s worked so hard at. She will not falter again.

‘It will get easier,’ Clara says, looking again at her sister.

‘Will it?’

‘Grief is something you learn to live with. You should know that by now.’

‘I don’t think easier is the right word,’ Adelaide says.

‘You should find something to distract yourself with. I’ve been writing a guest list for the solstice party. It’s less than two months away. Is there anyone you’d like me to add?’

Adelaide snorts.

‘Alright then, what about arranging the decorating? You were always more artistic than me.’

‘If you’d like me to.’

‘I would.’

Clara means it. Part of her is frightened Adelaide will sink inside herself like last time, going beyond her reach. Ever since they released the pup it feels like they’re treading on thin ice, as if one wrong turn will crumble the relative peace the three of them have found. Or the two of them. Clara isn’t sure she can include her daughter. Isla is still mostly distant and reserved with her. She hasn’t confided her feelings since she was a child, but Clara suspects something is bothering Isla, something big. Isla has a look of such deep concentration she’s hesitant to break it, but at the same time, she does want to. She wants to grab Isla and promise that this time, she’ll listen. Unlike Harold, who never seems to hear her. He loved her once, and she knows he wants what’s best for their family, even if that’s actually more damaging. Clara understands what it’s like to believe you know better. That’s the problem with this family, she thinks, stubbornness runs deep.

Clara stands at the sink, waiting for it to fill so she can soak the dishes. She’d offered to help Agatha this morning because she’d felt like there was a lead weight around her neck ever since her conversation with Adelaide. It was as if the pup’s whiskers were brushing ghost-like against her cheeks. Caring for the seal had given Clara permission to connect with this most secret part of herself. When she was with the pup, she didn’t have to hide, she could have more than one minute, no matter who was watching. Her love for the ocean in these moments was logical, expected. And now she’s gone, and Clara’s old skin feels tight and poorly made. Perhaps it never fitted properly in the first place, perhaps it was always meant to be shed. Clara can’t bear to speak to anyone and pretend everything is normal as she usually does. Not today.

Maybe she’s reached her limit.

When Clara turns off the tap, silence blankets the room. She dips her hands into the suds and the cold is shocking. She’s neglected to add any hot. Her breath hitches in her chest and her fingers are instantly numb. And then she’s eight years old again, surrounded by the ocean.

The day is scorching and the lapping waves, cool and insistent, are welcome against her legs, still gritty with sand. Clara wades deeper. Ettie has been teaching her how to swim. She lets her feet float free of the bottom, treads water and moves her arms in slow circles the way she’s been taught. She’s really swimming. Excited, she kicks further, flipping onto her back and spreading her arms like the dead starfish she likes to examine while beachcombing. Clara looks up into the blue sky and squints against the sun’s brilliance. Gulls caw above and, distantly, she hears her name being called. Clara closes her eyes and breathes in salt and life.

Something brushes against her leg. Something smooth and firm. She freezes. Her arms lose their rhythm, and she slips under. Clara kicks and drags her head to the surface, but there it is again, whatever it is, swimming beneath her, touching her. Panic spreads like hoarfrost through her veins. It crackles as it travels up her spine, freezing it. Clara cannot get enough air in and she can feel the creature creating currents as if it were a whirlpool trying to suck her into the depths. But Clara is making her own whirlpool. Panic is a possessive emotion. Clara’s legs cease kicking, her arms slacken and her head falls back into the indifferent ocean.

Clara never could manage to open her eyes underwater. The salt made them sting and all she saw was a bleary mess of shapes and debris. Now, as she sinks, she can see clearly. All around her is blue, the colour of Ettie’s aquamarine engagement ring, with shades of green and golden light shot through. Her panic eases. But then a face blocks her vision. Dark eyes, whiskers. Clara gasps and swallows a lungful of water. It sits in her chest and burns. She tries to kick away but the creature swims around her, blocking all exits. And then Clara realises what she’s looking at. A seal, or, perhaps, a selkie. She relaxes as she remembers Ettie’s story. Clara reaches towards the seal’s nose, and it bumps her hand playfully. Then strong fingers are grasping for her, and the seal is swimming away, and Clara, her need for breath urgent, clutches the arms wrapped around her waist and kicks towards the surface.

Clara shivers as she rises from the memory. It’s lived inside her all these years, that day – the wonder and the fear. She’d sink inside the moment more than she’d care to, certainly more than she’d ever admit. Clara grips the sink and hopes for a pipe to burst, anything to help her focus, to get her head out of the past and into the now.

Planning, organising, making social calls, these have been her saviours. She finds comfort in the mundane meticulousness of lists, of ticking and crossing off and making decisions. She loves the power her pen wields in determining who will receive an invitation, and who will be snubbed in retaliation for previous slights. And she loves the decorating. It’s so easy to forget yesterday and all its snares when you’re setting the dining table for thirty people and choosing gleaming new silverware, the pattern of the tablecloth, the centrepiece, not too grand as to be vulgar but never simple. Clara knows that Agatha does not care for undue fuss, but she will work beside her, advising her on the menus nonetheless, and Clara is always grateful for the old woman’s practical and reassuring company.

Yet Clara can smell the sea despite the lack of open windows. The scent carries an uncontrolled wildness, a terrifying longing. She will not follow. She will not weaken. She will be the strong one, even if it means her daughter loves her less.

* * *

The kitchen smells like the inside of a bakery – sweet and buttery and comforting.

‘You could come with me?’ Adelaide says, pausing in the doorway where Clara is attempting to copy a recipe for royal icing, in practice for the solstice party.

‘I’m fine here, but thank you,’ she says. Adelaide often tries to get Clara to accompany her to the cove. Her response is always the same. If it were her asking, she would have given up long ago, but her sister has always been stubborn.

‘Alright, then …’ but Adelaide makes no move to leave.

Clara crosses out two cups of sugar and writes three in her recipe journal.

‘I know you think Isla wants space, Clara. But I think, if you tried, she would talk to you.’

‘Has she said something?’

‘No, but I …’

‘I can judge whether my daughter wants to speak to me, Adelaide.’ She’s annoyed at herself for snapping. At Adelaide for poking her finger into the wound.

Her sister looks away, embarrassed.

‘Isla and I are so different.’ Clara takes a breath, steadies herself. ‘I think it’s best I leave any heart-to-hearts to you.’

‘You’re her mother, Clara.’

And she wants to cry, then. She is her mother, but for so long hasn’t felt like it. She hasn’t believed either Isla or Adelaide thought of her that way.

‘Can she hear it, the song?’ Clara says.

‘Yes.’

‘But it’s stopped for you.’

Her sister’s lips part. ‘How do you know that?’

‘Because you’re unhappy, and not just because of the past. You’re missing something.’

Adelaide smiles sadly. ‘I know you’ve heard it before, Clara, even though you pretend otherwise.’

Clara wants to wrap her fingers around Adelaide’s throat, but it’s too late, she’s back there, kneeling in the shallows, the cold sand against her knees and the ice of the water lapping at her skirts, doing the unthinkable, the song eerie and seductive in her ears.

‘What am I supposed to tell Isla? That there’s nothing wrong with hearing that song? That all she has to do is swim with the seals every day and her dreams will stop? I don’t want her getting swept up in this. She deserves a normal life, for God’s sake.’

‘What is normal, Clara? Getting married? Having children? Living a life so respectable you lose any inkling of what really brings you joy?’

‘Isla has dreams,’ Clara says tightly. ‘And they do not involve the ocean.’

But what of her sleepwalking? The times Clara has found her daughter pale and dazed at the bottom of the garden … It hasn’t happened again, as far as she’s aware, but it terrifies her, the thought of Isla hiding these dreams, becoming convinced they’re real. And what of Oxford? Does she still wish to go? Her daughter has not mentioned in months the plans she’d been so passionate and determined about earlier this year. Perhaps it’s her fault. She thinks of how angry she’d been when she’d found the acceptance letter. She had not admitted to herself then that her anger came from recognising Isla was not planning to tell her until she’d all but packed her bags.

‘I think you’ve become very good at ignoring what’s right in front of you,’ Adelaide says. ‘You need to let your heart open up again. It knows more than your mind ever will. You can’t ignore something that’s part of you. The ocean is in your veins, Clara, in your skin, just as it’s in mine, and in Isla’s.’

Clara’s face slackens with shock before she feels it morph into a snarl of rage. Her hands want to become fists but instead she flattens them against the tops of her thighs and presses down hard.

‘Where was your talk of skin when I needed to know I belonged? Why are you telling me this now? I’m not like you, Adelaide. I never have been. I can’t slip into a place as easily as shrugging on a coat and feel as if it’s mine. I don’t know who I am, or where I fit, and no-one, not even you or Ettie, has ever offered me a place.’

Adelaide, still standing in the doorway, crosses the threshold and approaches her sister.

‘With Isla it was so much worse. I came home and there you were again, slipping into a space that should have been mine, as if you’d been born to take my place.’

‘Clara, I …’

‘No, let me finish. I understand now why your bond with Isla grew strong, and I’m grateful you were there for her, though it hurts. But I need you to acknowledge your privilege, your freedom, Adelaide. You and Ettie shared something I never understood, however I longed to … and I didn’t resent that relationship. But always it seemed you were discovering places, people to call home, to belong to, even if some were to your detriment.’ Eoan’s name hangs heavy in the space between them. ‘And here I stay, always within the confines of our family, doing my duty, always wishing I was a little more like you, able to abandon responsibility for the sake of my own happiness. Don’t you think I’ve wished for more?’

Adelaide takes another step towards her sister.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says.

‘I don’t want you to apologise, I want you to acknowledge that you should have seen me. You’re my sister, you’re supposed to know me. You did, once.’

‘Like you saw me?’ Adelaide says quietly. ‘Like you trusted me? You let your husband decide what I was entitled to, decide the trajectory of my life.’

Clara had thought they’d resolved the issue of the will, but these wounds are too deep to relinquish their poison easily.

‘I tried, Adelaide. Maybe it didn’t work because anything I thought to do wasn’t enough.’

Tears make steady tracks down her sister’s cheeks. Adelaide makes no effort to wipe them away. Clara opens her mouth but finds nothing will come. Nothing that will help.

Adelaide rubs her forehead and visibly pulls herself together. They both look up as footsteps sound above. They hear the rich timbre of Agatha’s voice as she sings to herself.

‘We should get out of Agatha’s space,’ Adelaide says, walking past her. Clara stares at the sugary mess on the table until her eyes swim. She’s trying, she’s doing her best, but Clara wonders whether this is entirely true. Maybe her best does not suffice. Maybe it never will. Maybe it would be better if she went away for a while. Again.


CHAPTER 29

Clara riffles through Woman’s Life studying the latest fashions as one would a map, hoping to find the comfort she normally can within its pages. Isla comes in, hair wet and dripping onto the collar of her blouse.

‘Do you never dry yourself?’

Isla ignores her and looks over her shoulder at the magazine. Clara twists to peer at her daughter, catching her frown.

‘I thought you were excited about the party?’

‘Mmm, I just don’t think all this fuss is necessary. I’m sure the Orcadians never worried about what to wear, and Adelaide thinks the celebrations should be authentic.’

‘Isla, I know I agreed to accommodate some of your aunt’s suggestions, but this is my ball. It’s something I’ve been hoping to plan for years, and I am in charge.’

Isla smirks. ‘Fair enough.’

‘What’s wrong?’ Isla isn’t telling her something. Clara watches her daughter struggle to find a reply.

‘Father told me not to tell you, but I think you should know.’ She brushes something from her cheek as she says it.

Clara nods, her throat tight, and Isla takes a breath.

‘The business isn’t doing well. Apparently customers have lost faith in the fishing boat industry.’

Clara stiffens. She’s long guessed there were things amiss, and the business is the most likely cause, but her husband’s silence still smarts.

‘He said he didn’t want you to worry.’ Isla looks like she wants to sink through the floor.

‘I’m his wife. It’s my job to share life’s burdens. How long have you known?’

‘Months.’

Clara closes her eyes. Anger flushes her cheeks. She swallows the toxic lump growing in her throat.

‘Thank you for letting me know,’ she says.

Isla has that guilty look she always wore as a child when she wasn’t sure she’d done the correct thing.

‘It didn’t feel right, you not knowing. He’ll be angry with me,’ Isla says.

‘I’ll say I sensed something was wrong.’ If Clara is honest with herself, she’s been too preoccupied with Adelaide’s arrival and her daughter’s forays into the sea to confront Harold earlier, but she should have.

‘No, don’t lie to him.’

Clara looks at Isla’s determined expression, her serious grey-blue eyes. She’s grown up quietly and with such grace Clara has barely noticed, but it feels now as if she is the child being counselled.

‘You’re right, darling,’ she says, and winces as Isla’s eyes widen. ‘I’ll talk to him tonight.’

It’s six o’clock and Harold still isn’t home. They’ve started eating. Clara stabs a piece of steamed broccoli but makes no move to eat it. She had planned to confront him before dinner, so he’d have this time to process her newfound knowledge in a neutral environment. Then, afterwards, they could discuss it in a civilised manner alone in the sitting room, perhaps with a glass of port. But that’s not going to happen. She’s sick of waiting for him, and she’s not prepared to delay until tomorrow night.

‘Agatha?’

The old woman meets her eyes.

‘I’m going to have to drive into town. There’s something I need to discuss with Harold that can’t wait.’

Isla looks like she might say something but thinks better of it. Adelaide hasn’t yet come down.

‘Michael isn’t working tonight,’ Agatha says.

‘I know. I can drive.’

‘I see. I’ll keep his dinner in the Aga then?’

‘Thank you, Agatha.’

Clara opens the Summit’s door and adjusts the seat. It’s been an age since she’s been behind the wheel. She turns the key and the engine rumbles to life. It vibrates under her feet and she tests the pedals, gripping the steering wheel in the way Ettie taught her. Clara smiles as she accelerates down the driveway.

It’s one of the happier memories she has of Ettie. She’d given her lessons on quiet roads around their house. She’d tried to teach Adelaide too, but she’d not adapted to it as Clara had. She remembers Ettie sitting in the passenger seat, explaining how everything worked – how much pressure to place on the accelerator, how to change gears and handle the steering wheel when approaching sharp corners. She felt her pride when she got it right, when she knew she’d be able to drive independently.

She’d been so eager to please Ettie, and in driving had found an easy way, a way she enjoyed. It hadn’t occurred to Clara at the time just how unusual it was to have a grandmother who could drive herself let alone be willing to teach them. Driving had given Clara such a great sense of freedom of movement. Clara understood how rare that was, and had never taken it for granted.

She parks and turns off the engine. Inside, she states her purpose to the night guard and he lets her into Harold’s building. She hasn’t been to his offices in a long time. The carpets have been changed from dark brown to a deep red, and there are different paintings on the walls. She recognises a Glover landscape, its soft lines, fine detail and subtle colour palette making her want to admire it longer.

Clara knocks on his door, hears the shuffling of papers, then footsteps. Harold’s mouth forms a perfect ‘o’ of surprise when he sees her. He steps aside to let her pass.

The walls are panelled walnut, well-lit by four leadlight sconces. His desk, a large, many-drawered piece, has been placed towards the back of the room. Papers are scattered across it, lit by a green bankers’ lamp, and Clara counts no less than three empty coffee mugs.

‘When were you going to tell me?’ she says.

‘Tell you what?’ Harold looks at her with an expression of false sincerity she’s familiar with but never thought to question.

‘That we’re about to be ruined.’

Harold blanches. ‘Who told you that?’

‘Our daughter.’

He winces.

‘Tell me everything,’ Clara says, ‘and don’t spare me the details because you think I’m too delicate to handle it. This is our future, Harold, and I am your wife, even if you might not want me to be.’

‘Of course I want you to be.’ He looks so much more wounded than Clara expected she almost believes him. ‘I’m figuring it out. You don’t have to worry.’

She fights the urge to slap him.

‘You shouldn’t have to, not all alone. Let me help you.’ The ornate grandmother clock that hangs on the wall next to the corner bookcase chimes the hour – ten o’clock.

‘I want to understand,’ Clara says. ‘How long have we been having difficulties, and what caused the troubles in the first place?’

Harold looks away from his wife, waits one beat, two.

‘It’s worse than difficulties, Clara. If something doesn’t change, we’ll lose the house.’

It’s a hackneyed expression, but Clara really does feel like the world falls from under her feet at Harold’s words. Everything tilts, and she grasps blindly for something to steady herself, one palm splayed against the wall.

‘I’m sorry,’ Harold says.

Clara clenches her jaw. Don’t be sorry, do something, she wants to scream. Their house, the place Ettie designed and built from nothing but grit and vision and the leverage of her name and reputation – her home. She can’t lose it. Cannot bear to. The thought makes her as nauseated as if she were pregnant again, and a small but insistent voice tells her why. The sea, the seals. They are part of you. You cannot leave them.

‘How did this happen?’ Her voice breaks.

‘You know what the war years were like,’ Harold says. ‘There were hardly any able builders left to hire, and those who returned were either too traumatised to be re-employed, or wanted to seek their fortunes elsewhere. I tried raising their wages, I tried to make the work as attractive as possible.’ His pitch rises.

‘Don’t you dare get defensive. I’m trying to understand the full picture.’

Harold gives a quick nod. He must be thinking of Oxford. They cannot possibly afford Isla’s tuition fees, let alone pay for passage on the ship, if things do not improve soon.

‘At first I didn’t think much of it,’ he says. ‘All businesses run into trouble at some point. Ours was just unlucky in that many factors occurred at once. I thought if we only weathered the storm – I kept writing letters, ensuring our investors knew we were still on the lookout for manpower, confirming that we’d made some promising new acquisitions. But no-one stayed for long. Hobart was too quiet for many after they’d had the opportunity to travel during the war. No-one wanted to waste any of the time they’d been granted, when so much of that time had already been stolen.’

Clara’s brain whirrs into overdrive. She’d been so excited to fill Ettie’s home with new touches fitting a grand hostess, things beyond the modest budget the TWA has allocated – some more modern artwork and new Tiffany pendant light fittings in the dining room. Now this dream is going up in smoke. It’s too much to take in. For a brief, terrifying moment she feels the shadows of Willow Court gathering; the vast cavern of her mind opening up to swallow her in a confusion of memories and half-truths, lies and promises.

Harold runs a hand through his hair, making it stick up at all angles. It’s greasy.

‘There’s more …’ he says, and Clara’s stomach lurches.

‘A couple of years ago, when things started to go poorly, I took out a loan. If I hadn’t, we would have already lost the house.’

Clara’s neck is so tense she wonders if it might snap should she turn it.

‘For how much?’

Harold’s right thumb twitches. ‘Fifteen thousand pounds.’

Clara’s intake of breath is sharp, as if she’s sucked in a sea urchin, its spines lodging in her throat. She almost can’t bear to look at him.

‘Maybe I should have confided in you, but I never want to burden you, Clara.’ Harold’s voice is pleading. ‘Sometimes you look as if you’re fighting to concentrate, as if you’re already engaged in a number of conversations inside your head, each one vying for precedence.’

She’d never thought he noticed.

‘I keep myself busy, Harold, and sometimes that …’ Clara stops herself. No more lying. ‘Some days it’s difficult to be normal. I still struggle.’

Harold comes to stand in front of her. Clara notices that the collar of his shirt has a muddy stain on it, as if he’d been gardening and forgotten to wash his hands before returning to work, and has spent the day worrying the spot. She reaches up to smooth her thumb over it but Harold catches her wrist.

‘I know,’ he says. ‘I’m sorry I never asked you about it. I should have been braver.’

‘Yes. You should have,’ Clara says. ‘And I should have been stronger.’

Harold shakes his head and leads her to the couch beneath the window overlooking the street, where he sits beside her.

‘None of this has ever been about strength, but it would have helped if we’d both spoken the truth rather than avoided conflict.’

This is not where she’d thought the conversation would travel. She’d expected an argument, or silent brooding. Clara isn’t sure what’s going to come next now that they’ve been honest with each other. The thought is a little terrifying.

‘I have to finish writing these letters,’ Harold says. ‘Why don’t you stay, and we’ll drive home together? There’s actually one I’ve been having trouble phrasing; would you mind reading it?’

‘I’d like that.’


CHAPTER 30

Ever since Harold confessed about the troubles with the business, Clara has endeavoured to be more careful with money. She’s still angry with him for keeping it a secret, and for telling Isla before his wife, but she can’t entirely blame him. She’s been mentally absent for too long, and her husband is not the kind of man to divulge troubles if the conditions are less than ideal. An obvious weakness, though difficult to negotiate.

Clara changes into a simple sky-blue woollen dress. The days are getting colder with winter approaching, and she makes a mental note to order more firewood. She wraps her curls in their signature bun, choosing her pins as an assassin would knives, with a careful precision, handling each with a delicate intensity. Isla has often asked her to wear it down. As a child, she’d loved to play with Clara’s hair before bed. It was one of the few intimacies they’d shared after Adelaide left.

Clara still hasn’t decided what to wear for the solstice ball. She loves planning her wardrobe, but without sufficient funds for a new dress, she’ll have to be creative. Perhaps she’ll find something different and appropriately pagan-like in the attic. There used to be a pile of Ettie’s old dresses up there.

Clara finds them draped over an armchair. Thankfully, Agatha had the foresight to wrap them in tissue. Clara unwraps the one on top. It’s made of azure taffeta, the bodice threaded with tiny silver beads and pearls. Not at all pagan, but gorgeous. Clara notes the absence of a bustle, even though they were all the rage in the eighteen seventies. But she’s not surprised. Ettie was never one for discomfort. She carefully lays the dress on the long table beside her, and unwraps the second.

This one is a dark red-wine coloured velvet. Again, there are some unusual details. The shape is unique in that it has been cut to fall very simply, to cling lightly to the figure before the skirt widens in a swathe of material at the feet. The neckline is embroidered in gold thread, and the sleeves are cinched at the wrist.

The third gown is plainer. It’s made of sea-green silk. More of a day dress than a ballgown, it catches the morning light and changes colour cleverly depending on the direction it’s turned. Clara notes with surprise that it has pockets. Ettie must have made it herself. Even without a mirror, Clara knows it will suit her. She lies it on top of the others and smooths the skirt before exploring the pockets. The first is empty, but in the second, her hand finds the edge of a piece of paper.

It’s a letter, folded in the most intricate way she’s ever seen, like a puzzle of origami. It doesn’t look old, instead appearing as fresh as if it were written yesterday, protected as it has been in the pocket of this dress. Clara turns it over, assessing its weight. There are so many folds, big and small. She’s scared of breaking it. Clara methodically tugs at each corner, turning the letter to every angle and gently prodding until she thinks she’s found the pattern. When she makes the final turn it unfolds with a soft flutter, as if the pages are relieved to have finally been opened. Clara looks at the unmistakable slant of her grandmother’s handwriting, and with an uncanny feeling that this message was meant for her, she begins to read.

Whichever of my grandchildren discovers this letter, I commend you for unlocking it. I don’t know when you’ ll find my words, whether you’ ll be grown and have children of your own, or if I’ve only recently gone away.

I’ve not been much of a mother, but if I’m to leave my children and those who come from them anything, it should be this: Never let a man into your heart who loves power more than you. Never settle for looks or charm. Never ignore any niggling feelings in your gut that tell you to watch, to listen, to wait.

Alistair is a wicked, deceitful man. He does not deserve to be your grandfather, and it makes me sick that I let his lies fool me. But it is also true that if it were not for him, I could never have made you, and though I was not the most affectionate of grandmothers, I love you both more than I’ve ever loved anything in this world. Besides the sea, though my guess is that you already know that, already understand.

My grandmother used to warn me about dark creatures that haunt the deep. I wonder if what she really meant was to beware of men – the kind I couldn’t see Alistair was until it was too late. I beg you to listen to the voice that tells you when danger is near, or when you’ve made the right decision, and to recognise and claim your power, always. I want you to know that you have nothing to fear from Alistair. I won’t let him do to you what he did to me. By the time you read this, he will be gone, and the Findlay home will be yours to do with as you wish.

The letter droops in Clara’s hands and she sinks to her knees. The floorboards are rough and unkind against her stockings. Ettie killed Alistair. She hadn’t said so, not directly, but it’s clear. She has no doubt her grandmother was capable. She wonders about all those nights when she’d seen Ettie look at Alistair with a combination of fury and fear, of the time he listened while she told her selkie tale. And then Clara remembers something else, something she’s pushed to the back of her mind all these years.

She was heading to her room. She’d been walking down the long second-floor corridor when she’d seen her grandmother. Ettie was closing the door to her and Alistair’s room, and her expression was such a strange mixture of relief and anger and grief. Clara remembers now that something had glinted in her hands. A tiny glass bottle.

Poison. It must have been. She needs to tell Adelaide, and Isla. Needs to show them the letter and for them to tell her that she’s not insane, that what she holds is true.

Adelaide is in the rose garden.

‘Ettie left us something.’

Adelaide looks up from where she’s crouching, with arms full of weeds.

‘A letter.’ Clara passes the paper to her sister.

‘Where did you find it?’

‘In the attic, in the pocket of one of her old dresses.’

Adelaide reads, and Clara watches as her eyes widen, then fill with tears.

‘Do you remember how Alistair would lose his temper?’ Adelaide says.

Clara nods. ‘I think Ettie killed him,’ she says.

‘I know.’

‘What?’

‘A couple of months ago, I found her diary.’

Clara stares at her sister. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Clara knows her face must be stained with hurt. She can see herself reflected in Adelaide’s expression. It makes her even angrier.

‘I didn’t want to burden you. Things had only just started to get better between us, and I was worried that if I shared it with you, you would have focused all your energy on it. Sometimes you get quite fixated, Clara.’

‘Don’t you think Ettie would have wanted us both to know what happened? You treat me as if I loved her less.’

‘You never believed in the stories she told us,’ Adelaide says. ‘You’ve already acknowledged that I was the one who understood her. And you never wanted to hear about Ettie after she died, never listened when Agatha spoke of her.’

‘Because it was painful! And for a long time I thought Agatha’s tales were a load of childish nonsense. I’m still not sure I believe any of it. But this, Adelaide, this is real.’

Adelaide nods. ‘You’re right, I’m sorry.’

‘What do you make of the creatures she talks about?’ Clara says.

‘Elspet told me about them once.’

‘Do you believe in them?’

‘I believe in the selkies, and Elspet never lied, so I suppose I have to, but it’s harder to believe in something you’ve never seen. I’ve seen selkies with my own eyes, known in my heart they were real well before. It’s different with those darker beings. I believe in them like I believe in negative energy, or a malign presence that feeds off painful memories and emotions.’

Clara nods. ‘I want to read the diary,’ she says. ‘And not tomorrow or next week, I want to read it now, today.’

‘Alright,’ Adelaide says. ‘It’s in my room.’

She leads Clara to the bureau drawer where she’s kept their grandmother’s words. She holds out the burgundy leather–bound volume for Clara.

‘You’ll want to read it in stages. Some of the entries are … dark,’ Adelaide says.

‘I’ll read it how I like.’

Adelaide smiles stiffly and says nothing as her sister leaves the room, diary clutched tightly against her chest.

Clara climbs back up the stairs to the attic. It’s the only place she can think of where the possibility of interruption is slim. Inside, she finds the spot by the window her sister frequents, and opens the key to her grandmother’s secrets.

10th February, 1895

Sometimes I think about telling someone the truth. Sometimes I’m surprised I haven’t already, but if I’m honest, I know why. I’m afraid. Afraid I won’t be believed, afraid of ridicule. For all my talent, there’s nothing I can do against people’s beliefs. Alistair is charming. I myself fell for him. What Alistair has built off my labour is too powerful now, too well respected for people to question without considerable evidence, and I have none. Though my drawings and sketches bear my name, people could easily say they’re just pretty pictures of my husband’s ideas. I have no real proof of my designs, no authority, and no bruises either, none visible. No-one pays any mind to mental wounds unless one spends a great deal of time screaming about them. And I will never let myself be labelled a mad woman, locked in a sanitorium. No. I have a home waiting for me, a family hundreds of generations old, who will welcome their lost sister with open arms. But before I go, I must protect my own …

Clara looks up from Ettie’s words. Beyond the window, the eucalypts in the far distance blur into one great mass of silvery green. Clara wishes she didn’t understand what her grandmother meant. She wishes she’d made a different choice.


CHAPTER 31

May 1924

Clara has always found the rhythmic clacking of her knitting needles soothing. Unlike Adelaide, who can’t stand anything to do with sewing, Clara loves the satisfaction of watching her patterns grow. Her thoughts drift again to Ettie’s diary. Clara can’t help wondering if Ettie ever regretted her decision to leave them. She knows that some choices aren’t really choices at all, but inevitabilities. She wishes she could tell her grandmother that she understands. For she knows how easy it is to buckle when painful memories encroach.

Clara finds knitting especially useful when Willow Court decides to invade. She rarely allows herself to remember the weeping woman, but sometimes she has no choice. In a rare moment of freedom, Clara had been on her way to the gardens there. Passing through the east wing, she’d heard a woman crying – not an unusual sound, but this one was. These cries were guttural, yet not loud, a broken, haunting sound of undiluted anguish. Clara had hurried past, unable to bear the noise and the emotions that surfaced with it.

It was only later that she discovered what had been done to that poor woman. She’d been forced to have a hysterectomy. Drugged and taken to surgery, she’d woken to the knowledge that her ability to have children had been irrevocably taken from her. Stolen. The most unforgivable violation imaginable.

That kind of grief will destroy you, Clara had thought. It was this incident, more than anything, that triggered her first real steps to recovery. I can still conceive. The thought was like an ice pick to her heart. I have a child. For the first time, Clara ached for her daughter. For the first time, she wanted Isla back.

Clara wipes her face with the corner of her half-finished scarf. It’s late afternoon and the sky is just giving way to sunset. It’s unsettling how quickly it gets dark at this time of year. It’s the twenty-fourth of May and already Clara hopes for longer days, for this winter to be milder than the last. Sometimes, she dreams of moving to a warmer climate, but she doesn’t think she’ll ever leave this old house. Clara lets her head fall back against the armchair and slows the pace of her stitches. The fire crackles in the grate and the birds settle for the night. It’s not long before she sleeps.

She’s young again, just twenty and being introduced to a tall gentleman at the May Day ball. She’s dressed in her new gown made of rose-coloured silk, with a full skirt and patterns of vine leaves embroidered in gold thread across the bodice. She feels pretty. She knows she’ ll never be as alluring as her sister, who is always turning heads with her mischievous green eyes and clever tongue. But tonight, as she takes the hand of this gentleman, Clara feels almost as beguiling.

His name is Harold Andrews. Clara can feel her grandfather watching approvingly as they spin around with the other dancers.

‘It must be lovely, living there with its ocean views,’ Harold says.

‘Yes, we’re very lucky.’ Clara doesn’t tell him that she avoids looking out the windows in case she catches a glimpse of a dark grey shape, in case it makes her feel the way her mother must have before she died.

‘What do you do, Harold?’ she asks.

‘I’m studying business and law.’

‘Do you enjoy it?’

‘Mostly, yes.’ He doesn’t seem willing to elaborate. ‘What do you do with yourself?’

Clara bristles at the implication that she’s idle. It makes her want to reveal very little about her life.

‘I enjoy painting.’

They dance in silence for a while and Clara enjoys the feeling of being held by someone other than her sister. She likes the way his hand, large and warm, rests against the small of her back, the way he dips her and smiles at her surprise.

‘Who taught you to dance?’ she says.

‘My mother.’

Clara nods and lets out a breath when he asks nothing of her own mother. She would have been surprised had he mentioned anything, but the insidious rumours about Eliza’s death never really settled. She’s always felt the weight of people’s stares at social events. The music comes to a close and Harold bows to her. Together, they walk to where their families are talking, champagne in hand, by the large gilded mirror where a table of refreshments has been laid.

‘You both looked well out there together,’ Alistair says.

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Such a shame your grandmother is unwell. She always has such interesting conversation,’ says Harold’s mother, Mrs Diane Andrews. Alistair stiffens, and Mrs Andrews must note the sudden chill, for she changes the subject. ‘Your dress is exquisite, Clara. Who made it for you?’

‘Lillian May,’ she says.

‘Of course. You’re lucky she fit you in. I hear she’s overrun with commissions these days.’

Clara nods politely and tries to concentrate on what Mrs Andrews tells her, but half of her brain is focused on what Alistair is saying to Harold. She likes him, likes him a lot, but like is not the same as love. She’s only just met him, but she supposes feelings could grow. It’s clear what her grandfather expects, and Clara cringes at the thought of disappointing him. She wishes her mother were here to talk to. Sometimes, though Clara has spent countless hours studying the photograph on the mantel, she can’t find Eliza’s face, and no matter how hard she searches, her mother is a distorted blur. In these moments it’s like she never existed, and it makes Clara want to howl at the unfairness of it all.

Sometimes, she hates Agatha and Adelaide. Hates them for the closeness they share. The agreement they have that Eliza is really in the sea, transformed forever into a seal. Do they think she wouldn’t rather believe this than the alternative? But Clara has never been naïve like Adelaide, despite being younger. While Adelaide might be content to dream and flaunt every rule ever invented without a care for the consequences, Clara knows that is unsustainable.

Clara’s knitting needle jabs into the palm of her hand and she wakes with a jerk. It’s been so long since she’s thought about the day she met Harold. She should consider herself lucky, she supposes. He’s not a gambler, does not drink to excess, does not beat her – but aren’t they all terribly low standards? There was a time she imagined she might be in love with him, about a year after they were married. At twenty-two, she’d just discovered she was pregnant with Isla, and Harold had been delighted. He’d looked at her like her body was an incredible engine of creation. It was, of course, but Clara had never met a man who marvelled quite so much at what a woman could do. So when he looked at her, face glowing with wonder and pride, she believed it was tenderness stirring in her breast. When he smiled at her and touched her cheek, she thought this feeling must surely be love.

But whenever she imagined all those women in novels, wailing and beating their breasts when their husbands died, or even listened to women who moped while said husbands were away on long trips, she knew it wasn’t true. If Harold were to die or leave, she would not fall apart. She did not need him. She liked him, certainly, was grateful to be married rather than a spinster, but Clara would not break without him. As a girl she’d dreamed of the kind of desire that consumed you, the kind one was willing to die for, but Ettie had always warned against that variety. So perhaps she was lucky.

Clara thinks of Adelaide and Eoan. When she’d first seen them together she’d been sick with jealousy. Wasn’t it the younger sister who was supposed to have all the fun, to get her heart’s desire? But after it all, she’d been grateful for her tamer bond with Harold. Far better to care less than disintegrate when loss comes to call.

Something creaks above her head and Clara jumps. This old house, always moving. Another groaning, this time from the corridor, makes Clara pause. She glances at the clock on the mantel and is startled to find that it’s just past midnight. It’s scary, how memories can swallow time. The squeaking morphs into footsteps and Clara waits. It’s Isla, dressed only in her nightgown, bare feet almost silent on the wooden floor. She walks slowly, deliberately, as if she’s taking part in some kind of ritual. Isla passes the drawing-room door and out of sight, and Clara puts her knitting aside and fetches her cardigan.

She follows her daughter, careful to leave enough distance between them. She wonders if Isla is sleepwalking like she used to sometimes as a child. It was always unsettling to witness her blank face, eyes open but unseeing, wandering the halls like a ghost until someone found her and put her back to bed.

Clara follows Isla all the way to the cove. She’s steady on her feet, so she must be awake. No-one could navigate this path in the dark without their wits about them. Clara halts in the clearing just beyond the shore and watches her child.

Isla stops at the water’s edge, tilts her head back and looks up at the stars. It feels good to be here with her daughter, breathing the briny air, even if it’s without her knowledge. Even if when she looks at Isla standing down there, the sea spread before her like an endless roll of fabric, she feels a gnawing edge of worry. She’s aware of the irony, but she couldn’t bear it if Isla were to be taken by the ocean, were to choose it.

Isla steps into the water, not bothering to remove her nightgown. It floats and is soon trailing behind her like a cloak. Clara’s heart goes out to her, urging Isla to be careful, to be safe. She wonders if Isla can feel it. Clara wants to follow but even now the fear chokes her. The thought of being dragged down by flippered folk to the darkest depths where the song reverberates ceaselessly in her brain makes her want to turn around and run back up the path. But she can’t leave Isla. Not now, not like this. And maybe it wouldn’t be as terrifying as she imagines. Maybe the song would be soothing and the seal pup would greet her as if she were its own mother.

Isla swims further away and Clara panics. What if she doesn’t stop? But she does, and Clara exhales before she notices there’s another shape beside her. Isla and the seal don’t move for long moments, just watch one another. Isla treads water, and Clara’s legs ache in sympathy. Tonight the moon is a slender crescent, and only a little light glitters across the sea. It should be hard to see them but Clara has no trouble.

The seal dives, disappears. Isla turns in a circle, unhurried, as though this is part of their usual routine. How often does she come here at night? The seal pops up again and Isla reaches for it. Her hands hold the seal’s neck and it nuzzles into her chest. Clara steps closer to the ocean as the two dive together, deep down into the inky darkness. When they rise, Clara lets out her breath. She can’t help but think of the time she’d taken the pup to the cove. Let her play in the shallows. Is this so different?

The dance is repeated many times. It might be the most beautiful thing Clara has ever seen. How could she have missed all that her daughter is? Because you didn’t want to admit she was more like Adelaide than you. She can’t silence her heart voice. Clara has never told anyone, will never, but when she’d seen how well Isla looked in Adelaide’s arms, and watched them play together when Isla was an older child, she’d wondered whether it would be better, for everyone, if she left. Adelaide could so easily be Isla’s real mother. Sometimes she still thought it might be true. Despite how hard she tried to push the madness away, it kept slinking in to curl around her shoulders like a cat.

She wished she could understand and love Isla like she was supposed to, of course she did. But sometimes it was easier to believe that Isla came from the sea, that somehow she belonged more to Adelaide than to her. So much more plausible too, when she saw them together. And how ashamed she was when it was pain she felt looking at them rather than love.

Clara closes her eyes and feels the cold wind on her face and the sand beneath her feet. She kneels, pushing aside she-oak needles and gum leaves. The ocean is a roaring in her ears, and for a second Clara unties the strings around her heart. The voice is right. All her life she has tried to repress in Isla everything that frightens her about herself. She does love the sea, loves it too much, loves it maybe even more than her sister, but she knows what happens when one lets their heart roam free and unchecked. Ettie warned them, and Clara was the only one who listened.

Isla and the seal are swimming closer to shore now. Isla holds on to its back and lets the seal pull her forward. Clara thinks she can hear her laughing.

It doesn’t matter what Isla says, what wild and scattered thoughts come out of her mouth. Clara will listen. She will listen until her daughter has told her everything she needs to. Clara tries to swallow the doubt, but it creeps in, insistent. She hasn’t forgiven you for letting Adelaide sail away, for not loving her as a mother should.

Clara watches her daughter and thinks of the evening they went to the beach together when Isla was a child. They’d convinced her to come with them despite the waning light, and they’d spent hours playing in the sand, staying far later than they should have. But Adelaide, of course, had acted rashly – diving into that dark water on a whim. She remembers her terror, her white-hot rage at Adelaide. She’d been convinced her sister had drowned. But she feels not a drop of that cold fury now, watching Isla tumble in the waves. Perhaps it’s because she has her daughter in sight. Perhaps she’s become more trusting, because even months ago Clara would not have let Isla set a toe in that dark water. She would have pulled her back to the house, to the safety of solid brick walls. The thought of stopping Isla tonight never occurred to her.

It’s almost dawn by the time the seal tows Isla to shore. The sky is still dark but there’s a softness to it now, a promise of pastel blue. Clara steps from the treeline and onto the beach. Isla turns back to watch the seal swim away. Her nightgown clings to her, and her hair trails dark and slick down her back. She does not shiver. Clara walks slowly down the hill. Isla stops when she sees her. For a moment, Clara thinks Isla might run back into the sea to disappear forever, but instead she continues until she’s standing beside her.

Isla doesn’t speak. Her expression is unreadable. Clara understands. What do you say to your mother after she has just witnessed your greatest secret? Isla lets Clara fall into step beside her, and together they walk home.


CHAPTER 32

Clara puts one foot into the bath. It’s almost scalding, but perhaps that’s only because she’s so cold. She hisses as her other foot joins its twin, and gently lowers the rest of her. She can hear the beginnings of birdsong outside, the sound incongruous beside the revelations of the night. She’s not ready for it to be morning. Clara lays her head back and watches the condensation drip down the blue tiles on the wall. It looks like tear-streaked cheeks, and Clara thinks of Adelaide and the way her face cracked open in grief when she spoke about her baby. She sinks lower into the tub and stares at the ceiling. Her hair floats on the surface like Ophelia’s in Millais’s painting. Her ears pop as they submerge. How long can she stay here before Agatha comes to investigate, she wonders. Clara used to be good at guessing the time.

After she emerges, her fingers puckered prunes, she joins Agatha in the kitchen. The kettle is on the boil, and Agatha takes a loaf of bread out of the oven.

‘This’ll be just what she needs,’ she says, and Clara nods her thanks. The loaf sits on the scarred wooden table, waiting, almost impatiently, for whatever is coming.

Clara sits with Agatha.

‘I picked up some apricot jam from the market yesterday,’ she says, ‘would you like to try some?’

Clara shakes her head. ‘I’m sure it’s lovely, but I’m not hungry, Agatha.’

Agatha nods as she slathers a generous portion on a slice of warm bread.

After they’d come inside and Agatha drew her a bath, Isla had stared at the water like she didn’t want to wash the salt from her body, feel it soak out of her skin. Clara imagined she was listening for her heartbeat through the roar of the ocean still pounding in her ears. She remembers how bright red Isla’s hair had been as an infant. It has faded to a deep auburn as she grew up. In the days after Clara came home, she’d been startled every time she was brave enough to check on her daughter. Her hair was not something she remembered from before. Not something she’d noticed.

It had taken a long time to stop hurting when she looked at those auburn locks, or grey-blue eyes. There was nothing of Clara in Isla’s face. Once, when she couldn’t sleep, lying alone in her marriage bed while Harold slept in his study, Clara had gone to Isla’s cot. She’d seen her little chest rise and fall, small fists resting on either side of her head. Clara had imagined her growing up. Isla was eighteen months old, and no longer the tiny thing she’d been when her mother had to leave her.

She’d scooped her up, careful not to wake her. Isla murmured in her sleep as Clara carried her to the rocking chair by the window. She’d pulled open the curtains to look at the stars, and rested Isla’s head against her breast. Her daughter’s heart beat against her own, and it felt like the most right thing in the world. That was when the love began, properly. There were days when it dulled and shrunk and she wondered again what was wrong with her, when Isla, as a toddler, waddled up and handed her a painting she’d made, and Clara felt nothing, the smile she gave feeling so forced she was sure Isla could sense it. She’s never talked about these memories with anyone, doesn’t think she ever will. There’s no going back, no changing things. What’s done is done. All she can do now is try to make amends.

Isla appears at the door. She moves gingerly, as if in pain. Her head is damp and her cheeks are flushed.

‘How are you feeling?’ Clara asks.

‘Good.’ She looks exhausted.

‘Sit down,’ Agatha says. ‘Have some tea.’

Isla takes the mug and accepts a slice of bread and jam, though Clara suspects it’s more out of politeness than hunger. Isla looks like she’s trying to find the right words, and Agatha takes it as her cue to leave them.

‘Thank you,’ Clara says before she does. ‘I don’t know what we’d do without you.’

‘I’m sure you’d manage,’ she says, though the smile in Agatha’s voice suggests she thinks otherwise. ‘I’m off to bed. Don’t skimp on the jam, there’s plenty there,’ she says as she leaves.

Isla chews, waiting for Clara to speak.

‘What happened last night?’ Clara finally says.

It takes Isla almost as long to answer.

‘I heard a song, and I followed it. Why aren’t you angry?’

Is that who she’s become? An angry woman? ‘You and the seal, the way you were together, fluid and free, it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.’

The oil lamp on the table between them bathes Isla’s face in a gentle, golden light, such a contrast to her anxious expression.

‘I think I’ve deliberately misunderstood you because the alternative was too frightening,’ Clara says. ‘The thought of you going the way of Ettie and my mother, of Adelaide, and having it be my fault for not doing my utmost to stamp out this draw to the ocean, to the seals. I couldn’t bear it if I lost you.’

Isla looks like she wants to cry.

‘But tonight I saw your true self, and I hate that you’ve been hiding it from me for all these years.’

‘How could I not have? To be normal is all you’ve ever wanted for our family, for me.’

Clara can’t deny it.

‘I didn’t tell you the whole truth about Adelaide,’ Clara says.

‘I know.’

‘I wondered if she’d told you.’

‘Why did you want me to think badly of her?’ Isla says.

‘It made sense at the time, like so many things.’

‘I asked you why.’ Isla’s face has set like cement.

‘Because I thought you’d finally stop seeing her as your true mother.’

‘You were jealous?’

‘How could I not be?’ Clara’s tone rises. ‘You had a connection that I tried to understand, but every time I came close there was something else between us. Some secret or story that you were reluctant to share. I just wanted a chance to have my daughter back.’

‘You sent her away because you couldn’t share me.’ Crumbs fall from the bread as Isla’s hands shake.

‘Adelaide couldn’t share you!’ Clara’s voice breaks. ‘She always looked at you like you were more than her niece. You gave her the chance to be a mother.’

‘No, this is about more than just me,’ Isla says. ‘Adelaide said you were jealous of her connection with the seals. You wanted to make sure I never became like her.’

‘Adelaide couldn’t keep away from the water, Isla. She was losing herself. It wasn’t safe for her to stay. Not with her draw to the cove.’

‘That’s a pitiful excuse for sending her away, Mother. You were worried about the potential for scandal. The rumours that began after what happened to Ettie. Don’t pretend you were concerned about Adelaide’s safety.’ Isla’s expression is like an eel’s, unblinking, missing nothing.

Clara sighs.

‘You were too young to remember, Isla, but we were so frightened that one day Adelaide would take you with her. I couldn’t bear the thought, not after …’ Clara falters, looks at her daughter, sees the strength that did not come from her, and realises how much she’s missed. She closes her eyes and breathes in the lingering smell of bread dough.

‘There’s something I’ve never told you, something I never thought I would,’ Clara says, willing her voice to be steady. ‘But after tonight, I think it would help you to know.’

Isla waits.

‘When you were born, I didn’t know how to love you.’ Clara hates herself for voicing what she’s held inside for so long, can’t bear the shock and hurt on Isla’s face.

‘I don’t know why. There was something wrong with me, but when you were placed in my arms it felt like you belonged to someone else.’

Still, Isla says nothing. She looks like she’s doing her best to carry on despite this tide of information.

‘The midwife tried to teach me. She showed me how to hold you, how to feed you, but when I looked at the way your father watched you sleeping in the first days after you were born, the way he hushed you when you cried, how his face lit up at anything you did, I knew you couldn’t be mine, because where love should have been there was only emptiness.’

Isla bites her bottom lip and nods slowly.

The next words stick in Clara’s throat but she pushes them free, forces them from her mouth in a rush.

‘I thought you belonged in the sea. Your eyes were such a deep blue, and you loved water. Every time I bathed you, you laughed and splashed. I remembered the stories of fairy changelings, and I thought, that must be what you were, a selkie changeling, and that my true child was somewhere in the sea, all alone, crying for me. I tried to …’ Clara starts again. ‘I tried to give you back.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I tried to give you back, to the ocean, to your seal family. I thought if I did, my true baby would be returned to me.’

‘You never thought I’d drown?’

Clara looks desperately at her daughter, reaches across the table and grabs her hand, grips it tight.

‘It was a sickness, Isla. I wasn’t thinking normally. If I thought you’d be harmed I would never have done it, I know that.’

Isla shivers. ‘That’s why you’ve always been wary of the sea, why you’ve never liked me going down to the cove. It reminds you of that time.’

Clara nods.

‘Who stopped you?’

‘Adelaide and Agatha.’

‘And after?’

‘Your father thought it would be best if I received professional help. I was sent to Willow Court.’

‘The asylum?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, Mother.’ This time it’s Isla who squeezes Clara’s hand.

‘I’ve kept this a secret because I never wanted you touched by the shame of my sickness, never wanted you to be hurt by it.’

‘I can’t bear to imagine you in that place.’ Isla is crying now, face contorted in an effort to hold the tears back.

‘It wasn’t as bad as the rumours,’ Clara says.

‘You don’t have to lie to me, Mother.’ Oh, but I do.

‘While I was away, Adelaide looked after you.’

‘That’s why you hate her a little bit, isn’t it?’

‘Don’t say that. I’ve never hated your aunt, but I think that’s why you’ve both always been close. She was there when you needed a mother most. I have no right to be jealous.’

‘I do love you, Mother.’

‘You don’t have to say that.’

‘I do, because it’s true.’

‘I don’t deserve it. If your aunt and Agatha hadn’t found me that night, you would have …’ Clara takes a hiccupping breath. ‘I don’t deserve you.’

Isla drags her chair closer so she’s facing Clara and pulls her mother into her arms. Clara lets her head fall on her daughter’s shoulder and holds on to her as tightly as she can, as if by doing so it might burn away all the lost fragments, all the wasted time.

Dawn begins its soft creep over the hill. Morning light swallows the shadows on the grass until it reaches the kitchen window.

‘I swim with them in my dreams too,’ Isla says.

‘Just like Adelaide,’ Clara says, and Isla nods.

‘Have you ever dreamed of them, Mother?’

Clara thinks about telling her of the nightmares in which she’s lost in the water, unsure of whether the seals have come to help or to hurt her. But she can’t, not yet, not while she holds Isla close.

‘Sometimes I wake up terrified that nothing in life will ever feel as good as it does in my dreams,’ Isla says.

Clara wants to tell her daughter that will not happen, that her life will be wonderful, how could it not be, with such an extraordinary woman at the helm. She wants to say it will all be alright in the end, but Isla is too old now, to swallow that lie.

‘Do you believe in them, the selkies?’ Clara says.

‘I don’t know. You’d think after everything that’s happened I’d be able to make up my mind, but I can’t. I’m not sure I ever will.’

‘It’s safer if you don’t. Believe, I mean,’ Clara says.

‘Maybe. But I’m not interested in living safely.’

Clara smiles sadly.

‘You didn’t get that from me.’

‘Adelaide never wanted me to be afraid of my love of the ocean. She taught me to embrace it. For a while I stopped, when my dreams became too much and everything felt frightening. But the more I avoid the ocean, the seals, the more intense my dreams become.’

Clara feels the warmth of the mug spread through her body.

‘Do you really believe me?’ Isla says, her voice softening.

‘I do, though that doesn’t mean I understand,’ Clara says.

‘I’m not sure I do either.’

Clara takes a bite of bread and jam. The sweetness verges on sickly, but she welcomes the sugar. She takes another.

‘Do you still wish to study at Oxford?’ Clara asks. Isla stares at her mother. ‘I know I reacted poorly when I discovered it was something you wanted, but that was mostly because I felt hurt you didn’t tell me. And the thought of you leaving, just when Adelaide was coming home – it seemed like our family was finally coming back together, and you wanted to tear it apart again.’

‘How could you believe that?’

‘I know it was wrong. I’m sorry for it. I’m sorry you didn’t feel you could come to me,’ Clara says. ‘But I want you to know that I will support whatever you want to do. Just because it’s not something I understand or ever wished for myself, doesn’t make it wrong.’

‘I never thought I’d hear you say that,’ Isla says with a small smile.

‘Sometimes people do things to avoid getting hurt, without realising how much more pain they’re creating for the future,’ Clara says. ‘Can you hear it? The song?’

‘Yes,’ Isla says. ‘I wish I knew what to do with it.’

The dawn grows longer as they sit together and wonder about all the things that could have been different. It’s a strange form of torture and release.

‘Shall I make more tea?’ Isla asks. Clara nods, watching her daughter as she rises to search the cupboard for her favourite brew of Earl Grey. When they’re again seated, the pot between them, Clara says, ‘Did Adelaide ever tell you the end of the story about the selkie sisters?’

‘The one you were so reluctant for me to hear? She left before she could.’

‘Why don’t I tell it to you now?’ Clara says. Clara remembers Ettie’s expression before she began this particular part, reluctant yet resigned, the way she stared at a spot above their beds rather than meet their eyes.
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Ettie wishes she could tell them a different story. She wishes she was the kind of grandmother who could weave a tale from nothing, who could spin history like sugar. But she’s never been that kind. She’s never been sweet. Ettie only hopes this dark tale has the power to alter the trajectory of their lives for the better, that her words, like a spell, will give her granddaughters the tools, and the confidence, to wield their power.

‘Her sisters appeared in the shallows as if they’d been waiting. Orlena crouched beside them, wrapped her arms around their pelts, breathing in their smell and all the love she’d missed. Their whiskers tickled Orlena’s eyelashes but soon it was not whiskers but lips as her sisters shifted and planted a dozen kisses on her face.

‘“We’re so sorry,” they said.

‘“It was not your doing. I was a fool. I thought I could change him.”

‘“Men like him never change.”

‘“Not him – my son. I thought my skin would be enough for both of us. I found it, with the help of the necklace you gave me. I wrapped him in it, but he did not transform. I fed him the piece of sealskin tucked inside, but even that failed. I don’t know what to do.”

‘Orlena began to cry, and the fury that lives inside all women ignited within her sisters. They gripped Orlena and told her of the storm they would summon, so wild and furious it would swallow the whole village and every last despicable human inside it, until there would be as many dead as could link hands around the shores of the island. They would avenge her, they said, eyes blazing. They would make the people pay for all the wrongs done to selkies over hundreds of years, especially the chief of Clan MacCodrum. But Orlena squeezed her sisters back, stopped their rush of words.

‘“There were some in the castle who showed me kindness,” she said. “It is only Lewis and his clan who should pay.” Orlena convinced them not to summon the storm, but to a curse, she gave her blessing.

‘That night, when the moon was at its apex, Orlena’s sisters lured the clan chieftain to the beach. They waited until the tides were high and treacherous, and then they sang a song for his ears alone. Their voices had never sounded more glorious. Their song cut through the misty night and made its way like an arrow into the chief’s slumber. He woke with a desire akin to fear gnawing at his bones. He yearned to find the source of the melody, take it as his own so he could listen to this music whenever he wished, but a kernel of his mind was leery of the danger. He ignored this instinct, and left Orlena’s side. She was not sleeping.

‘Orlena and her sisters had agreed to meet by the rocks where they’d hidden her necklace, after the deed had been done. She would leave her baby in the castle. As soon as Orlena heard the door of their bedchamber close, she retrieved her skin and spread it out over the mattress. Then, carefully, she took her baby boy from his cradle and laid him on her pelt, wrapping him with tender fingers in a tight bundle so only a tuft of his dark hair showed. As her hands slid from underneath his body, his eyes opened and met hers. They were inky blue in the low light, and full of wonder. It broke Orlena’s heart to see them. She picked him up once more and held him, not knowing how she would ever bring herself to let go. If only he hadn’t opened his eyes, those windows to the soul, as the humans said. They were right about one thing.

‘Orlena felt her baby’s heartbeat, in tune with her own strange thrumming, and knew a part of her would always be inside him, making him yearn for the waves. Slowly, she unwrapped Fynne from her pelt and replaced it with a sheepskin blanket. Then she put the fur, her true self, around her shoulders and stood at the window facing the water. But just as she was about to run from the room, her child cried for her, and Orlena’s heart could not bear to leave him alone in that cold fortress, prey to the influences of his father and clan.

‘And so Orlena stepped away from the ocean, though it grieved her terribly, though her whole body ached for the sea. She could not leave her babe behind. Orlena gathered Fynne to her and rocked him while his father drifted in the arms of her sisters. And she sang to him a different song, a gentler song, of all the things she would teach him, of how much he was loved.

‘All this time, Orlena’s sisters never once stopped singing, and the chief of Clan MacCodrum spied them in the shallows. They looked a little like Orlena, he thought, never once believing it strange. He waded straight towards them. As he lay suspended in the water, in a kind of trance, Orlena’s sisters cursed the MacCodrums to an eternity of heartbreak. All women who came from the chief and his own would be born with an insatiable draw to the sea, and so would be cursed to abandon their families, their husbands and their children, just as the chief had forced Orlena to abandon hers.

‘But it is said that Orlena travelled far until she found a place where she and her baby would be safe, and there she tended him until he was old enough to be left. Only then did she retrieve her pelt from where she kept it safe, buried in the earth behind their home, and returned to the ocean, finally reunited with her family. But she always came back to her child on the shore, the child who was her greatest blessing and burden, the child who allowed her now to live on both land and in the sea.’

Ettie looks at each of her granddaughters in turn. Clara, with her solemn, proud eyes, and Adelaide, awe-struck and hungry. Ettie’s heart aches for them. But she’s relieved too. With awareness comes power.


CHAPTER 33

June 1924

Clara walks with Adelaide down the hill to Salamanca. Michael had driven them into town that morning so they could attend the Saturday market. It’s busy, and the streets are full of people with baskets full or waiting to be, slung over arms or shoulders. Children duck and weave between legs and gulls circle above the docks, puncturing the crowd’s hustle with their mournful cries. Clara and Adelaide move to the side of the throng, turning right onto a quieter lane. Clara likes the way her feet roll over the knobbly cobblestones.

Not five minutes’ walk from here is St David’s Park, a pretty spot for lunch despite being the first European burial ground in Tasmania. Many of Hobart’s prominent citizens have found their final rest among the golden ashes. But there are no war graves here. The cemetery was closed in 1872. Instead, on the hill overlooking Cornelian Bay, among the roses and encircled by a red-brick wall, hundreds have begun to rise from the muddy earth, white pillars of memory, pale tributes to fallen sons.

A car is parked to the side of Parliament lawns, one of the new Ford models. As they pass Clara notices Isla in the distance, crossing the grass and framed by the handsome Georgian-style building, its sandstone bricks catching the afternoon sun. Jack is with her. She swallows a familiar burn of irritation. Isla must make her own decisions.

Clara watches as they pass into the shade of the oak trees encircling a series of park benches in front of the structure. A deafening bang sounds, leaving Clara’s ears ringing. Adelaide jolts beside her and someone shouts. Jack grabs Isla and shoves her down before joining her so they’re both lying flat on the ground. Even from this distance she can see his large hands covering her daughter’s head in an effort to protect it from whatever he suspects will rain down. Clara starts running, ignoring Adelaide’s protests. She has an overwhelming urge to be beside her daughter, to make sure she’s alright, to find out why Jack overreacted to the noise so dramatically. As she gets closer Adelaide grips her arm to pull her back, but not before she sees Isla twist to the side, halfway out of Jack’s grip, and watch him through the cage of his fingers. Clara is close enough now to see that Jack’s face is an off-yellow. Red blotches like the beginnings of a rash spot his forehead.

‘We shouldn’t be here,’ Adelaide says. ‘They wouldn’t want us watching, to see them so vulnerable.’

Her sister is right. She can already picture Isla’s outraged expression. But it feels wrong to leave her daughter.

‘Come away, before they see us.’

‘It must have been a car exhaust backfiring,’ Clara says. Adelaide nods.

Isla pushes herself up so she’s kneeling and holds her hand out to Jack, ignoring the small crowd that has gathered a short distance away. Isla looks like she wants to run at them, scream like a banshee, and give them a real reason to gawk.

Clara finally turns and lets Adelaide steer her away. She supposes she should be glad Isla has such a protective man by her side, but she can’t help the unease that her daughter might be caught up in something more complicated than she realises. She’s heard of shell shock. It’s not something Isla should have to deal with. It frightens her, knowing that there is something dark and untameable inside Jack that could snap at any moment.

‘How long has that shop been there?’ Adelaide asks, pointing to a wooden sign that reads Mr Reedy’s Woodshop. It’s a small building tucked between a tall brick warehouse and a wool store.

‘A few years.’
 
‘Let’s go in.’

The bell tingles as they enter, and the smell of cured timber and wood shavings wafts over them. She watches Adelaide breathe in like she can’t get enough. A short man with a belly barely squeezed inside a leather apron greets them.

‘What can I do for you, madams?’ he asks.

‘We’re just browsing, thank you,’ Clara says.

‘Of course, look as long as you like.’

The shop is a maze, and bigger than the outside would suggest. Clara sees every kind of timber imaginable, from samples so pale the wood looks as if it’s been dusted with snow, to the darkest mahogany. Not only does the shop sell planks and pieces cut to differing sizes, but carvings and furniture and tools. Clara can’t believe she’s never been in here before. It feels like she’s stepped into a magician’s lair. The air is thick with shavings and everywhere she looks there’s something to admire.

Clara lingers by a stand of figurines and marvels at the intricacy of their craft. There’s a tiny house with a garden, a ballet dancer with a skirt that folds in all the right places, a cat curled into a ball with a kink in one of its whiskers. Her eyes note every detail, as she swings the stand around to examine each carving. And then she sees it. A seal, mid-dive, fins flat against its sides, the curve of its head a perfect replica. The eyes are the only part reality does better. Clara picks it up. It’s lighter than she expected. She joins Adelaide at the counter.

‘I’ll take this, please,’ she says.

‘Certainly. She’s a lovely little thing, isn’t she? Made her a while back. I’m surprised she hasn’t sold sooner.’

‘Do you make everything in here?’ Clara says.

‘Most, but some of the furniture I have shipped down from the mainland. Don’t have as much time as I used to.’

Clara nods. She watches the man wrap the seal in cream tissue. His large fingers are gentle, and he takes care to use multiple sheets to best protect it for the journey home. She smiles at him as he presents it to her. She’ll keep it by her bedside, remember the seal pup every time she sees it.


CHAPTER 34

Clara is floating down a long, winding river. On either side of the banks is dense forest, but not the Australian kind. These trees are European and ancient looking, with dark, glossy leaves and gnarled trunks. Clara enjoys the brook caressing her body. She tries to push herself faster along, but her arms won’t obey. They’re pinned to her side by invisible ropes, and no matter how hard she struggles, or wills them to act, they remain where they are. If she doesn’t move soon, she’ ll drown. Clara panics, and her head slips under. She gasps but instead of water she breathes air.

And then Clara is in a different body of water. A bath. It’s colder than the river, and her chest aches every time she takes a breath. The room is all white walls and steel benches. Clara tugs at her wrists and sees they’re tied to the tub with leather straps. She wishes Adelaide were here. She’ d never let them do this. Clara’s heart rate increases. She closes her eyes, tries to steady her breathing. She isn’t naked, there’s something thin and tight against her. Her first thought is sealskin, but she pushes the image away. That’s why she’s here. She can’t afford those thoughts if she ever wants to leave and see her baby again. The baby you tried to murder. Sometimes it’s as if the nurses can hear her thoughts and that’s why they haven’t let her go. They know she’s lying.

Clara wakes with a pain in her breast, the dream still fresh in her mind. When she’d finally come home from that place, she’d done everything to push the memories away. She’d managed to convince herself she’d simply spent some time at a health retreat, as Harold had told everyone. It was true that not all her experiences at Willow Court had been traumatic. The doctors genuinely believed they were providing the best care available, but she shivers under the covers, feeling the ice of the bath sinking into her skin. Clara wonders if she’ll ever be free, before quickly admonishing herself. Of course you won’t, and you should not be spared. The memories keep the madness at bay. Clara closes her eyes and tries to focus on the life she clawed her way back to, the people who now believe her to be just like any other woman; a devoted wife, a mother doing the best for her daughter. She breathes in, out, and imagines the days ahead – the tasks, the appointments she’s scheduled, until the comforting order of things within her control lulls Clara to sleep.

Clara sits by the open fire in the drawing room, letting it warm the soles of her bare feet. It’s such good company – the crackling, the glow of embers giving way to great pillars of flame that disappear in swirls of smoke up the chimney. Clara’s stomach churns a little when she thinks of the solstice ball. For such a long time she’d been convinced the society would never ask her, that the Findlay name was too sheathed in scandal and gossip to risk trusting Clara with such an event. What a thrill it had been to discover that she’d been chosen. But everything has to be perfect. She needs her ball to be a triumph, the talk of the town for months, years, to come.

She thinks of the bonfire for the solstice, how much more intense the heat will be than this small blaze before her. She’s glad Adelaide suggested it, and equally glad she doesn’t have to organise it. She imagines her sister dancing the steps she learned on Orkney around the flames. Adelaide has decided to teach them to whichever guests are willing to participate. Clara isn’t sure how many will be interested. It might be too daring for most. She’s sure some of her friends accepted the invitation purely for a chance to spy on her sister. Let them. Adelaide has never cared what others thought, and it’s time Clara stopped as well.

Clara wonders if things would have been different if her resentment towards Adelaide hadn’t been so great, if she’d been more willing to listen to what was hiding underneath the surface of her sister’s idyllic seeming relationship with Eoan. Perhaps she could have helped her end it, before it ended her, perhaps she would have never gone away. It’s nice to imagine.

It’s the twelfth of June. The solstice ball is in two weeks, and with everyone in the household on board, the arrangements are going surprisingly smoothly. She doesn’t know what she’d be doing if she didn’t have this to engage her. Sometimes Clara wakes with the old fear gripping at her heart, threatening to squeeze it into something unrecognisable, even before the first rays of sun have begun to pry through the space behind her curtains. She lies there and waits for it to pass, looks at the ornate plaster light fixture on the ceiling and reminds herself she is not back in that place, she is home. Isla is in her bedroom and she knows who her mother is. There is no selkie baby crying for her, there never was.

There’s a knock on the door and Agatha enters with Jack following behind.

‘This young man came to speak to Isla about plans for the bonfire,’ she says. ‘I told him you’d know where she is.’

‘I’m afraid Isla has gone to town to pick up the flower samples I ordered, but you’re very welcome to speak to me, Jack. I’m quite curious.’

He nods, clearly uncomfortable but not wanting to appear impolite. Clara thinks of what she witnessed the other day, the way he’d flattened himself and Isla on the pavement, the speed of his reaction.

‘Please, sit down,’ Clara says.

Jack perches on the edge of the chair opposite. He seems sweet, and is certainly handsome. She can see why her daughter likes him so much.

‘So, what was it you wanted to talk to Isla about?’

‘It’s a matter of having enough kerosene for the fire, Mrs Findlay. The war caused a shortage.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that. Is kerosene absolutely necessary? There isn’t anything else we can use?’

‘For a bonfire, it’s best for getting the blaze big enough,’ Jack says.

‘I see. When have you lit bonfires before?’

‘On my uncle’s property.’

‘Where is that?’

‘Up on the north-west coast, Mrs Findlay, near Ulverstone.’

Clara keeps her expression neutral. It must be a tiresome journey, even in a car.

‘Quite far,’ she says.

‘Yes, but worth the drive. It’s beautiful country up there. Have you ever been?’

‘No. I’ve been to Launceston, but not much further than that.’

Jack nods.

‘Well, do let me know if you ever visit. I’m sure my uncle would be more than happy to accommodate you.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Jack.’

‘I thought we could ask some of the guests if they wouldn’t mind sparing a small amount of kerosene. There’s a lot of people invited, I gather, and even if only twenty or thirty are able to bring some, that should be enough.’ A society ball where everyone is asked to bring along kerosene? Not while there is breath in her lungs.

‘An interesting suggestion, Jack, but I think we’ll manage. I’ll let Isla know you called by.’

Jack’s back stiffens a degree, his shoulders tensing. ‘Thank you, Mrs Findlay.’

‘Jack?’

He raises his eyebrows.

‘Can I ask, and I hope you don’t think me rude, it’s just that you spend an awful lot of time with my daughter, and I worry about her. She’s been under a lot of stress lately, and is only just beginning to act more like herself.’

‘I know,’ Jack says.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘I said, I know. Isla and I talk, Mrs Findlay. She’s one of my closest friends. I don’t mean to speak out of turn, but I think it would help if you stopped imagining all of the things that your daughter isn’t.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Isla is unique and wildly intelligent. When she makes a decision, she doesn’t do so lightly. She dreams more than anything of going to Oxford, and I know that lately she’s been distracted from that dream because of things going on here, some of which she won’t tell me, but I hope, Mrs Findlay, that you, and your husband, will support Isla as she deserves to be.’

It stings, having this young man consider her hard-hearted and detached, but it would not be appropriate to attempt to defend herself now. And as much as she resents being lectured by someone so much younger, especially when his concerns are now no longer valid, Clara is impressed. Jack hadn’t been afraid to speak the truth on behalf of her daughter, and by God, did the world need more men willing to fight for women.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Findlay,’ Jack says as he stands to leave. Clara nods. There’s nothing more to say.

In the kitchen, Clara and Adelaide shell peas for Agatha. Clara has Eliza’s old pink gingham apron tied around her waist.

‘Do you ever wonder what our lives would have looked like if Mother and Ettie had lived, if I hadn’t married Harold and you’d never met Eoan, never gone away?’ Clara says.

‘Of course.’

Clara splits open a shell and draws her thumb swiftly along the inside. The peas tumble into the bowl.

‘I’ve been thinking about it a lot recently. Sometimes I wonder …’ Clara hesitates until Adelaide looks up, meets her eyes. ‘It’s more a knowing, actually. If I hadn’t had Isla I’d still be myself.’

Adelaide makes a sound between a snort and a groan. ‘I think having Isla made you more yourself than you’d ever been and it frightened you. You’re lucky to have children at all.’

Adelaide’s comment stings, but Clara absorbs it, taking a breath. ‘If I’d never had a child, I never would have needed to go to that place, I might have been able to help you more with your own troubles, and Harold and I … Sometimes I think it would have been better for everyone if I’d never had a baby.’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘I’m just trying to be honest with you, Adelaide,’ Clara says, a familiar weariness coming on.

‘I know things were hard after you had Isla,’ Adelaide says. ‘But she …’

‘Hard?’ Clara can’t help the shrill edge from creeping in. ‘I went to an asylum, Adelaide. I went mad!’

‘You have never been mad.’

‘What would you call it then? Insane? Deranged? Hysterical? Unhinged?’
 
‘Lost.’

Clara blinks at her sister. She doesn’t know what to say to that.

‘Lost in the sadness of not understanding who you were,’ Adelaide continues. ‘I think, Clara, that you expected Isla to give you answers, that you believed motherhood would be a distraction from life’s difficulties, and when it wasn’t, when Isla was born and nothing changed, it terrified you. Her birth meant that you hadn’t figured anything out, that nothing you’d planned was going to work, that you still hadn’t discovered who you were, and that realisation, that loss, made you sad. Dangerously sad.’

Clara is not prepared for the accuracy of her sister’s comments, but they ring true in her heart, and she cannot ignore them.

‘I was never given the chance to understand who I was, Adelaide.’

‘As much as you wish to believe otherwise, you did have a choice, Clara, and you made it.’ A beam of sunshine bursts through the window where they work, saturating the bench in brilliant heat.

‘I can’t talk about this,’ Clara says.

Adelaide looks like she might say something more, something kind, by the look in her eyes, but Agatha comes in and the moment passes.

Alone in the bedroom after dinner has been prepared, Clara can’t stop thinking about Adelaide’s words. She’s right, having Isla was never going to solve her problems, but it’s still tempting to fall into that trap. She can’t help but wonder, if she had another child now, would she be able to connect with it in a way she never could with Isla?

She’s thought about other children over the years. Another baby. A sibling for Isla, a playmate. She hadn’t let herself contemplate it, had believed the doctors when they’d told her a second child would be unwise, that the sickness would return, and more severely. Harold had managed to convince them a hysterectomy was unnecessary, that they would be careful, take precautions. She remembers how frightened she’d been when she’d overheard them discussing it, realising she had no control; to them, her body no longer belonged to her. It makes her sick to remember.

But Harold would not have his wife butchered. He had advocated for her, when so many husbands would not have. For all his flaws, she can never say Harold didn’t fight for her in that regard. But though it’s hardly bothered her till now, Clara feels as if she’s missed a chance.

After she came home from Willow Court, they did not discuss the notion again, but there were times when Isla played beside them and she sensed Harold’s longing, and she wondered whether he’d convinced the doctors to spare her out of the hope that one day his wife would recover fully enough to give him another child. It made Clara feel broken, useless.

Those moments became fewer as Isla grew up and further away from her, closer to Harold through their shared love of reading. Clara watches Harold as she changes into her nightgown. He’s sitting on her bed, looking away and out the window, giving her privacy. She doesn’t want it. She wants him to look at her like he used to. She wants a lot of things.

‘They’ve stopped.’ The words are out before Clara has any chance of snatching them back.

‘What’s stopped?’ Harold turns from the window, his expression searching.

‘My …’ Clara swallows, tries again. ‘My courses.’ Harold stares at her blankly before understanding dawns. ‘Are you alright? Has it made you unwell?’ Clara wants to laugh but that would be unkind, especially considering the concern on her husband’s face.

‘No, I’m fine. I just …’ She stops, looks away from Harold. ‘You wanted more, didn’t you? More children.’

Harold sighs. ‘I did, once, but it doesn’t matter now, Clara.’

‘It does.’

‘We have Isla, and she is enough.’

‘Except she wasn’t, was she? At least not for a while. You wanted a big family and I couldn’t give you one, didn’t want to, and now that I can consider it, might even want it, it’s too late.’ Her voice breaks.

‘Oh, Clara.’ Harold pulls her against him and she finds, once her head is resting against his chest, so warm and solid, she can’t stop the tears, and doesn’t want to try.

‘You could have had everything, if you’d only chosen someone else, and I could have …’ She trails off. I could have had a different life too, is what she wants to say. If I hadn’t married you, maybe I could have travelled, maybe I never would have gotten sick, maybe I would know who I am.

Clara focuses on Harold stroking her back. On his breathing. There’s no point to those thoughts. It is not what happened, not what she chose. She loves Isla. She knows that now. Loves this old house and her garden and her social calendar, this life she’s built, even if her hands were shaking while she levelled the mortar, even if her bricks have crumbled and cracked with time, they’ve held, because she has never allowed them to topple.

Could she have coped, living the scandalous lifestyle of a single woman in pursuit of her dreams? Well, she never gave herself the chance to find out, and perhaps that was for the best.

Harold hasn’t stopped rubbing her back, her hair, and Clara realises with a jolt that he has never stopped caring for her, after all these years and despite everything. He could have left. He could have abandoned her to rot in that asylum, but instead he tried. Tried his best to get her out, even if that meant agreeing to procedures he shouldn’t have, even if it meant letting the doctors do some things she will not talk about, sometimes not even to herself. Still he tried, still he stayed, and for that, she loves him.

‘Thank you,’ she says.

‘What for?’ Harold’s hand pauses mid stroke, its warm weight resting against her head.

‘For being here.’

Clara twists in his arms so she can look at him. Her husband appears baffled, as if another way hadn’t ever occurred to him.

‘You’re welcome,’ he says, a little unsure.

Adelaide is revelling in her role as decorator for the solstice party. They’re in the parlour now, and her sister is telling her about some of the more popular rituals on Orkney.

‘The winter solstice is a celebration of the shortest day. On Orkney, everyone would make garlands out of dried berries, pine cones and seaweed. I think we should try to replicate these. And don’t forget to ask Harold to oversee the bonfire, that’s one of the main traditions. Has there ever been a bonfire here before?’

‘Not that I know of. I don’t remember having one when we were children, do you?’

Adelaide shakes her head.

‘Perhaps Ettie did,’ Adelaide says.

‘There should be dancing,’ Adelaide says. ‘Around the bonfire. The solstice is about renewal, about releasing old wounds and making way for new possibilities. It’s also an acknowledgement of the darkness, of its importance in the balance of things, how every year we survive it and come out the other side stronger. It’s about the promise of lighter days to come, and …’ Adelaide stops, looks at the swathe of red velvet held in her hand. ‘And it’s a warning to stay vigilant, to remain respectful of things beyond our understanding. To keep an open mind.’

‘What do you mean?’ Clara says.

‘The solstice is a night when extraordinary things can happen, unexpected things, miracles or otherwise.’ Adelaide’s voice has quietened, and her gaze looks far away.

‘Is that what they believed on Orkney?’ Clara says.

‘It’s what they knew.’

‘Well, a miracle never hurt anyone,’ Clara says, hoping to bring Adelaide back from the unsettling place her mind has strayed.

Adelaide goes to the mantelpiece and examines the length of it.

‘I don’t remember this photo being here before.’

‘Harold found a pile of old photos in the attic a few years ago and decided to display them,’ Clara says.

‘That’s Eoan’s boat,’ Adelaide says, passing the frame to Clara. She takes the photo and looks to where her sister is pointing.

‘They never found it, did they?’ she says.

Adelaide shakes her head.

‘I was so jealous,’ Clara says with a sad smile. ‘Of both your relationship and the time you spent with him rather than me.’

‘Nothing else mattered when we were together,’ Adelaide says.

Clara remembers the fight they’d had, voices full of venom.

‘No-one forced you to marry him,’ Adelaide says.

‘I did it because it was right for this family, because you wouldn’t know responsibility if it slapped you in the face!’ Clara’s tone could shatter glass. Adelaide grabs her wrist and pulls her further into the conservatory so they’re hidden in thick foliage.

‘I am not responsible for your choices,’ Adelaide hisses. ‘If you weren’t sure about him, you should never have accepted.’

‘You know what Alistair is like. He would have been furious if I’ d said no.’

Her sister can’t argue with that, but still she says, ‘If you’re not brave enough to stand up for your happiness then you have no right to be jealous of what I have with Eoan. Sisters are supposed to be happy for each other.’ How can Adelaide not see that it isn’t Eoan she’s jealous of, but her. Her confidence, her nerve.

‘I just don’t think he’s the one for you.’

Adelaide scoffs. ‘What on earth does that mean?’

‘There’s something not right about him, Adelaide. I’m worried for you.’

‘Worried for me? So that’s the story you’re telling yourself. I love Eoan because he’s different. He has a way of seeing the world that’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met, and I will not give him up.’

‘Now you see why I had to marry Harold,’ Clara says, the anger leached from her voice.

‘What?’

‘I married him because I knew you would never find someone capable of carrying on our family’s way of life.’

‘That’s ridiculous. Eoan can do anything Harold can.’

‘With what, Adelaide? He has no money! And don’t say he can live off his boat. He lives on it. And, more to the point, would he?’

Adelaide hesitates, searching for an answer that will secure her authority in this argument.

‘I’ve had enough of this,’ Clara says. She feels suddenly very tired, the weight of her choices, and her sister’s total lack of understanding wrap around her shoulders like an iron cloak.

‘Clara?’ Adelaide peers at her.

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I keep slipping into the past as if it’s a room I can visit anytime I like.’

‘How’re things coming along?’ Harold enters, briefcase in hand. Clara can tell her husband’s mind is far away, thinking about their looming debt, no doubt. She can see it spiralling round his brain, though he fights to keep his eyes focused in their direction.

‘Perfect timing, Harold. I wanted to ask if you’d mind handling the bonfire for the solstice party. Clara and Jack have been deliberating the practicalities for a while, but with you so busy at the office, I haven’t had a chance to run it by you.’ Adelaide says it casually, as if she hadn’t just been talking about one of the hardest times of her life.

‘A bonfire? Is that safe?’

‘It’s tradition. And it will be controlled, of course. We can alert the fire department, ask them to supervise, if that would make you feel more comfortable.’

Harold bristles at the insinuation that he isn’t capable.

‘I don’t think that will be necessary. As long as we have enough people.’


CHAPTER 35

Clara remembers endless days staring out at the hills around Willow Court’s grounds, trapped inside a stream of noise and imaginings, her thoughts fracturing between utter clarity, certain that she was right in every one of her convictions, and a sickening realisation that she was indeed insane, that what the doctors and nurses and her own family were saying was true. It was terrifying to be alone among the white noise of her mind, every stray thought clamouring for precedence. It didn’t matter if her eyes were open or closed, if she was sitting or lying down. They always found her, and they were ceaseless in their insistence on being heard.

So when she was asked a question, Clara couldn’t answer. She couldn’t make sense of anything. She knew the longer her silence continued the longer she would stay here in this plain, tidy little room with one chair, one bed and one window. Sometimes, just for a moment, the commotion would dim so she was able to see clearly. When a nurse noticed this burst of lucidity, she took Clara outside to the walled garden, so much like a prison yard save for the rose beds the patients were encouraged to cultivate.

Nights were the worst. She would lie on that hard, narrow bed and find it difficult to breathe, convinced this was her life now. She would never see her family again. She would never know her daughter. She still thought of her swimming, far away in the vast, open ocean, but then Adelaide had brought the baby, the human baby, to visit her. Adelaide had placed the child called Isla in her lap, and as she’ d gripped the baby underneath her chubby forearms, looked at her auburn curls, Clara had felt the tiniest hint of recognition, and she’d wondered, had she been wrong, about everything?

Always, it’s close to dawn when she’s finally able to fall asleep. But it’s short-lived as the nurses come in at seven to feed her a collection of white pills, washed down with weak tea and a biscuit. They’ve been attempting to coax her into the dining room for breakfast, but she hates it in there with all the others, hates to associate herself with them. She’s not sick like they are, she doesn’t moan and drool and stutter. When she looks at them she can’t believe where she is. Surely, any moment, one of the doctors will look at her and realise there’s been some mistake, and sign the papers to set her free.

Clara wakes suddenly, cold. She brushes a hand across cheeks damp with tears. Her dreams of Willow Court are always so vivid, no doubt because they’re memories. She rises, careful not to stub her toe on the corner of the bedframe, and goes to the bathroom down the corridor. She rinses her face with a damp washcloth, rubbing gently until she feels the memory begin to fade, feels herself returning, her skin new and raw. Clara takes the oil lamp from where it’s been resting on the stool by the sink, mindful of her fingers and their proximity to the searing glass. She opens the door and steps into a nightshirt. Clara stumbles backwards, one part of her brain still trying to swallow the terror of being startled in the dark, the rational part flinging the lamp sideways so as not to burn her husband, the sleepwalker. Except he’s not asleep. His eyes are searching, lucid.

‘What stupendous timing,’ Harold says, attempting a smile.

‘Quite. I’ll leave you to it.’

‘Clara.’ Harold catches her arm as she goes to move past him. She looks up. His expression, so rigid and serious during the day, is open and filled with such childlike hope she has the urge to rise up onto her toes and kiss him.

‘Would you …’ Harold pauses, runs his thumb over the embroidery of her sleeve. ‘I don’t want to spend another night without you beside me,’ he says. Clara falters, and every articulate response deserts her. After all these years, all the other times he might have offered, why now? Because they’ve caught one another off guard, because it’s easier to make these declarations in darkness? She should refuse him on principle, but Clara can’t deny that her body aches for the comfort of another.

‘Neither do I,’ she says.

It’s been years since she’s stood before this bed. It seems Harold has kept to the left side. He sits there now, one hand resting against the space beside him, the other on his knee, poised and waiting as if he might lean forward and offer it to her. Clara watches Harold for a moment more before climbing in, notes his shy smile at her hesitation, his grey-green eyes with their crinkling edges, dear to her still. Such a distance they’ve allowed to grow between them, and so habitually, like the sea wearing away at the cliffs year by year in a relentless tide. Clara scales the higher mattress less than gracefully, and turns onto her side, facing him. Harold shuffles so he too is lying down, and the hand that wanted to reach for her does so now. She lets him. He finds her waist, travels around her lower back and scoops her against him. It’s been so long since she’s been touched like this, with tenderness, without rush.

Slowly, Clara drapes one arm across his middle, and leans closer to his warmth, breathing in the smell of him – pine and sweat and coffee. Clara can’t remember the last time she’s laid like this in Harold’s arms, just being, listening to the steady, solid comfort of his heartbeat against her ear, soaking up their shared energy. For the first time in so very long, Clara does not make herself leave. She studies the rise and fall of his chest. She lets herself sink deeper into relaxation, and does not think of all the tasks that need tending. She allows herself to save them for tomorrow. She allows herself more than one minute.

Clara and Isla arrange tablecloths for the solstice ball. Clara has decided she needs to finalise the dining settings, and has asked Isla to help her.

‘Did you ever wish for a brother or sister?’

‘Why do you ask?’ Isla’s tone is surprisingly hostile, and Clara wonders whether it was wise to have begun such an exchange. Too late to go back now.

‘Just a thought I had; we don’t have to talk about it.’

Isla blushes.

‘No, it’s fine, I’m sorry. I have a bit of a headache.’ Isla folds the forest green swathe of linen she holds and places it to the side. ‘I didn’t really think about it when I was little.’

Clara nods.

‘There have been times when I’ve felt guilty. I’m sorry I never gave you one.’

‘You tried in other ways,’ Isla says, and they both smile at the memory of how disastrous some of those playdates had been.

‘I’ve been imagining what it would have looked like, how much better things might have been. I’m finding it’s all I can think about.’

‘Oh, Mother, don’t worry yourself, really. I hardly felt the lack. There are plenty of only children in the world.’

Clara wonders about all the things her daughter may be holding back, everything unsaid gathering in Isla’s throat. Isla knows about Willow Court now. She would, therefore, suspect that the main reason Clara had no more children was due to the illness her birth triggered. But Isla doesn’t know about the wanting that’s suddenly come over her, ever since the seal pup, ever since she started dreaming again of the ocean child that still calls to her, that a part of herself will always believe was lost. And her daughter does not know how tightly she kept herself when Isla was a child, lest she let the madness slip in and have to go away again and leave her. She does not know how hard Clara fought to stay with Isla, even if that fight meant she couldn’t be the mother her daughter needed or deserved. Isla will not know these things unless Clara raises her voice, risks the skin that still feels raw from becoming.

‘Mother?’ Isla looks at her in a concerned, almost clinical way.

‘Sorry, darling. I’m a bit scatter-brained this morning.’

Isla nods and Clara can see that she understands. There are many things her daughter could answer, not least of which how she wishes Clara had been braver. Isla doesn’t say any of those things. To do so now would be cruel, and that is something her daughter has never been. How can Clara forgive herself for these choices that have created such a distance between them? But how can she not? For Clara knows beyond any doubt that if she hadn’t held onto herself as tightly, Isla would have lost her forever.


CHAPTER 36

Clara stands by the drawing-room window, looking out into the sunny garden and wondering why she’s still inside. A child’s laughter sounds through the glass, and she leans closer to the sill, trying to peer around the corner. A woman in her middle years runs past, hair loose and trailing, smile wide and generous. Behind her a little girl with bright auburn curls follows with a determined expression.

Clara’s heart expands until she thinks it might burst from her chest. It’s Isla playing chase with Eliza, her mother, not dead but alive and vibrant before her. She watches them for a while before she feels a familiar hand on her shoulder.

‘Come outside,’ Harold says, leading her away.

Clara stumbles into the day and the sunlight is momentarily blinding. Harold’s hand rests on the small of her back, guiding her towards a white wicker table and chairs. Clumps of daffodils grow all around, their ferociously yellow blooms unapologetically gaudy. When they reach the table Harold guides her to a chair, and Clara sits, watching her dead mother play with her only grandchild. The air is alive with bees and the soft, warm breeze of summer. In the distance, the sea is a constant hum.

Isla’s compact little body crashes into Clara’s knees and she lifts her onto her lap. She snuggles against her, chattering about everything she’s seen and done that morning. And the love is easy. Like it always should have been. Easy and right and so normal Clara could cry in relief, except she doesn’t have time because now her mother is before her, and saying something Clara can’t understand.

And it’s not just her mother. Harold says something and Eliza laughs, but Clara can only hear the tones, deep and light, only focus on the sounds, never the meaning. Isla has consumed the whole of her attention, and she’s terrified that if she lets it stray, the love will fade. Isla is like a cherub, a golden child, basking in the attention of everyone, bursting with potential. And then Clara hears a voice she’ d almost forgotten. Ettie.

Her grandmother comes across the lawn towards them, eyes fixed on Clara. Agatha is beside her, walking in step, and the two women, one tall and sharp-featured, the other almost a head shorter with sparkling eyes and a cunning mouth, look like two witches from a storybook trio. Mother and crone, but where is the maiden?

‘Good morning, Clara,’ Ettie says with a smile as if she knows she’s dreaming. Isla jumps out of Clara’s arms and weaves her way between Ettie and Agatha’s skirts. Her loss is an acute, penetrating ache, but Clara doesn’t reach for her. She looks at Ettie, who ignores her great-grandchild, instead turning to Agatha.

‘Should we tell her?’

‘Not yet.’

Tell me what? Clara wants to say. The women look at each other, then at her, and sigh in disappointment. Harold scoops Isla up and away from them, dangling her upside down until she’s blue with laughter. She’s in a garden where no-one is dead and everyone’s happy and pleasant and calm. Except these women have a secret they’ve decided not to share, and Clara can feel the clouds gathering, the love slipping away. Her daughter’s laughter grows distant, metallic and false. She’s alone with Agatha and Ettie, who look down on her, passing judgement.

And then a voice calls from the direction of the cove. She turns and sees her sister striding up the lawn. Her hair is wet, and she’s smiling. She looks like the most beautiful version of herself, before Eoan took her away and she stopped sharing things. Adelaide reaches Clara and wraps her in a damp embrace. She smells of brine and seaweed and something else, something unnameable and unmistakably Adelaide.

‘I’m so glad you’re here, Clara,’ she says, and the warmth in her voice is such a contrast to the piercing stares of Ettie and Agatha that Clara wants to weep.

‘You could be so much better,’ Agatha says, and Ettie nods.

‘You are blood of my blood. You are a Findlay woman, and Findlay women know who they are. Findlay women are strong. Find that strength, Clara, or you will lose everything,’ Ettie says.

Adelaide is still smiling at her, as if she hasn’t heard a word.

Clara wakes early and tries to go back to sleep. The sky outside her window shows only the faintest blush of dawn. She wants to fall back into the dream, ask Ettie more. Clara feels cold, remembering. Hasn’t she already lost enough? In a few hours, everything will be a bustle with preparation for the solstice ball. Normally Clara would relish in the activity, the busyness, the satisfaction of people asking questions, of needing to be directed, needing her. But right now all she wants is stillness.

Since Harold admitted to their dire financial situation, things haven’t been smooth sailing. They’ve been forced to have a number of difficult discussions about money and the future over the last few weeks. It’s exhausting. Harold is getting better at being open, but it’s still a battle trying to understand matters kept buried so long, and avoiding reopening old wounds, creating new ones. At least the TWA committee are funding the ball. Lord knows how they’d afford it otherwise. Though Clara hasn’t yet discarded her lists of all the extra trimmings she’d dreamed of adding outside of the agreed-upon budget – golden velvet curtains draped over each doorway, shimmering silver balloons and paper stars hanging from the ceiling. The simpler solstice theme is helping to curtail her disappointment, just.

Clara passes a mug of coffee to Harold, who thanks her, barely glancing up from the paper. There are some days when Clara can almost imagine she and Harold might be content with one another again. Harold kissed her properly this morning. Not a peck on the cheek or forehead, but a kiss on the mouth, full of promise. She thinks back to when Harold suggested they sleep in the same bed again. Sleep was all they’d done, but on that first night, just after Clara had turned down the bedside lamp, Harold had reached for her. It was such unexpected intimacy she’d stiffened before his large, warm hand had given hers a squeeze, and she’d relaxed into his touch. They’d fallen asleep like that, and in the morning she’d woken with his arm draped over her waist like he used to in the days after they were first wed.

‘I have some ideas for how we might save the house,’ Clara says.

Harold looks up, reluctance in his eyes.

‘Let’s talk about it later,’ he says.

‘No, let’s talk about it now. It’s the perfect time, just us, not to be disturbed until we choose.’

‘Just let me finish the paper.’

‘You can’t keep avoiding the issue, Harold.’

He sighs, long and heavy.

‘All I’m asking is that you listen to what I have to say,’ she says.

‘Okay, go ahead.’ He sets the paper down. ‘I’m just not sure what more we can do.’

Harold puts his coffee mug down and stretches his hand. Clara wants to clout him round the head for wanting to throw in the towel, just when he’s finally started discussing it with her.

‘What else did you do, besides writing letters?’ she says.

Harold is silent.

‘We need to go smaller, I believe,’ Clara says. ‘We need to use what we have now, rather than trying to scrabble for what we had then. We need to work out what people want, what they trust.’

Harold nods slowly.

‘The war taught people impermanence. They were reminded that nothing lasts forever, that the impossible can and does happen, and that death is not as far away as we might believe or wish.’

‘I should have been allowed to fight,’ Harold says, bitterness creeping into his voice.

‘No. We’ll have none of that talk. It’s an old argument and one I’m tired of. You did plenty here, and that’s the end of it.’

Harold smiles faintly. ‘So what do you suggest then, with the business?’

‘I have a few ideas. I wrote them down, actually.’

‘Of course you did.’ Harold’s tone is affectionate and his eyes are bright.

‘We know the public continue to view my family name with respect and loyalty, in no small part due to the Findlay Sixern legacy. But we need a change, Harold. You should have come to me. Two minds are always better than one when it comes to business.’

‘I said that to your grandfather once,’ Harold says, and Clara chews the inside of her cheek. She does not want to think of Alistair.

‘I think we should invest the money we have into a much more profitable industry with guaranteed returns.’

‘What are you thinking?’

‘Apples. I heard from Mabel the other day that her uncle has just bought shares and it’s already paying back in spades. I think we should jump on the wagon while we have the chance.’

‘That’s interesting.’ Harold pushes back the bedclothes and his breakfast tray. ‘We already have an orchard large enough, I suppose, though it’s in need of considerable repairs …’

‘I know you had to let the gardeners go, but I believe if we can bring a couple back, and do some of the work ourselves, it will pay off. And I know a woman in my bridge club whose husband is an arborist. I’m sure she could call in a favour.’

Harold’s grin is slow and wide.

‘I think we’ve got ourselves the making of a very sensible plan,’ he says.

Clara smiles. It’s nice, talking things over with her husband, as equals. She feels her mind awakening after a long sleep.

‘Why don’t we sit in the garden and talk through it all? I’ll go and get my notebook.’


CHAPTER 37

June 1924

Clara turns onto her side and reaches for the oil lamp, turning it up just a fraction. Harold’s nasal snoring is keeping her awake, though she’d likely struggle anyway. Sleep has become as slippery as fish scales. On her bedside table, where she’d left it, is Ettie’s diary.

12th July, 1899

Sometimes I consider the irony of marrying Alistair, when it was men like him who ruined my family in the first place. Men who steal what they want without a second thought. But now I’m taking everything back, now, I’m choosing to become as cunning as the selkie sisters who cursed my ancestors. I wonder if they felt as satisfied as I do now, purse heavy with signed papers …

I told them the truth today. The story that my grandmother told me and hers before, is now theirs. As is right.

Clara stops reading. Ettie transports her to a day that stands out in her memory. She had decided to take Clara and Adelaide to the cove. She hadn’t packed a picnic, had shaken her head when Agatha offered and told her they wouldn’t be gone long. But they were gone long. They were gone for hours.

Clara remembers the day as overcast and blustery. Ettie wore her peacock shawl and said nothing as they walked single file along the secret track. It wasn’t until their feet touched the sand and they could hear the gulls crying and the briny seaweed smell of the ocean hit them full in the face that Ettie raised her voice.

‘It’s time you heard a different story,’ she said. And so Ettie told them, for the first time, the truth – of her family ancestry, their ancestry. She told them that the chief of Clan MacCodrum, who hailed from Uist in the Hebridean islands off the coast of Scotland, the chief from the fairytale, was an ancestor from her grandmother’s side. That familiar tale, of how, many hundreds of years ago, the chief had spied a selkie, become enraptured and stolen her skin.

‘So you see, my darlings, the tale I told you as a bedtime story is partly true. Orlena’s family never forgot her, especially not her sisters, who conspired to punish Clan MacCodrum for what their chief had done. They cursed the clan so that all women born from the chief’s line for generations would yearn desperately for the sea. And ever since, even now, no-one from Clan MacCodrum will hunt the seals, for they believe them to be part of their family.’ Ettie turned away from the water then, fixing them with her grey-blue eyes. There was warmth in them this time.

‘Now you know the truth,’ she said.

As Clara had grown up, she’d viewed the tale with a grain of salt, half dismissing it as just one more fanciful story, and not one she’d expected to hear from her brusque, seemingly indomitable grandmother. But that day, when Ettie spoke of the Findlays’ ancestral connection, she had felt proud. Despite the horror of discovering they were related to such a monster, what stands out in her memory are the selkie sisters. To Clara, their supposedly true family history was filled with bonds of trust and loyalty between women. At that moment, she’d believed that what their grandmother was really trying to say was that women should never be afraid to protect what they loved. That they should have the courage to leave things that no longer served them – places or people – and be brave enough to trust that one’s heart knows the way. To never feel guilty about choosing themselves, or their kin.

Ettie had looked away from them as she’d told the tale, out to sea as if she believed that way her voice would carry not just to her granddaughters, but to the seals as well. Clara knew that Ettie had chosen to identify with the selkies who cursed their ancestors, whose blood she believed mingled with her own, rather than the chief. But thinking about the story now, Clara wonders if this was a mistake. She can understand the need to put such darkness and greed away from oneself. But it’s better, healthier surely, to learn to reconcile with the entirety of one’s history, not just the parts you’re proud of.

Ettie could have fought against the curse, rather than accepting it as her fate. But then, her grandmother never believed her desire for the sea to be a misfortune, was never afraid of it like Clara.

Had her mother been? What had Ettie told Eliza about this draw to the ocean? Clara’s chest constricts. They chose the sea over their children.

The raw, sharp pain of abandonment hits Clara like it hasn’t in years, and she remembers the day she’d learned it was easier to be angry, the day she wrapped up her pain into the tightest possible parcel to store in a forgotten corner of her heart, and let rage take up residence. Thoughts and memories and possibilities and hope boil in Clara’s mind and she closes her eyes, steadies her breathing, forces herself to calm. Hadn’t she chosen the ocean herself, when she’d tried to give Isla back to it, to the seal family she thought she belonged to?

As a child listening to the tale for the first time, before Ettie told them the truth, Clara would have been happy for any children that came from her to hear it, to learn of the strong women who’d fought for their sister. But after what she almost did, Clara put any hint of selkies or magic or the ocean, any possibility of the abnormal, away. So Isla has never heard the truth buried in that story. But Isla is not a child anymore. She is not, though Clara hesitates to admit it, in need of her protection.

She thinks of Jack and burns with shame when she remembers how poorly she’s treated him. Clara understands her previous animosity and distrust had bubbled up when she’d been unable to stop herself projecting the wrongs of Alistair, of Eoan, of the chief, onto him. Though is it any wonder, when she’d been raised in the presence of such a hideous grandfather? When she’d watched her sister almost destroyed by a man too weak to stay? Men who preferred to assign their own images of who they wanted women to be, rather than invest any energy into seeking a true understanding? But Jack is nothing like those men.

As if summoned by her mother’s thoughts, Isla knocks on the door. Colour has returned to her cheeks, and her eyes have lost their faraway look. Clara wonders if her dreams have ceased, or if Isla’s found a way to cope with them. All three of them seem to be learning how to bear what cannot be changed.

‘I’m going into town, do you need anything?’

‘Don’t go.’ The words escape before Clara can spin them into something sane-sounding and panic free. ‘I need to tell you something. Please, stay.’

And whether it’s the look on her mother’s face – pleading and urgent – or the way she appears poised to spring from her chair and grab hold of her with both hands that makes Isla place her coat back over her shoulder, she does.

Isla comes to sit beside her mother on the brocade chaise longue.

‘There’s more to Orlena’s story.’

Isla listens.

‘Our family, the Findlays, are descendants of Clan MacCodrum’s chief. Ettie told your aunt and I just before she died. She believed it was because of our connection to him, and the curse of the selkie sisters, that the women in our family are so drawn to the ocean.’ Clara unbuttons the cuffs on her blouse, rolls up her sleeves to the elbow.

‘It seemed such a fanciful idea,’ she continues. ‘Superstition was rife at that time in history, and I thought there must have been many similar such tales. People seeking otherworldly explanations for family misfortunes.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me then?’ Isla says.

‘I kept it from you because I was fearful that if you knew there was the possibility of a real connection between our family and the seals, you might also believe in the curse, like I think my mother did, like I know Ettie did. Ever since Ettie told me the truth I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that their draw to the sea came from this knowledge. I thought that if you remained ignorant, the pull in you would be less, that you would be safe.’

‘But it has not been less,’ Isla says, and Clara smiles sadly.

‘No, it has not. That story, the full truth of it, is as much yours to understand as it is mine and your aunt’s. I should have told you everything after I saw you swim with that seal, but I was still worried, even then, even after witnessing something so beautiful, that I might lose you.’

‘And what of your longing, Mother? I know you pretend to be immune to the ocean’s song, but I see you gazing out to sea when you think no-one’s watching. I know you deny yourself any pleasure that you could take from the waves. But you don’t need to, not anymore.’

Clara has never thought she required permission, especially not from her daughter, who for so long she’s believed was unstable, vulnerable. How blind she’s been.

‘I have too many dreams I wish to see fulfilled, Mother, to allow myself to become one with the seals, though some days it’s hard to resist.’ There’s a smile in Isla’s voice. She’s found a way to have both, found a way to lean into her love for the sea, to give in to that love when she needs to, but she’s strong enough to come back.

‘I should go – Jack will be worried,’ Isla says, standing.

‘I’m glad your paths crossed,’ Clara says. ‘He’s nothing like the man Adelaide fell in love with. It was wrong of me to believe it when I have a daughter who knows herself so fully. You would never give yourself to someone in an attempt to fill a part of you that was missing. There is nothing missing from you, Isla.’

‘I hope one day you can believe the same, Mother.’

Clara sits in the sewing room she’d had built after coming home from Willow Court, once Isla had seemed less like an alien creature and more like a daughter, as a kind of reward to herself for succeeding, to some degree, in being normal. Harold had given her a new sewing machine – a Griffin rather than a Singer model, it sits on a beautifully ornate oak table, inlaid with a pattern of diamond and square shaped mahogany. The machine itself was painted with gold trees and flowers. As Clara taps on the pedal and shifts the handkerchief she’s hemming, her eyes stray to Ettie’s diary, peeking out from beneath a pile of letters.

Clara lifts her foot from the pedal.

2nd January, 1890

In one year I have stolen back almost ten thousand pounds. Thomas is proving to be very helpful, and I am always careful to speak directly to him. Of course, not all of this amount eventuated from my trips to the bank – much too dangerous. I have used multiple avenues – siphoning from the household accounts, for one. I already have control of them. All I need do is draw up a false invoice – for books, furniture, repairs, a new dress. Alistair pays them without question because he thinks it keeps me ‘docile’ – his price for stealing my invention, perhaps. If I continue to be careful, I believe I can save enough money for my girls to break free of this terrible cycle. Financial independence for a woman, I’ve learned, is vital.

But I can’t just turn over the cheque. I cannot afford to let this money fall into the wrong hands. When Alistair is gone, I know his cronies will come sniffing around this house, eyeing my granddaughters like wolves before a kill. Harold can’t protect them from this. He’s a kind man, but he’s weak. He will make decisions based on his ego, on a learned arrogance so many men possess, the belief he knows better. And I will never again hand over financial responsibility to a man. I will hide my money somewhere only my girls will find it. Besides, they won’t require it for a long while yet. Agatha will help them if they ever have need.

Meanwhile, I will behave as I always have, keep my distance, and play my part. The trick with Alistair, which I discovered once the love fell away, is to make him believe you’re on his side. The minute he thinks otherwise, the minute you show a hint of defiance, he becomes dangerous. That’s the frightening thing about my husband. He isn’t some bumbling, useless thug, easily manipulated. He’s clever, more clever than I knew when I married him. He’s also vicious. I get the feeling I’ve only scratched the surface of what he’s capable of.

But I too am clever. I too can be vicious. He will not hurt my children again.

Clara stops reading, her heart beating painfully against her rib cage. She holds the thin and fading paper between her fingers, feels every piece of Ettie’s fury, her grief, her strength etched into the words and seeping now into Clara’s skin.


ETTIE

1899

Ettie watches Alistair lying on his bed, half asleep and sickly under the covers, dark smudges like day-old bruises under his eyes. She sits beside him. As the bed shifts with her weight, Alistair’s eyes open. They are bloodshot and narrowed.

‘I’ve brought you a tonic, dear,’ Ettie says.

‘I don’t want it. They don’t work.’

‘This one will.’

Ettie grasps the back of Alistair’s neck and tugs it forward with a savage wrench. His head twists in her grip but Ettie does not let go. She forces the vial between his lips and he gurgles a mouthful, the poison dribbling down his chin. As Alistair struggles he bites down on the vial and some of the glass breaks, cutting his lip. Blood mingles with his saliva. Ettie smiles, showing her teeth, and for the first time, there is true fear in Alistair’s eyes. Ettie takes away the broken bottle and wipes her husband’s chin with her handkerchief. Her hands are tender.

‘There now,’ she says. ‘It will all be over soon.’

‘I never— I—’ Alistair stutters.

‘Shhh.’ Ettie rests her hand against his neck, letting him know she could squeeze if she wanted to. But there’s no need. The poison is working.

In the final moments before the light leaves Alistair’s eyes, Ettie grasps her necklace and yanks it from his neck. The chain breaks with a satisfying snap. In her hand she holds again that most precious thing, a part of herself she thought was lost.


CHAPTER 38

It takes Clara a while to find her sister. After moving through the house she goes outside, and eventually sees Adelaide’s silhouette against the outline of the cliffs. Clara is breathing heavily by the time she reaches her.

‘So you’ve finished reading?’ Adelaide says.

It is both a relief and an irritation to have her sister know exactly why she’s come.

‘Why are you all the way out here, Adelaide?’

‘I needed some air.’

‘There’s air in the garden.’

‘You know what I mean. I needed the kind of air that grabs you by the throat and takes from you as much as it gives.’

‘It makes me sick that he used her like that,’ Clara says. ‘Took all the credit and we never knew. The world never knew.’

‘I know,’ Adelaide says quietly.

‘If there was some way we could tell people that it was her brilliance that revolutionised the fishing industry, her ingenuity that made fishermen across the world know the Findlay name.’

‘How? The only proof we have is in the diary, and we can’t show that to anyone because she all but confesses to the murder of her husband. And even if that wasn’t an issue, it’s not actually concrete proof. They could say she was lying.’

Adelaide is right, but still, Clara can’t bear the thought of people believing their grandmother to be nothing but a good, obedient little wife – a support act at best, when it was she who made everything possible, created their fortune.

‘And the ten thousand pounds she spoke of … Do you think Alistair ever found out Ettie was stealing from him? Well, not stealing – taking back,’ Clara says.

‘I wondered whether it was part of the reason she killed him.’

‘I suppose there’s not much point in wondering,’ Clara says. ‘We’ll never know for sure.’

‘It’s strange, isn’t it, to discover all this after she’s gone?’

Clara nods. ‘It made me think of the time she took us to the cove, when she told us of our ancestral clan.’

‘I’d forgotten that day,’ Adelaide says, her voice sad. ‘He was her chief, but she didn’t have any sisters to save her.’

‘She found her own way,’ Clara says. ‘She saved herself.’ And us. ‘I’m remembering so much more since reading her diary,’ Clara says, which makes her sister smile.

‘I’m sorry I kept it from you.’

‘I understand why you did now. I felt it sometimes while reading, the desire to have it by me always, the feeling that her writing was for me, and me alone.’

‘Isla should know about it,’ Adelaide says.

‘What? Why?’

‘She’s a part of this. She’s already been affected.’

‘She doesn’t have to be anymore. She’s doing better, Adelaide.’

‘I will not keep this from her. She deserves to know who her great-grandmother was. What she did for us.’

‘That’s not your decision to make.’

‘If you don’t tell her, she may never forgive you.’

Clara knows her sister is right, and she’s not sure she could bear it if things went back to the way they had been. Following Adelaide’s gaze out to sea, she nods, jaw set.

They find Isla in the library. Adelaide places Ettie’s diary on the games table.

‘This is what you were trying to show me before, wasn’t it?’ Isla says.

‘Yes.’

‘Why didn’t you?’

‘I …’

Clara interrupts. ‘You never knew her.’

‘No, but she’s still a part of me. My connection to the ocean, our connection, came from her. I want to know more about Ettie’s life.’

Adelaide looks at Clara pointedly, before saying, ‘I’m sorry we’re only showing you now. These past months I’ve watched you trying so hard to keep your head above water, literally, and I didn’t want to give you anything else to worry about. But it’s also true that I liked having a piece of Ettie all to myself. I kept it from your mother as well.’

Isla does not reply, but picks up the diary and holds it.

‘It was Ettie who modified the sixern into what it became, not Alistair,’ Adelaide says.

‘What?’

‘Here, let me show you.’

Adelaide takes the diary and turns to the entry. She reads aloud.

‘I can’t imagine it,’ Isla finally says. ‘To have to hide such an incredible achievement, to listen, for years, to people congratulating your husband, commenting on how proud she must have been to have found such a man, when it was her invention all along.’ The fury in Isla’s voice embeds itself in Clara’s chest like shrapnel. She knows Isla is imagining herself in Ettie’s shoes, visualising her ideas, herself, her core, taken from her.

‘People should know the truth,’ Isla says.

‘It’s too risky,’ Adelaide says. ‘Clearly, Alistair deserved all that came to him, but if anyone knew the truth behind his death, Ettie’s reputation would be ruined.’

‘Couldn’t we rip those pages out, the ones where Ettie speaks of what she did? Display the rest?’ Isla says.

Clara loves that her daughter wants to try.

‘I don’t think we should give the public a reason to read into things. People already wonder if she killed herself, despite it never being on the official record,’ Clara says.

‘And despite the injustice, this diary is private,’ Adelaide says. ‘It wouldn’t feel right sharing one of the only things we have left of her, something so honest, something she obviously meant only for herself.’

‘I agree. But what are we going to do with it in the meantime?’ Clara says. ‘We can’t risk someone other than us reading it.’

‘It’s been hidden for this long in the house,’ Isla says.

‘True, but I agree with Clara,’ Adelaide says. ‘I think we should find a place where no-one but the three of us will ever know where to look. Just until we’ve decided what to do.’

‘And where would that be?’ Clara says.

Isla’s eyes crinkle and she looks at her aunt.

‘Agatha,’ Adelaide and Isla say at once.


CHAPTER 39

The winter sun is warm against Clara’s back as she sits cross-legged on the sand, Ettie’s diary in her lap, open to one of the earlier entries. They’d all come to the cove for a picnic, to talk about Ettie’s damning revelations. As soon as they’d arrived Adelaide hadn’t been able to stop herself from stripping to her knickers and jumping into the sea, and Isla, of course, had followed. Clara’s eyes follow Isla as she swims towards the kelp forest that wraps around the base of the cliff. From where she stands, the cluster of kelp floats look like a dark, ominous mass. A profusion hiding the best kind of secret. Isla dives, and Clara imagines what it must feel like to glide through those giant, swaying fronds, feel them brush against your face as schools of tiny silver fish dart up from the depths, sunlight piercing the water and opening your eyes to all that colour, greens and blues and golden browns. Bliss. But Clara is grateful to be alone on the sand, her feet soaking in the saltwater of a tide pool. Some time with Ettie is needed, especially if they give up her words to Agatha for safekeeping. Although they agreed that Agatha with the diary was likely the best option, none of them are ready to part with it. Clara looks away from her daughter’s trajectory, and down at the page.

12th March, 1899

Today is the first time I’ve felt myself in a long time. Words cannot do justice to my relief. It sometimes feels as if the woman who travelled half way around the world, that brave, independent person, will never surface again. But this morning I woke with a spark in my veins, and I went straight to the cove before breakfast, in my nightgown no less. The water was like a shot of adrenaline to my atrophied heart. The salt coursed through my limbs, animating them like nothing has ever been able to, and I dived under, opened my eyes and let them drink in the sunlight streaming through the sea’s layers. I felt hopeful, I felt possible.

Alistair is away on business. Meeting potential investors, he said. And I’m glad. I hope he stays away longer than planned. The girls and I can breathe when he’s gone. It’s as if the house sheds a heavy garment, like cloths coming off mirrors after a period of mourning. We can see ourselves clearly once more.

I think of the woman who fell in love with him. I know now it wasn’t love, but a sick kind of attachment. The type you fall deeper into the more horribly they treat you, excusing the inexcusable all because they did one nice thing, yesterday or last week or maybe not at all until it becomes just one of the many weird, warped memories that have taken up residence in your mind. I silence all my selves who scream at this girl, call her stupid and naïve, who shame her. It was not your fault, I tell her this as often as needed. I honour who she was and the choices that led to heartache, but also to Eliza, to her granddaughters and this place that has sustained her weary heart.

Besides, Alistair can no longer climb the stairs without aid. He wheezes like an old man and barely touches his food. There is only one vial left.

Clara stops reading. There’s no chance of her falling asleep now.

‘The sea cave is open!’ Clara startles and looks up to find Isla before her, breathless, cheeks pink with excitement. ‘I can’t remember the last time I’ve been inside. Come on, Adelaide’s waiting for us!’ And she’s off again. Clara doesn’t want to leave the diary unattended, so she tucks it under her arm and hurries to catch up with her daughter. As she runs, Ettie’s words echo in her mind.

The sea cave smells strongly of brine and bird droppings. It’s much cooler inside. Isla and Adelaide look completely at home, and Clara feels another pang of jealousy as she notes how alike they are. Just like Ettie, and a complete contrast to Clara’s straight, golden blonde hair and ruddy complexion and her short stature. She knows looks have nothing to do with personality or emotional connection like some crackpots used to believe, but sometimes Clara wonders if it might have helped for Isla to have been able to find something of herself in her mother’s face. She wonders if, as a baby, Isla had looked at Adelaide and believed her to be her true mother.

‘Let’s go further,’ Adelaide says, breaking Clara’s thought spiral.

‘Not too far,’ Clara says. ‘It’s an incoming tide.’

‘We can all swim, Mother,’ Isla says.

It’s been years since Clara swam. So long she’s not sure she remembers how. Isla knows that, and Clara wonders whether her daughter meant it cruelly, or if she simply didn’t think.

The three of them walk together into the darkness. The cave is large enough that they’re able to stride abreast, and the sunshine from the entrance lights their way, but as it grows dimmer Clara has the urge to take both of their hands. The dark and echoing chamber and the sadness of Ettie’s words make her think of sea monsters lurking in dark corners, waiting to strike.

‘Perhaps we should stop here,’ Clara says. ‘It’s very dark.’

‘If you’re worried you can wait outside,’ Adelaide says.

Clara doesn’t like the thought of them venturing off alone, but she says nothing, instead falling into step beside her sister.

‘This is a cave of miracles, isn’t it, Isla? Nothing can harm us here.’

Isla grins and nods, and Clara again feels that niggling sense that she’s missed the punchline of some grand joke, that she’s at the window looking in rather than inside laughing with everyone else. Mentally she shakes herself. Maybe she should try going along with Adelaide’s fancies, see what happens. But a cave of miracles? It makes Clara want to snort. At some point, everyone has to grow up. She supposes this is where most of her resentment comes from. The fact that Adelaide seemed incapable of acting like an adult meant that she had to assume more responsibility than she was ready for, grow up before her time. She’s not sure if she’ll ever be able to forgive her sister for that.

‘Are you alright, Mother?’ Isla asks. Clara breathes in the cold air and forces herself to focus on the present, the distant cries of the gulls, her daughter’s searching face. She manages a nod.

‘We can go back now, I don’t mind,’ Adelaide says.

The three of them leave the cave as the tide comes in. Their ankles are wet by the time they reach the entrance, and it makes Clara uneasy, as if the ocean is telling them they’ve overstayed their welcome. Clara can’t get the vision out of her head. She feels Adelaide’s hand slide into hers, but as her sister swings their joined hands forward in a cheerful movement, the diary slips from where it’s been pressed against her side.

‘No!’ Clara snatches it from the wet sand and runs back to their picnic spot. She can hear Isla and Adelaide behind, yelling for her to wait. Kneeling on the rug, Clara grabs a tea towel from the basket and wipes the leather cover, front and back, before gingerly opening its pages. She lets free the breath she was holding when she finds they are only slightly damp, mostly the top edge. But as Clara tips the diary to the side, her fingers fluttering the pages, something falls into her lap – a piece of paper slightly thicker than the journal’s pages. Clara can clearly see the outlines of words beneath this folded sheaf. Slowly, terrified she’ll rip it, Clara smooths the paper. For a moment she isn’t quite sure what she’s looking at. And then it hits her, and she’s reeling. It’s a map. A map to the money Ettie was reclaiming.

It’s dated 1899. The same year Alistair died. Clara reads it again to make sure she’s got it right. Ettie has left them directions to the location of the bank notes she withdrew. From what Clara can gather, the money is hidden somewhere in the attic. Her vision swims when it settles on the amount. Twenty thousand pounds. Ten thousand more than she’d written in her diary. She’d kept going, and Alistair had not discovered her. Clara takes a deep breath through her nose. In today’s money, that would be close to fifty thousand.

Clara digs her free hand into the cool sand to alleviate a sudden dizziness. Their financial situation is not quite as dire, with the promise of the apple business, but Isla’s dreams of university coming true are now possible, without them having to borrow. And perhaps they could one day establish a museum for the Findlay Sixerns? Clara’s mind buzzes with possibilities. But more than all of that, what she holds is evidence of her grandmother’s extraordinary courage, her bravery, her love. Clara starts to cry, and hurries to tuck the map back into the diary before her tears spoil it.

‘Is it okay?’ Isla is panting. She braces both hands on the small of her back and bends backwards. Clara just nods.

‘I found something.’

Agatha is in the kitchen, as if she were waiting for them. Clara doesn’t know where to start. Her head is so full she thinks it might burst. Instead of trying to articulate it all, she takes the diary from where it sits on the table beside her, slips the map free, and gives it to Agatha. The old woman takes it, reads, and promptly sits. Agatha’s hands shake as she skims over the document.

‘I wondered where all that money went,’ she says quietly. ‘I thought Alistair must have found out, spent it out of spite or invested it into one of his schemes.’

When she looks up, there are tears in her eyes, and Clara thinks it might be the first time in her life she’s seen Agatha cry.

‘Ettie never fully explained why she had to go. She was a fiercely independent woman, and only sought my counsel when she felt she had no alternative,’ Agatha says. ‘But I never believed her intention was to leave you girls for good. That’s probably why she hid this, just in case she couldn’t return. But she thought she’d come back, one day, like Orlena always meant to in the story.’

Outside, they hear the dragging of tyres against gravel: Harold returning from the office.

‘She was always fearful Alistair’s cronies would come searching for scraps,’ Agatha continues. ‘I imagine that’s why she hid it in the diary, somewhere only I, or her clever granddaughters, would ever look.’

‘How much?’ Adelaide says, sounding like she’s struggling to keep her voice from shaking.

‘Twenty thousand pounds,’ Clara says. Stating the figure out loud for the second time doesn’t make it more believable. It echoes on Clara’s tongue.

‘Ettie was a shrewd woman,’ Agatha says. ‘Before she left, the family was in no need of money, but I think Ettie suspected Harold might run into troubles. It’s just like her to leave a safety net.’

Isla grips her hands together until her knuckles turn white, and a smile spreads across her face. Adelaide sits beside Agatha.

‘I don’t know how we didn’t notice it earlier,’ Clara says. ‘I’d seen a slip of paper stuck to one of the entries before, but I couldn’t see anything written on it. I thought Ettie must have stuck it there to cover a mistake, or to give herself more room.’

‘I know why we missed it, why it was blank,’ Isla says. Clara turns to her daughter. ‘Ettie must have drawn it in invisible ink, or something of the like. The only way to reveal the secrets that kind holds is by placing it under a candle flame, or by exposure to water.’

Clara stares at her brilliant daughter. She never would have thought of that.

‘But where would she have obtained the ink?’ Adelaide says.

‘She must have made it,’ Isla says. ‘You can use a combination of baking soda and lemon juice mixed with water, but it’s not very potent, and certainly wouldn’t have survived all these years. She must have employed something stronger, a nitrate or acetone solution perhaps.’

‘Ettie was thorough,’ Agatha says, as if it were obvious. ‘She would have done her research, asked the right questions in the right way to the right people, until she had what she needed.’

Warmth spreads inside Clara. To be the granddaughter of such a woman – it gives her courage.

‘We can save the house,’ Clara says. ‘Properly invest in the orchard to safeguard the estate.’ Clara’s eyes flick to her daughter’s. Isla may have been the one to alert her to Harold’s deceit, but she’s not certain she knew how dire things are. But Isla smiles at her mother and her discerning expression tells Clara all she needs to know. Of course Isla guessed.

‘Will you keep the map and the diary safe, Agatha?’ Adelaide says. ‘Somewhere here, in the kitchen? Somewhere only you know where to look.’

‘You were the person Ettie trusted the most. It’s fitting her secrets return to you now. Will you guard them for us?’ Clara says.

‘Of course I will,’ Agatha says.

‘We almost didn’t find it,’ Isla says.

‘We won’t speak of that,’ Adelaide says.

‘No,’ Clara agrees. ‘We think forward, and we plan carefully.’

Clara looks at the three women standing in the kitchen beside her. She’s not sure she’s ever felt more lucky, more proud. Ettie would be proud too.

Clara can’t stop thinking about the diary, and what thoughts must have been roiling through her grandmother’s mind in her last days. She misses being able to read it whenever she chooses, hearing Ettie’s voice. Clara wonders how much people would really care if someone found out about Ettie. There are hardly any still around who knew her grandparents well. Ettie had kept to herself, and it was uncommon for her to invite anyone over for tea. Would it matter if someone discovered the truth? Clara can’t imagine anyone would bother to take the matter to the police now. It was such a long time ago, everyone involved long gone.

Clara sits alone in the drawing room. What she saw can’t have been what actually happened. She wasn’t in the room that night, though she’d seen Ettie leave it. But Clara can’t deny what her gut is telling her. Ettie killed her husband. She’d confessed it in her diary and Clara’s memory of her leaving Alistair’s room that night all but confirmed it.

Clara does not often allow herself to dwell on her childhood in her grandfather’s shadow. She doesn’t see the point. But sometimes Alistair creeps in without warning, before she’s had time to barricade her mind as she’s become skilled at.

She’d been fourteen and reading in the sitting room when Alistair entered without warning. He was like a ghost in that way, uncannily silent until you felt his eyes on the back of your neck. He demanded to be told what Ettie said to them each night when she tucked them in, what other stories she told, whether their grandmother was conspiring behind his back. Instead of freezing, instead of trying to deny him, Clara acquiesced. She told the truth, mostly. She said Ettie told them stories of Orkney, of her childhood, of their ancestors. She told Alistair everything except the parts her gut said no.

For the first time, and to her surprise, Clara began to play his game. And she was good at it. In this way she managed to shield herself from the worst of his emotional manipulation. From Alistair, Clara learned to say what people most wanted to hear, and in doing so hide, protect, her deepest truths.

Clara never told anyone about these conversations with her grandfather. She’s like Ettie in that way, hates fuss, prefers to solve most problems on her own. She detests crying in front of others, not because she thinks it’s a sign of weakness, but because she’s an intensely private person, always has been, even before she had any need to be. If falling apart is inevitable, Clara knows she can hold it in until she reaches the privacy of her room. She refuses to break down until she hears the lock snick shut.

Clara thinks of Ettie’s deep unhappiness, the way she must have planned it all, the hours spent alone in her room with her thoughts, the choosing of the herbs and the calculated, meticulous distilling of the poison. It leaves Clara cold. Perhaps none of us know what we’re truly capable of until the moment we need to be.

She’d forgotten Ettie’s necklace. The one that had always been around her neck until it wasn’t. And Agatha must have known, Clara realises with a chilling certainty. Ettie would have needed the use of the kitchen and Agatha had understood more about the properties of the plants required.

Clara goes up to her room, even though it’s only three o’clock. But she doesn’t lie down. She sits in front of her dressing table mirror and looks at the lines around her eyes. Laugh lines, Agatha would call them, but all Clara sees is age. She hasn’t done enough laughing in her life to warrant that as an excuse. Harold comes in looking weary.

‘How was your day?’ she asks.

‘Busy, tiring. But I think I’ve found two willing young men to help with the apple trees.’

Harold sits on the bed and Clara comes to perch beside him.

‘That’s wonderful. We’re going to be okay, Harold. The export of Tasmanian apples to Europe is thriving. It might take a year or two for our orchard to get off the ground, make proper money, but we’ll get there.’ She doesn’t have the energy to tell him about the bank notes just now. Not when there’s so much else to say, hours and hours’ worth of explaining. Instead, Clara says, ‘Tell the bank we can pay them half of what we owe in two weeks.’ Trust me, her eyes say, and to Clara’s relief, after a brief hesitation, her husband nods.

‘It’s a good thing dowries are going out of fashion,’ Harold says with a small smile.

‘Even so, Isla doesn’t have intentions of getting married,’ Clara says. ‘She’s made that clear to me recently.’

‘She will one day.’

‘Why did you want to marry me?’ Clara asks suddenly.

‘What do you mean?’ There’s a wariness to Harold’s tone.

‘You knew about the rumours of madness and the circumstances of my mother’s and Ettie’s deaths. What made you want to tie yourself to this family?’

‘You.’

‘But I was nothing special, Harold. It’s not like you didn’t have other options.’

He looks as if he wants to laugh but knows that wouldn’t be wise.

‘That’s always been your problem, Clara. You don’t think you deserve anything you have. You don’t believe in yourself.’

‘Is it any wonder why?’

‘Let it go, Clara. Isla is fine. And she will never know what happened.’

Clara almost tells him, wants to, but she can’t, not yet.

‘I’d like to be alone for a while,’ she says, and Harold nods, despite the flash of hurt that crosses his face.

‘I understand,’ he says.

No, you don’t.


CHAPTER 40

June 1924

The air is sharp and most mornings they wake to a mountain covered in snow. The solstice ball is nearing and Clara has written so many lists she almost has enough paper to bind them into a book. She’s yet to decide on a menu. Every time she sits down with pen and paper, she thinks of Ettie. She rarely aches for Ettie’s presence, has not wished to speak with her, hear her advice, in a long time.

Many of Clara’s memories take place in the kitchen. Ettie had a sweet tooth, and often spent time baking with Agatha, particularly the traditional Scottish recipes passed down from her mother. One of Clara’s favourites were buttery rowies – small butter rolls served with blackberry jam or whatever took your fancy. Ettie always started the task by ensuring any stray strands of hair were contained within her bun. Clara would sit on the bench and watch as her grandmother swept up her dark curls, brushing any stray wisps back with a brisk smoothing of her palms. Then she would don her apron and take a big glass bowl from the cupboard below where Clara sat, legs dangling, and tell her to pass her the big jar of flour. Clara remembers the fine mist as she popped open the metal clasps, the immense heat of the oven wafting towards them from the opposite side of the room, and Ettie’s hands, her long, strong fingers sinking into the dough as she pounded it with her flour-coated knuckles.

‘Your grandfather has quite the reputation around Hobart, you know,’ Ettie had said one baking day. ‘People flock to do his bidding, but that reputation is based on fear. Alistair believes he commands respect, but there’s a difference between fear and respect, Clara. One is a fragile, fraudulent thing, easily crumbled, the other is real. Always remember that.’ Clara thought of the men who came to visit her grandfather, with their pristine suits and their hard eyes. His office door clicking shut and the warnings to play extra quietly.

‘But, Clara,’ Ettie’s voice was firm. ‘With me, with Agatha, you’re safe.’ As much as Clara had wanted to believe, how could she, when her cheek was still tender? When she knew her grandmother couldn’t always reach them in time. But children are resilient creatures, and when Ettie offered Clara the spoon to lick and whisked her off the bench so she could clear it, she soon forgot about her grandmother’s words.

Why are all these memories returning to her now?

Clara puts down her pen. Often when she thinks of Ettie, she can’t be sure if her recollection is true. There were many times in Willow Court when she couldn’t separate fantasy from reality, when time slowed and the world took on a twisted, taffy-like consistency. It was one of the most frightening experiences of her life, one she’s tried desperately never to repeat.

Is the feeling of truth enough? Perhaps that’s all she’ll ever have.

Clara recalls her conversation with Adelaide when her sister couldn’t believe she didn’t remember Agatha in the days after Ettie’s death in the same way. She’d been offended, and justifiably so. Adelaide has no right to sit on any high horse when it comes to memory, or sanity. Clara thinks of their grandmother. Despite never feeling as deeply connected to her as Adelaide, as an adult Clara can’t deny certain similarities between them. Ettie was intensely passionate and proud almost to the point of foolishness. Clara remembers watching her grandmother arrange her face into a cool, composed mask when greeting Alistair’s awful friends. She’d noticed how quickly Ettie’s expression of disgust vanished, how she tucked it carefully inside herself along with all the other dangerous emotions, compiling a toolbox of treasures, weapons, buried deep and waiting, just like Orlena and her parcels of anger.

In that moment, for the first time, Clara recognises herself in her grandmother. And Clara realises now she’s learned from the best.

Clara abandons her list making. Clearly she’s too distracted. Instead, she walks towards the laundry. There are tablecloths in need of pressing. She can hear the sounds of an animated conversation coming from the dining room. She moves closer until she’s standing by the closed door. Clara stops, listens.

‘I know why you didn’t want me around, but I never thought you’d cut me off entirely.’

‘I thought it would be less painful that way.’

Clara leans forward to listen more closely.

‘For Clara and Isla, or for you?’ she hears Adelaide say.

‘I know you’re angry, Adelaide, but …’

‘No,’ she cuts him off. ‘You don’t get to be reasonable with me. We’re talking about hundreds of letters, Harold. Hours of writing, hours of hope that one day I would get a response.’

‘I know, but …’

‘Do you know what it took for me to keep going, knowing I was probably writing to myself? What it took to stop writing altogether?’

‘I’m sorry, Adelaide.’ Clara can tell by his tone there are things her husband is holding back, whether out of kindness or shame, she doesn’t know.

‘I would have come home sooner if I’d received the responses I know now I would have. I thought no-one missed or wanted me here.’

Clara hears approaching footsteps and hurries down the corridor. When she reaches the laundry she puts the tablecloths on top of the ironing board and leans her back against the sink.

All those years believing her sister hadn’t written, that she’d been too angry, that Adelaide had blamed Clara for what had happened. Well, she had blamed her, and that was not entirely unjustified, but Adelaide had written, and not just to her. Clara’s heart clenches at the thought of how different Isla’s childhood might have been if she’d been able to continue communicating with her aunt. Perhaps the pleasure and relief her daughter would have felt might have translated into less resentment towards her mother. Perhaps their relationship might have been different. But all of these what-ifs and might-have-beens are a recipe for heartache.

She needs to speak to Adelaide. She’s too furious to have a constructive conversation with Harold. Clara stops herself. He might have taken control, but hadn’t she let him? She’d been so focused on keeping herself sane she’d accepted his offer to take responsibility for virtually every aspect of their lives. She’d played the part of the feeble wife all too well, and she’d paid for it. Tears of frustration threaten but Clara won’t let them fall. Later, maybe, when there’s less chance she’ll be interrupted.

She and Harold are trying harder to communicate clearly, but Clara doesn’t know if she can bear to have him sleep beside her tonight, knowing what he’s done.

When Clara comes into the kitchen she’s surprised to find her sister wearing a dress she’s never seen before, a homespun peasant-style creation she must have brought back from Orkney. Clara wouldn’t be caught dead in something like that, but it suits Adelaide.

She goes to her sister then, wrapping her up into a hug. Adelaide stiffens in surprise, but after a moment, she leans in.

‘I overheard you and Harold,’ Clara says. ‘I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you before.’

‘I know why.’

‘Harold’s trying to make things better between us, we both are. But now, realising what he’s done …’

Adelaide pulls away. ‘Clara, Harold knows about the seal pup. He came down to the kitchen when I was nursing it, and I told him everything. He was reasonable, Clara. He wanted to help.’

Clara doesn’t know what to think anymore. They’d all agreed it was best to say nothing to Harold about the pup, and now Adelaide is implying he would have been supportive all along? It doesn’t make sense.

‘You need to keep talking to each other, Clara, keep listening. Harold thinks he has to behave in the ways society expects of men. To be decisive and in control, the head of his family. He’s weak and selfish, without a creative bone in his spine. That doesn’t mean we have to forgive or excuse what he’s done, but I think it helps us to understand the context of his actions.’

Clara’s fingertips tingle with frustration at her sister’s words. Why does Adelaide always have to act as if she knows best? Make decisions for her?

Like you let her choose? a frustrating voice whispers. She tamps it down.

‘How can you move on so easily? They were your letters.’

‘On Orkney, I learned that we can either move on or remain in pain. I’ve had enough of pain.’

Clara can’t argue with that, but her head still reels with it all. Her thoughts are like kite strings adrift in a gale, each one battered about by her doubts, her anger, none finding purchase. And maybe that’s okay. Perhaps it’s best to leave some things unreconciled. Besides, she needs to save her strength to confront Harold.

She waits until after dinner, when they’ve settled in their room for the night. Harold is in bed, spectacles on the edge of his nose, writing something in a notebook. There’s a stiffness to his actions that tells Clara he can sense she has something to say. She doesn’t know where to start. Looking at him all tucked up and comfortable on the bed, seemingly satisfied that his conscience is clear after apologising to Adelaide, brings the fury back up her throat, tight and scorching. Was he ever planning to tell her? Clara takes a deep, unsteady breath.

‘How could you?’ she says.

He looks up in surprise, takes his glasses off and places them on the nightstand. When he twists back to his wife, Harold’s eyes have turned to steel.

‘How could I what?’

His pretence, his silence, adds fire to Clara’s rage.

‘The letters, Harold. How could you destroy them? How could you deceive me, Isla, in this way, for years?’ Clara’s voice rises on the last word, and she fights the urge to stand, to grab Harold’s shoulders and shake. She is not prepared for her husband’s response. Harold, always mild tempered and calm, always the pacifier, who never raises his voice, shouts, ‘How could I not?!’

Clara hates how she shrinks from him, her husband, suddenly a stranger. His face is turning red and he’s breathing heavily. His nostrils flare.

‘I was trying to save you, my wife, from sure ruin after everything you’d fought so hard to battle already. I was trying to save my daughter from being motherless! I was trying to save my family, Clara. I could feel you both slipping away with Adelaide like the tide. Do you know what that felt like, to have so little control? A husband is supposed to lead, to be the head of his family, to protect them, and I was failing. I took some control back, in the only way I could. Don’t you dare judge me, not when I have never, not once, judged you.’

‘You’re wrong,’ Clara whispers, tears spilling. ‘You’re judging me now, for my anger, my decision to confront you, but I have every right to be angry about this. You can be as righteous as you like, but Adelaide was a part of this family, and casting her off, thinking we would just forget about her? That was wrong, and not your decision to make, regardless of whether or not you’re my husband.’

They stare at each other, both sucking in air as if there isn’t enough for the both of them.

‘Adelaide is my sister.’ Clara breaks the stretching silence. ‘Sisters don’t give up on each other.’

‘It seemed like you had,’ Harold says. His fight, that initial surge of rage has faded. He perches on the edge of the bed and looks away from her.

‘That wasn’t for you to judge,’ Clara says. ‘You could have asked me about her, instead of doing this behind all of our backs. Why didn’t you?’

‘You agreed with me that she should be sent away. I honestly didn’t think you wanted Adelaide in your life anymore. You were so angry with her. And we were worried about Isla, remember?’

Clara seethes.

‘Maybe I wanted some space, time, certainly. But not forever, Harold! I wondered why she wasn’t writing. We even discussed it! Went through all the possible reasons, and you comforted me.’ Clara feels sick, remembering. ‘You told me it was probably because she was trying to settle in, or that opening up contact was too painful. You let me convince myself she would never forgive me.’

At these words, Harold is silent. Clara knows she’s dealt him a blow, that the guilt will now eat at him. He can’t hide behind his anger any longer.

‘You saw that having no contact with Adelaide wasn’t helping Isla. Adelaide wrote to us for years, Harold. You had time to change your mind, why didn’t you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Yes you do. Tell me, talk to me, or we may as well get a divorce.’

The shock on his face could curdle milk.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he says, but his voice is quiet, frightened. Frightened of losing her or frightened of the scandal? Clara isn’t sure.

‘You never told me about the seal pup,’ he says.

‘That is not the same.’

‘It was still a secret.’

‘Why on earth would I have?’

‘Because I’m your husband.’

‘In name only. I’ve come to realise that being married means nothing if you don’t talk. We got out of the habit of sharing things with one another. I’m not entirely sure we ever did. Not important things.’

‘Don’t say that,’ Harold says.

‘I don’t want to lie anymore.’

Harold closes his eyes and Clara wants to shake him. Open them and look at me as I’m looking at you.

‘Tell me,’ Clara says.

Harold breathes in. ‘I was worried that if I opened up communication between Adelaide and yourself I would lose you. I thought that your guilt over sending her away would make you more likely to want to re-establish a connection. And I was worried for Isla. She loved Adelaide too much. I thought space would help her become her own person.’

Clara wishes she didn’t understand.

‘They were only letters, Harold. The distance was still there. I think, if anything, severing contact entirely just made Isla long for Adelaide even more.’

‘I see that now,’ he says. ‘I would have helped you with the seal, you know. Where is it?’

‘Gone.’ Clara’s voice breaks.

‘You couldn’t have kept it forever. It’s home.’

Clara doesn’t know how tell him that their bond was so much more than an attachment developed during its rehabilitation. That Adelaide believed the pup to be her lost child, that there were times when Clara thought it could have been hers too. She doesn’t tell him that their daughter’s dreams are filled with seals, that every time Isla looks at her she sees Ettie reflected back.

‘How did you do it? How did you stop the letters arriving at the house?’

Harold sighs and looks up at the ceiling.

‘I paid one of the couriers to put any letters from Orkney aside, and to notify me when they arrived so I could collect them personally.’

It’s unsurprising, really, given everything else, she thinks.

‘Are you having second thoughts?’ Harold says. ‘About us, I mean.’

Clara looks into his hazel eyes and wishes things could be easier.

‘I’m trying to process.’ Trying to forgive. ‘I understand what it feels like to lose control, Harold,’ Clara says quietly. ‘I would have thought, after everything, you’d know that.’

Clara goes into her dressing room, changes into her nightgown. She stares at her rows of beautiful, expensive gowns, and knows she would trade all of them and more for the chance to alter the course of time. To have been brave enough to question Harold and take control of her life, her decisions. She doesn’t want to go back into the bedroom. She doesn’t want to sleep beside him tonight, but she doesn’t want to be alone either.

‘Clara?’ Harold’s voice on the other side of the door.

It takes her a moment to answer, and when she does, her voice is thin with the effort of holding back tears. ‘I’ll be out in a minute.’

But Harold doesn’t wait. The door opens before she’s ready, before she’s gathered herself and arranged the skin on her face into an acceptable mask. When Clara looks at her husband, his eyes are also red.

‘I’m sorry … I …’ Harold leans forward, as if he’s going to reach for her, but stops himself, waits for her to tell him he can. And though her own weakness exasperates her, Clara wants to be held. So she looks up at Harold, gives the smallest of nods, and lets him wrap his arms around her. She holds him tight and squeezes as hard as she ever has, so hard Harold gasps. The part of her that’s still angry hopes it hurt a little.

She knows there’s more to say. The hurt, the stomach-dropping feeling of betrayal is still there, and she knows it will stay for a long while yet. But Clara can’t ignore her own part in this, even if it was smaller. She can’t ignore that she let Harold take over so many aspects of her life. It was no wonder he thought he was justified in this regard.

And yet, despite it all, despite the disbelief and the emotional exhaustion, she’d rather be here now, in the struggle, instead of holding it inside and going to bed with it all bottled up. Being honest with each other, being vulnerable, means wounding, but she’d so much rather have honesty and pain than pretence and paralysis.


CHAPTER 41

It’s late. Clara lies in bed listening to the wind outside. It sounds like snow’s coming, though winter hasn’t yet set in. But Tasmania is fickle. Clara listens to her breathing, as she often does when sleep eludes her. In, out, in, out. Clara’s mind swings from thought to thought like a trapeze artist without a safety net. She thinks of everything that’s happened throughout her life, of the lies people tell, to others and to themselves. She wonders whether the world is fabricated of lies, its foundations built on untruths and deception. There are so many different kinds. The kind people tell when the truth is painful. We have enough money. I’ ll always look after you. I still love you. The types used to protect ourselves from blame – I never touched him. I don’t know where your necklace is. The kind for pushing people away and for keeping people close. And most damaging of all, the lies we tell ourselves.

Clara knows better than anyone that the longer you tell yourself something, the more likely you are to believe it. It’s like sowing a seed in your own mind – slow for the belief to start, but once it takes root, it will spread into every corner of yourself until there’s no more room for doubt. She wonders what other lies she might catch Harold in, or Adelaide, Isla, even Agatha.

Clara thinks back to the weeks after she’d returned home from Willow Court. Those days have blurred into one infinite memory, soft at the edges from the drugs they’d given her until she’d refused to take them. When Clara allows her mind to wander back to that place, she finds most often a selection of sounds and images will visit her, always the same: the click-clack of heels on polished wooden floorboards, muffled moans in the night, hands gripping arms too tight, a bowl of porridge thrown, the glint of a needle, white, silver, grey, any colour stark and too bright against such an absence. A clearer memory might then take hold. It doesn’t always. Clara is more than aware that there are some things her mind won’t allow her to remember, and she’s grateful for the amnesia.

She’s been having difficulty sleeping these past few nights. Agatha noticed, of course, accosting her after breakfast yesterday morning. Clara had tried to brush her off.

‘Don’t worry, Agatha. You know I have trouble sleeping sometimes.’

‘I do, and that’s why I brought you this.’ Agatha had produced a small stoppered bottle with pale golden liquid inside.

‘It’s a new recipe,’ she said proudly. ‘Don’t think I can’t hear you sneaking around in the wee hours. My ears are finely tuned.’

Clara had no choice but to accept the tonic, though she’s glad she did. That night, Clara’s mind had drifted to the days after she’d come home. Adelaide had put Isla’s cot back in her and Harold’s room, though her sister still took the time to settle Isla each night. Clara had tried, but Isla could never fall asleep in her mother’s arms. She’d lie awake and stare at her with big, wide blue eyes, fixed on this unfamiliar face.

Instead Adelaide would rock Isla in her own room before bringing her back. Clara remembers watching through the gap in the door as her sister nursed Isla. Adelaide was singing an old sea shanty in a slower tempo so it became a lullaby, and Isla, it appeared, was already asleep. Clara remembers how she’d ached to be her sister in that moment – whole and healed and able to be a proper mother, not this half-formed shell of a person.

No, Clara wouldn’t have slept a wink if she hadn’t taken Agatha’s medicine, and more than prescribed.

She stops herself from delving any deeper into the rabbit warren of her past. She’s home, and so is her sister, though there was a time not so long ago when she wondered if she’d ever see Adelaide again, speak to her as they once did. And Isla, her daughter, is here too, and Clara dares to hope that one day, perhaps one day soon, things might be normal between them. Ever since the night she followed Isla, bore witness to her secret, and the conversation that came after, her daughter is more willing to let her in.

The following afternoon, three days before the solstice, a few of Harold’s friends and colleagues are coming over to help fell trees to build the bonfire, as well as gather any fallen logs that could be used. When the men head out, Clara assists Agatha with making refreshments for their return. It irks her, though if anyone asked she’d deny it, that it’s a woman’s lot to be left with the looking-after. She’s never minded so much before today, but she finds she’d much rather be out in the bush with an axe in hand, feeling useful and capable, rather than buttering countless loaves of bread and slicing ham. Agatha watches her out of the corner of her eye, and Clara waits, resigned to whatever the old woman has to say.

‘I know what you’re thinking.’

‘And what might that be?’ Agatha says.

‘That I shouldn’t worry over something I’ve no mind or power to change.’

‘That wasn’t all.’

‘Oh?’

‘No. You seem like you need to leave these sandwiches to me and go and settle yourself with some lists. They’ve always soothed you. Make a list for party plans, and a list for yourself too. What you’re going to do once our Isla’s gone away. A list for your life, my dear, and how you want to live it.’

Suddenly Clara feels like crying, and she’s grateful when Agatha gives her a gentle shove out the door.

‘Off with you now, I’m not so old yet I can’t manage.’

Not so old, Clara thinks. Agatha will outlive us all.

Part of her doesn’t want to heed the old woman’s advice. She likes to believe she can solve her own problems. She has not relapsed. Has not spent another night in that place. Clara knows what Agatha would say if she said these things aloud. Is managing the same as living?

Upstairs in her room, she takes a small pad of lined paper from the top drawer of her dressing table, and the peacock blue Parker pen Harold gave her a couple of Christmases ago. These she places in a basket along with her coat and sketchbook. Clara leaves without telling anyone where she’s going, and a small thrill fizzes up her spine. Harold thinks she never ventures to the cove, so if she’s not back before the men leave, he won’t know where to find her. Agatha won’t tell him.

Ever since their row about the letters, there’s been a shyness about him. It reminds her of when they first met, when he was so sure she’d reject him for someone younger, someone with more similar interests. She’s never told him that she might have done just that, if it hadn’t been for Alistair’s wishes, for Adelaide. But she suspects he already knows.

Clara is often alone, but in the old house she rarely feels lonely – the way it shifts and creaks, all the furnishings, knick-knacks and ornaments acquired over a life have given it its own personality. But despite the comfort of their home, Clara knows she needs the kind of isolation her daughter frequently covets.

The beach has an ominous look about it. The water is silvery calm, but the little waves that pepper the surface are deceptive. Clara knows they hide powerful currents. She walks slowly, her feet making deep impressions in the damp sand. She’s very aware of her breath, of the clouds she makes breathing in, out, of the way the salty air fills her lungs better than any breeze in the garden. The ocean’s steady pounding breaths are soothing, her teal green surface a balm for Clara’s tired eyes. And yet she can’t quite relax; thoughts of being swept away and sucked beneath to be tossed in a churning mass won’t allow her to calm. It’s just this place, your memories.

Clara sits on a rock patterned with fossils and takes out her notepad. She stares at the blank page and tries not to let it overwhelm her. There’s no-one but her to see whatever this list becomes. No-one but she to judge. This last thought isn’t overly comforting. She touches the tip of her pen to the paper and draws a spiral. The pen runs smoothly, and Clara enjoys the way it feels against her hand, cool and firm, reassuring. It doesn’t take long for the words to start.

Find what I’m passionate about

Stop pretending

The more Clara writes, the more in control she feels.

Let Isla go

A seagull chick whines to its parent, mouth open and gaping for fish. The adult scurries away, its bright red feet making webbed imprints in the sand. The chick hurries after, and eventually the older gull slows, allowing it to catch up.

Stop letting fear dictate my choices

Clara puts down the pen, but she misses the feel of it in her hand, and picks it up again, just to hold. She looks back at her list, her life list, as Agatha called it, and feels calmer than she has in a long time. It’s not like Clara to articulate her wants. She’s not even sure if some of them are true, or just what she thinks she should write. That’s always been her problem. Even as a child she worried about what others thought of her. Adelaide never did. The main difference between them. Not for the first time, Clara wishes she had more of her sister’s bravery and gumption. She thinks of Adelaide on Orkney, banished. Clara forces herself to mouth the words. I was in too much of a mess to be any help to her. Adelaide understands, she’s forgiven me.

There have been so many moments, Clara knows, when she should have been braver. Ettie had to live with a monster and pretend everything was rosy. She had to live understanding no-one would ever know the truth about her invention. An idea returns then. Perhaps, one day, if their finances indeed improve with the orchard, and with what money Ettie left them, she and Harold could establish a museum for the Findlay Sixerns. They could reveal that Ettie was more involved than she ever admitted. They could say she was too modest, that she didn’t want to take away from Alistair’s glory, or some such nonsense necessary to sanitise the truth of a brilliant woman.

As predicted, the sea has turned from silver to gunmetal grey, and the waves are no longer friendly. Clara looks towards the sea arch and the cliffs, sees the familiar shapes of the seals lounging on the rocks. They look poised to jump, and Clara watches as, one after the other, almost single file, they do just that until only one remains, lingering on the rocks, unsure. It looks younger than the others, and Clara’s heart catches for a second wondering if it could be their pup. But as the young seal gathers its courage and leaps, she stops herself. There’s no real way of knowing. It’s too far away and now it’s gone, and it’s not as if she’s going to dive into the waves after it. The thought sends a shiver of wanting into her gut, and Clara grips the pen tighter in her fist. You’ve had more than your one minute today.

The cold weather has been relentless, but that doesn’t stop Adelaide and Isla swimming every chance they get. They’re impervious to the cold, which makes hardly any sense considering how lean they both are, not a scrap of fat between them. This morning, inundated with last-minute solstice ball preparations coupled with news that the Robinsons, one of Hobart’s most distinguished families, wouldn’t be able to attend, Clara said yes when Isla asked if she wanted to come with them.

Clara watches Adelaide with her daughter now, notes the careful precision with which she checks her weight belt is secure, tucks a stray curl behind Isla’s ear. Clara thinks of that night, so many years ago now, when they’d taken a six-year-old Isla to the cove at midnight on a full moon eve, the night she thought her sister had drowned. Her anger was scalding, amplified by fear. She’d said things she now regrets – that doesn’t mean they should follow it … She’d been referring to the song, the song Adelaide devoured and thrived on, the source of both her madness and salvation. It has an eerie, terrifying melody Clara has tried for years to put away from herself. Yet over the past year, Clara has witnessed her sister change in ways she never thought possible; she’s calmer, more grounded, more accepting of opinions other than her own. But Adelaide will never deny herself the ocean. Clara once thought this desire, this need, was reckless, selfish. Perhaps she still does, but she can trust Adelaide now. Trust her sister to come home, to keep Isla safe.

Clara wonders how many scallops the ocean will part with today. There are over one hundred guests attending the solstice ball. They’ll be lucky to eat one each. Perhaps they’ll only offer them to the first fifty who arrive, first in best dressed and all.

As Clara watches the two women she loves most in the world dive below the surface, their movements so aligned it’s as if they’re of one body, Clara feels an overwhelming and unexpected sense of peace, rightness. Before, as little as three months ago, the sight of Adelaide and Isla’s synchronicity would have been a knife to her heart, another reminder that her daughter will always be more like Adelaide. They are kindred spirits in a way she’ll never be, but it does not mean her own bond is less. Today, all she feels is joy.

Adelaide has asked more than once if she wants to accompany them, to learn how to dive, and Clara is torn. Part of her, the tricky, yearning part, wants to say yes, but her other self is still stronger; her worry, her careful, guarded skin will not untether itself from her easily. One day, Clara thinks, perhaps one day soon. They have time.


CHAPTER 42

The next morning, Clara watches Jack and Harold add to the mounting pile of logs and dried grass that make up the bonfire for the solstice ball. Isla helps too. Clara watches her daughter heave a large piece from one of the wheelbarrows and toss it onto the stack. They are constructing it towards the bottom of the garden, facing the estate.

The house looks sombre and watchful, as if it’s observing the day’s preparations. The attic windows are like eyes, and for a second Clara thinks she sees Ettie’s face peering from one, studying everything before her with a keen gaze and sharp tongue. Sometimes, when she’s home alone, it’s as if Ettie’s spirit never left, as if the house she built couldn’t bear to let her go. Her body was never found, but what is a body after the soul has dispersed?

The bonfire will be spectacular. It’s already so much taller than Clara imagined. She hopes the next evening, the night of the solstice ball, will be calm. There’s no way they could light it on a windy night – those sparks could start a bushfire big enough to devour half the hillside. Clara runs through the lists in her head. Finalise the catering with Agatha, polish the glassware, hang Adelaide’s garlands along the banisters. Her sister had spent a full day making them, and they couldn’t be more beautiful. Clara had gone with Adelaide to forage for pine cones and they’d come back with gum nuts and wattle leaves as well. Adelaide thought it was important to include some native Tasmanian plants in the display.

Agatha has been showing Clara traditional Scottish recipes from her own ancient-looking cookbook she’s seemingly kept buried in her room all these years. Most of the recipes sounded rather unappealing, things like braised mutton, smoked cheeses and bere bannocks dry enough to choke on. But at the time Clara couldn’t think of a polite way to decline the offer, though she suspects Agatha could sense her discomfort. The old woman had a smile that grew wider the deeper into the book they ventured.

For flowers, Clara has decided on banksias and grevilleas, and there will be candles, hundreds of candles spread through the rooms and into the garden. Clara hopes it will make her guests think of a scene from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, a magical landscape reminiscent of an opera set. She doesn’t want anyone to forget this ball. Lanterns have been hung from the elm trees and any fallen fruit from the orchard has been cleared lest someone stumble on a stray apple after a little too much punch. Clara has even parted with a selection of her precious roses to hang from the patio.

‘You’re looking very intense,’ Harold says. Clara hadn’t noticed him leave the group.

‘There’s still lots to do.’

‘Don’t exhaust yourself.’

‘I enjoy it,’ Clara says, wanting to say more. Clara learned early that she could never rely on other people to get things done, and she much preferred not to, besides.

‘The bonfire’s coming along well,’ Harold says. He takes off his navy knit jumper. ‘I can’t believe I’m still wearing this.’

‘It was chilly when you started.’

Clara notices sweat stains under his armpits. Harold unbuttons his cuffs and rolls his sleeves up to the elbow.

‘I don’t suppose we can ask Agatha for any of that fabulous lemonade?’

‘She’s gone into town,’ Clara says. Agatha is not in town, but just now Clara can’t bear the thought of asking the old woman anything other than how she is.

‘Oh, never mind.’

‘I’m sorry, darling.’ Clara does not offer to fetch him anything herself. They’ve been kinder to one another recently, it’s true. But with this kindness has come a strangeness. The walls they’ve carefully constructed are coming down, and not quietly. Sometimes, Clara feels like everything is changing too fast. She can’t keep up. She doesn’t want to go back to her old life, but neither can she entirely welcome her new one. She doesn’t feel she’s earned it. That’s always been your problem, you don’t think you deserve anything. Harold’s words echo in her head.

‘I should get back to it,’ Harold says. ‘The clean-up will be easy. The fire will do most of the work.’

Clara smiles at him.

‘Let me know if there’s anything you need me to do,’ she says.

‘I will.’ You won’t, she thinks.

There are canapés of smoked salmon and dill on crackers, devilled eggs and all manner of colourful creations Clara has only glanced at. The main courses are hidden in the kitchen, and, thanks to Agatha, will no doubt have their guests talking of nothing but this party for weeks to come. She’d managed to convince the old woman to serve fewer of the more exotic dishes from her ancient cookery book. Clara hasn’t seen Agatha since this morning when she brought her the freshly pressed red linen tablecloths. She wonders if she’ll turn up at all, or instead watch over them, somewhere close but unseen. The thought dies as the young men and women hired to serve for the evening begin to circulate, offering myriad delights on large platters. Isla made a point of finding folk struggling to seek employment to help this evening, and a surge of pride floods Clara as she glances at her daughter.

People are beginning to arrive. Clara and Harold stand in the entrance hall, greeting their guests. Clara’s face is lit with the kind of excitement that comes from watching something months in the making finally brought to life, though a hint of anxiety persists. This is to be her crowning achievement, after all, her chance to show the TWA that she, that her family, are worthy of nothing but admiration.

So far, it’s going well. Every new arrival looks around with amazement at the scene before them, just as she’d hoped. That morning they’d placed pillar candles all along the winding drive. She’d walked along it an hour before to see for herself the magic they’d created. Upon arriving, guests would be greeted by flowers scattered in the fountain and floating tealights flickering in the growing dark. There are candles inside too, on every windowsill, in every corner. Adelaide had set Isla the task of lighting all those on the windowsills, as it was a task traditionally assigned to the youngest – in this case the only – daughter in a family. The torches were to be left burning all night to commemorate those who died in the last year. A little dangerous, but with any luck this party will be such a success people won’t be leaving until the wee hours anyway.

There’s no wind, as they’d all hoped, and the bonfire stands proudly, ready to be lit in the largest field. Inside, Adelaide’s garlands twist around the banisters. She wove seaweed – Neptune’s necklace – in at the last minute so it would stay fresh. Adelaide gathered kelp as well, and strung it up in twisted wreaths above all the doorways. She’d done this with Elspet every year, apparently for protection against the little folk. Normally we’ d hang rowan branches above the doorways as well, but since you’ve no rowan trees, seaweed will do just fine. I think the little folk here won’t mind. It’s the fin-folk you have to worry about.

People mill in groups of five or six in every room and out into the garden, their smiling, incredulous faces rosy and glowing in the light from the candles and the full moon. Clara goes to stand with Adelaide in the parlour. She’s wearing one of Clara’s dresses, this one a silvery grey with lines of pearls stitched into the fabric, dropped waist tied with a loose black tassel. Clara has chosen a gown of Ettie’s – cerulean blue shot-silk taffeta. Isla settles next to Adelaide, her dress a sleeveless sea green and paired with a cluster of thin gold bangles that jingle every time she moves her wrist. Isla keeps looking around, her gaze returning disappointed to her family each time. Jack had arrived early to help add any final touches to the bonfire, but perhaps he’d become caught up on his way home to get ready. Clara becomes aware of Harold’s hand at the small of her back, warm and grounding.

Clara has spent most of Isla’s life worrying for her. Worrying that she’d become like her aunt, that the ocean would destroy her, that she’d never find a man, or worse, find the wrong one. She remembers something her daughter had said, one night as she was tucking her in not long after Adelaide left. Her expression had been intense and thoughtful, and Clara had paused before turning off the bedside light, sensing there was something on her child’s mind. She remembers Isla’s curious stare and how it had unsettled her, how she’d waited for Isla to speak anyway, trying so hard to be a better mother.

‘Why didn’t you want me to hear Adelaide’s story about the selkies?’ Isla said, and Clara had wished her question was anything but that. She’d shuffled closer to her daughter on the bed.

‘Because sometimes stories are dangerous.’

‘How?’

‘Sometimes they give us the wrong kinds of ideas, and make us believe in the impossible. Sometimes it’s better not to listen.’

‘But Adelaide said that stories, even fairytales, are always useful.’

‘Adelaide was wrong.’

Isla had started to protest but Clara had shaken her head and taken her daughter’s wrist, squeezed it firmly.

‘Enough now, it’s time for bed.’

‘I don’t care what you say. I believe in the selkies, in the story.’

‘Then you will grow into a woman untethered from the real world, a woman who is lost and unable to truly connect with anyone.’

Oh, how she’d regretted those words, but there was no taking them back.

Clara knows that Isla has always identified with Orlena, with her curiosity and adventurous nature, the girl who dreamed of a different life than the one she’d been given. In the moments when she allowed herself to dwell on that tale, Clara had felt a kinship too, believing herself unable to look after her child and seeking refuge in the sea, before fighting to stay on land. But she realises now something that should have been obvious. Orlena, the selkie woman, is all of them – the young girl, full of hope and possibilities, the mother, giving of herself, loving in any way she can, and the older, wiser woman, brimming with lessons and hardiness that comes from battling life’s trials.

Clara thinks about the man from the story, his arrogance, and of Alistair. He was just another chief who thought he could take what he wanted, what he believed he deserved, and get away with it. And Eoan? Clara no longer thinks he meant to hurt her sister so terribly, no longer believes all the damage he caused was intentional, but how profound it had been, how far reaching and irrevocable. The slow burn of anger that lives inside her bubbles to the surface and she tries to tamp it down. All this damage, all this time keeping quiet about it. She understands how Adelaide must have felt years ago, believing her rage had summoned that terrible storm.

Clara fills with a deep despair when she thinks of all the women yet to be born who will face these trials, who will meet all kinds of men, some of them kind, some of them far less so, all with that innate, unconscious understanding – that they are more deserving, more capable, more in control. A servant stops in front of Clara with a cheese platter, and she takes a piece of brie.

She thinks of the letter Ettie left them, her warning words. Why didn’t you tell us when you were alive? Why did you wait?

And then Clara wonders if there is something they’ve missed, something else buried in the diary like a clue to some unfinished puzzle. She looks around for Adelaide but her sister is no longer by her side.

‘It’s time we lit the bonfire,’ Harold says. ‘Dessert won’t be for a good hour yet, and it’s a stand-up buffet affair just like dinner anyway.’

She’d forgotten he was still beside her. She has not yet told Harold about the bank notes. There hasn’t been time in all the hubbub. She wants to, she does. But the knowledge of what Ettie did for her and Adelaide, for Isla, is precious, and she needs to hold it tight to her chest for just a little longer. Clara knows it will feel different when it finds its way beyond the women in this family.

Harold ushers everyone outside. Adelaide has returned, but there are too many people around to speak to her properly. The three Findlay women stand as close as possible, unlike the majority of the guests, who hang back in trepidation. Jack has arrived and positions himself with Harold, both bearing lit torches of eucalypt branches. He waves at them, or at Isla rather. On the other side are two men Clara recognises but can’t place. At Harold’s signal, they touch their torches to the dry grass at the bottom of the pile. It catches almost instantly, and the crowd gasps and claps as the flames quickly engulf the enormous mound and begin to devour the logs. The air is filled with a loud and satisfying crackling.

Clara steps back as the heat from the blaze intensifies. It burns her cheeks and makes her eyes water. Adelaide and Isla do the same, and the three of them stand together, watching the flames. The fire is mesmerising; like a salamander it dances for the crowd, twirling and writhing, its core burning blue. Clara sees Agatha standing on the other side, closer than anyone else, much closer than they are. Clara wants to call her away, but the temperature doesn’t seem to bother her. None of the guests have noticed, all of them too caught up in the excitement, the novelty. Clara watches as Isla’s face splits into a smile, and follows her gaze. Jack walks towards them.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t say hello before. I was distracted by last-minute preparations,’ he says. ‘Would you like to dance, Isla?’

‘I’d love to,’ she says, though Clara can see no others waltzing. Her daughter had insisted they hire the same orchestra who played at the May Ball earlier in the year. She kept telling Clara how brilliant their flautist was. I want to support the women who play in that orchestra, Mother. Of course she agreed.

Isla waves at them before turning and linking her arm with Jack’s, and Clara realises with a jolt of surprise that she wouldn’t mind if they were to marry. If Isla decided she did in fact think of him in that way, if marriage was something she wanted. She’s so focused on imagining Jack as part of their family she doesn’t notice Harold come up behind her until his hand is against the small of her back. His touch makes her jump and she spins to face him. He’s wearing a suit so dark green it’s almost black. It’s been a long time since he’s worn that one, and it’s a little tight across his middle.

‘Isn’t it spectacular?’ he says proudly. ‘I’m so glad you convinced me a bonfire was a good idea, Adelaide.’

‘On Orkney, a bonfire on the solstice was a necessity,’ she says.

‘Clara told me you’re going to be teaching some of the guests a traditional Orcadian dance?’

‘That’s right.’

‘I’m sure no-one will be able to talk of anything but this for weeks,’ Harold says, and Clara, once again, is surprised. Harold has never been the kind of man to welcome talk, of any kind.

‘That was always the plan. There’s no point going to this much effort if it won’t be memorable,’ Clara says.

Adelaide stands at the head of the bonfire, facing the guests. Her hair is illuminated in the light of the flames, and Clara notes how streaks of silver glint free of her auburn strands. Her sister looks beautiful. Beautiful and brimming with a power she’s always known was inside her, but has never seen in such force as tonight. Adelaide’s voice carries over the crackling logs, the excited murmurs of the crowd and the distant rumble of waves, and Clara finds herself pulled along in the sway of it. There’s a particular tone to the instructions, almost a chanting, that compels one to stop, to listen.

Clara notices a couple of uncomfortable glances from some of the guests. A few leave the circle, deciding instead to watch by the sidelines. Watch and gossip, no doubt. It doesn’t matter, Clara thinks. There was a time not so long ago when she would have cared, would have been mortified at Adelaide’s display tonight. Not now. Now she can only watch her sister and think that anyone who could believe there was anything other than beauty and knowledge in the scene before them must be heartless.

The steps are fluid and graceful, and they remind Clara of the modern ballet dancers she saw once at the town hall. Adelaide bends forward so her fingertips brush the ground before rising again and raising her hands above her head, standing on tiptoes and stretching them as high as she can. Then she starts to spin. The guests follow her, much more clumsily, but there’s something calming about all these people moving in harmony together in the firelight. Clara joins them.

There’s a music in the night that’s composed of many moving feet, the hiss and crackle of the bonfire, her sister’s chanting and the susurrating sea. And something else too, something that feels old and sounds like the first inklings of an idea, like the softest patter of rain against your cheek. Clara closes her eyes and moves freely. She lets go, stops following Adelaide’s steps and starts making her own. She’s never been a particularly confident dancer, but tonight, as if someone has magicked away her self-consciousness, she moves as if she was born with music inside her. When Clara opens her eyes everything is a blur of movement. Bodies sway past, each one progressing in its own, private orbit. She feels drunk though she’s had barely one glass of champagne.

When Clara stops moving a wave of dizziness hits her. She staggers backwards and sits, abruptly, on one of the wooden chairs scattered across the lawn, and looks into the bonfire, now burning wildly. Conversation swells and ebbs in flurries of sound. She remembers Adelaide, wants to tell her how elated this dance has left her. She looks around for her sister but she can’t see her anywhere. She spies Harold talking with Jack, and Agatha sitting further away from the flames now, holding a mug of mulled wine. Isla too is nowhere to be seen.

Clara hitches up her skirts and goes inside. The house is quiet compared to the revelry of outside, and she takes a moment to breathe in the calm. Candles flicker everywhere she looks, and she smiles, catlike, at how well everything appears. After taking a glass of sparkling wine, she heads back outside through the double doors at the back of the parlour this time, just as Isla and Adelaide round the corner from the rose garden. Adelaide’s face is flushed and shiny, Isla’s eyes bright. Their arms are linked and there’s a private quality about the way they are together before they notice her. It’s a familiar awareness, though it hurts no less.

‘Mother!’ Isla looks up and steers Adelaide in her direction.

‘I was just coming to find you,’ Clara says.

She watches Adelaide shuffle her balance, tilt her head slightly to the side.

‘Would you like to join us?’ Adelaide asks, her voice tentative, almost shy. Isla leans over and crooks her arm at Clara, offering hers to link. Something huge and long overdue swells in Clara’s chest, and when she says yes, it’s with her whole heart.

In the rear courtyard, they kneel side by side, looking up at the full moon. Adelaide whispers something Clara can’t catch. She copies her sister and daughter as they raise their arms to the sky before bringing them down and burying them in the ground. It feels like they’re offering part of themselves to the earth. She wonders if this ritual is something they’ve done together before. The thought hurts, though it shouldn’t. Adelaide and Isla will always share a deeper connection, and there’s no sense wishing it were otherwise. Clara closes her eyes and tries to focus. She lets go of all the worry, every expectation, and for a glorious moment she’s floating, drifting through a mind blissfully blank. And then she feels a hand on her shoulder, a gentle squeeze.

‘It’s done, Mother. Stay here with Adelaide. I’ll go and bring us all some wine.’ Isla leaves before Clara can protest.

The sounds of the celebrations are muffled here, strange, the laughter and the cries of her guests sounding almost like the distant howls of wolves. Not that Tasmania has any of those to boast of, except for the tiger, and they’re becoming an increasingly rare sight.

‘What is it we were doing?’ Clara says.

‘A banishing ritual.’

‘Banishing?’

‘Of negativity. It’s always performed on the solstice.’

Clara imagines Adelaide on Orkney, of all she learned with Elspet. How many similar rituals had she performed there? How many tools does she have up her sleeve? For a brief, bizarre minute, Clara is jealous.

‘I told Isla about our ancestors, about Clan MacCodrum,’ Clara says, breaking the silence. ‘I told her the end of the story.’

‘I wondered,’ Adelaide says.

‘Why? Has she said anything?’

‘No, but you both seem more settled with each other now. It makes me happy to see it.’

‘I’ve never believed in the selkies, you know that,’ Clara says. ‘But for some reason, the part of the tale that says we come from that clan, the chief, rang true for me, and I’ve always been frightened of it. It seemed like madness, but I believed in it anyway. That’s what scared me the most.’

‘We could find out,’ Adelaide says. ‘We could enlist the services of a historian and discover the truth.’

‘No.’ Clara shakes her head. ‘All that time and money, and for what, really? In the end it’s just a story. And we’re made of stories. We tell ourselves stories every day. The world is made of thousands upon thousands of tales – moments that become memories that become legends. We know where we come from, and whether or not there is any truth to Ettie’s claims that we share the blood of the seals, we cannot ignore the draw to the sea, which I know now is not something that will ever go away. I don’t need to understand why anymore. I don’t think doing so would be helpful.’

Adelaide smiles. ‘I’m glad to hear that, Clara.’

Clara wraps her arms around herself and squeezes her upper arms.

‘There have been times when my certainty has wavered, times when I’ve almost believed, in the selkies I mean,’ she says.

‘You don’t have to …’

‘No, please let me speak. I need to say this. Most of my life, I haven’t, and I don’t mind that you do, Adelaide. I don’t even mind that Isla does, not anymore. What I’ve realised is that my beliefs, my trust, fluctuate like the tides. It’s dependent on my mood, my heart, whether or not the memories that visit me are kind or cruel. We’ve all experienced pain. We’ve all lost vital elements of ourselves, lost people in order to try and claw those pieces back, so I no longer think it matters whether or not the selkies are real, or if we have a true familial connection with them. It’s up to us what we make of the stories we’re told. When we spend too long puzzling through what’s real, what’s true, life becomes chaotic, and it’s ourselves we end up fighting. You’ve tried to tell me that for the longest time … but it took reading Ettie’s diary, seeing what she suffered, what she did for us, and finally accepting the pieces of me that come from her – those you’ve always embraced with such ease.’

Adelaide’s eyes are like sea glass before it’s been tumbled, clear and shining. Clara clears her throat and swipes a hand over her forehead.

‘I have something for you. Wait here a moment?’ Adelaide nods, and Clara runs inside. When she re-emerges, she grips a rolled piece of paper.

‘I’m sorry we didn’t believe in you, didn’t see you, until it was too late.’ Clara gives the scroll to her sister, swallowing the growing stone in her throat. Adelaide stares at Clara for long moments, her eyes conveying everything words cannot, a silent forgiveness, more healing than anything she’s said.

Clara watches as Adelaide unfurls the paper, which she starts to read.

‘Thank you,’ she says, her voice thick.

‘This house has always belonged to both of us equally. Now it does legally. Harold should never have taken that away. And I should never have let him convince me it was right. It’s a trust, for us women only. You, me, and Isla. I found a lawyer, someone discreet, and had him draw up a deed. No-one will ever steal from us again, Adelaide.’

If Clara had wanted to say more she would not have been able because Adelaide is crushing her against her breast with enough force to suffocate, but Clara hugs her sister even tighter, and they stay like that for a moment, infinite.

‘It ends with us,’ Adelaide says when they pull apart. ‘The doubt, the fear.’ Adelaide grips her sister’s forearms as she says it, and Clara nods.

‘It ends tonight.’

Clara looks up at the house and thinks about all it has witnessed, and her thoughts return unwillingly to Alistair.

‘We never really talked about Alistair as children, did we?’ Adelaide says.

‘We could both sense what was going on. To speak of it aloud would have made it that much more real.’

Clara remembers one of Ettie’s more disturbing entries, her spiralling thoughts painfully clear:

Grandmother was always wary of Alistair, couldn’t understand why he wanted to leave Stromness. She didn’t trust him. But maybe I’m imagining things? She never said as much, did she? I’m just putting words into her dead mouth and oh how can I be so disrespectful. I don’t know anymore, I don’t have her beside me, I don’t have the necklace, the one thing she gave to protect … I don’t know anything anymore I can’t save us …

‘If we hadn’t found Ettie’s diary, we would never have known the full extent of Alistair’s abuse, we wouldn’t have known all she did for us, for our children.’ Adelaide’s voice breaks, jolting Clara out of the memory.

‘But we did find it. You found it. And Alistair is gone.’

Adelaide and Clara both shiver as memories try to invade the safe space between them. It almost feels as if he’s still here, watching them.

‘I think we should do the ritual again,’ Adelaide says.

She takes Clara’s hand.

Clara opens her eyes. She’s alert, despite the lateness of the hour and the exhaustion of preparing for this night. But now, kneeling beside her sister, holding her hand, she could run and run, every cell tingling and new.

Ever since they’d discovered what Alistair had done, she’s fought to control a rising anger. Tonight, performing the ritual with Adelaide, it seems like they’re both pushing against his ghost, as if they are witches from another time, joining their power to vanquish a common enemy. Clara has never been one to believe in spectres, but it’s as if a weight has been lifted from her shoulders, as if Alistair’s malign spirit had indeed been haunting their hearts and minds in retribution for his murder. He’s gone now. Clara can’t feel him anywhere in the air around her.

Maybe that’s why he was absent from the dream she had. Her mind was showing her it was possible to let him go. The lawn where they kneel is nothing like the sunny garden of her dream. Nothing is perfect, nothing is rosy, but the feeling she had that things could be better, that she could feel safe and in control again, is the same.

‘I wanted to tell you after the dancing how much I loved it,’ Clara says. ‘I wasn’t expecting to. I felt like a completely different person, and also the most myself in a long time, maybe ever.’

Adelaide smiles with something close to relief. ‘That’s exactly how it’s supposed to make you feel.’

Clara turns as something moves in the shadows before the moon illuminates the shape and turns it into a human: Agatha.

‘How long have you been standing there?’ Adelaide says.

Agatha grins and her teeth are white in the moonlight.

‘It’s a good night to perform that ritual, a good night to teach it,’ she says. Agatha is staring at the two of them like a proud and watchful egret.

‘Did you ever do it with Ettie?’ Clara says.

‘Oh yes. Many times.’

‘Why didn’t you show us as children?’

‘Ettie never wanted to. She didn’t want to tell you why she was doing it.’

‘Because of Alistair,’ Clara says.

Agatha nods.

‘But why not when we were older, when we would have understood?’

‘We were teenagers, old enough,’ Clara adds.

‘I can’t answer that,’ Agatha says, and it’s a rare moment in which Clara sees that the old woman is unsure.

‘I gave this journal to Ettie,’ she says. ‘I knew she needed a place to store her thoughts when she didn’t want to come to me.’

Clara turns to Adelaide, but her sister doesn’t look back at her.

‘You knew everything, didn’t you?’ Adelaide says.

‘No-one can know all that’s inside another’s heart, but I knew what she did, yes, and what came after,’ Agatha says.

‘Why didn’t you stop her?’ Clara’s voice breaks.

‘From poisoning your grandfather?’

‘From drowning herself.’

Agatha’s eyes flash with an instant and brilliant fire before it dissolves into sadness.

‘She never told me about that. But I still do not believe she thought she was going to her grave. I think she became something different. Perhaps not a seal, but something other. And even if drowning was the choice she made, we cannot judge her for it. It does not make her any less of the strong, capable woman you both knew. She did what she needed to.’

Clara closes her eyes. She wishes she were somewhere else, somewhere with clear and reassuring answers. But no such place exists.

‘You were right not to destroy it,’ Agatha says. ‘Ettie wouldn’t have wanted that.’

Despite knowing the diary is safe with her, that Agatha is the best possible person to keep it, Clara feels a certain grief. She can’t say why, not when all she has to do is ask for it back should she wish to turn to a familiar page for comfort or fortitude.

‘Ettie sacrificed so much for us,’ Clara says.

‘How could she not have?’ Agatha says. ‘In some ways Ettie was more wolf than woman, and she would have done anything to protect her own.’

As Clara looks at Agatha her eyes become Ettie’s – the shape of them widening, their ice blue inking over to grey. In these deep orbs – her grandmother’s but not – that faintly smiling, protective, predatory gaze, Clara sees the old woman is right, and she thinks of all the times Ettie must have watched them without their knowledge, all the times she observed what they needed and subtly gave it.

‘What of the sacrifices you’ve made, Clara?’ the old woman says. ‘You’ve spent years burying your true self so that your daughter could hope for a normal life, however misguided that notion may have been. And Adelaide?’ The old woman turns to her. ‘You might have been sent away, you may regret not fighting to remain with Isla, but you must admit it was easier. You were furious with the world, and your family, and Orkney allowed you to walk away from all of that pain, for a time, at least.’ Clara feels Adelaide tense beside her, senses the denial demanding to rise.

‘Neither of you were forced to go to the extremes Ettie did,’ Agatha continues before either can comment. ‘Your circumstances were kinder, Ettie made them kinder, and none of you let the sea summon you.’ Agatha’s gaze rests on Adelaide as she says these last words, the look in her eyes telling them she remembers each and every moment Adelaide came close to leaving them, but didn’t, each time she fought to hold on to the land that held the people who loved her.

‘Don’t waste any time feeling sorry for the sacrifices your grandmother made. She did so willingly and with an open mind and heart.’

‘Thank you, Agatha,’ Clara says.

The old woman raises a brow.

‘For understanding,’ Clara finishes.

‘For staying,’ Adelaide says.

There’s a shout from the party and this time it doesn’t sound like a wolf. It doesn’t sound distant, either. More cries echo in chorus and Adelaide looks at Clara in alarm before they turn towards the growing clamour.

As they come closer to the front lawn where most of the guests have gathered, Clara sees a crowd of people circling what looks to be a man bent double. Beside him is a shattered glass lantern, along with an overturned ladder and broken serving platters, their contents strewn across the grass.

‘Oh dear,’ Clara says.

‘Is that Mr Harrison?’

‘I think it might be, yes.’

‘He always was a cheap drunk,’ Adelaide says.

‘Perhaps some of the lights came loose and he tried to mend them,’ Clara says. ‘There’s a ladder …’

Adelaide fixes her with a withering look which Clara ignores.

‘I should go and help Harold. Can you keep the guests all agog with another dance or some such?’

‘Of course,’ Adelaide says.

Where is Isla? She’d left to bring them wine and never came back, and Clara had been so absorbed in Adelaide’s ritual, in the banishing of Alistair, that she hadn’t noticed. It’s a party. Everything was fine up until now. She’s probably somewhere being useful.

As Clara approaches the kerfuffle, she finds she doesn’t know what to do. She’s never been good at making decisions in a crisis. Agatha is so much more capable. She looks around for the old woman, thinking to find her just behind, but she’s not there. A sudden fear comes over Clara – of Agatha having an accident, slipping in the dark and hitting her head, unable to call for help … She fights against a sudden dizziness. Agatha, the closest thing Clara has had to a mother. Agatha, who always finds a way to ease her heart, whether her words are soft or sharp. Stop it. You’re being silly, she tells herself, and runs towards the chaos, a new urgency fuelling her steps.

An upturned tree root catches Clara’s foot and she trips on her long skirts, is airborne for a split second before she falls, jarring her wrists against the ground hard enough to bruise. She almost laughs at the irony before tears rise when she thinks of her dress, Ettie’s dress, how likely it is after such a tumble to be ruined. She clenches a tuft of grass between her fingers and pulls herself into a sitting position.

Before her lies a piece of paper, torn at the side as if it’s been ripped from a book. Clara stares at it a moment before she recognises the handwriting, as familiar to her now as her own. She picks it up.


CHAPTER 43

Today I watched Adelaide and Clara play by the shoreline as if they were children again instead of teenagers – a rare thing. They didn’t know I was there. The way they were, the simple joy they took in the land, the way their hands sunk into the sand, grasping fistfuls to build castles – and their smiles, almost reverent when the ocean spilled into the moats they’ d dug, watching as it rose up to wet the shells so carefully chosen to decorate their palaces. It gave me a peace I wasn’t sure I’ d ever feel again. Because I realised something as I watched them. My connection with the ocean, with the seals, is not dependent on something I wear around my neck. It comes from me, and it can never be lost though I believed it so. My grandchildren reminded me that no-one can take away our power, that deep, rich well we all have within us, unless we allow them to. And I realised that the bond between sisters, both blood and chosen, is a bond that time nor distance nor cruel circumstance can ever break.

When I was young and my grandmother gave me the necklace, before all of this, before Tasmania, I believed part of her soul was inside, and with it her connection to the seals, a connection she passed to me, and I to mine. When Alistair stole it, I felt he’ d stolen that connection, just as he’ d stolen my invention. I know now this was folly. The ocean, the seals, are in my blood, just as they are in the blood of my children and will be in theirs. Blood cannot be stolen. Spilled, certainly, but never stolen. I used to curse myself for being as foolish as Orlena, for falling for just another kind of chief. I believed I’ d stumbled into the trap my grandmother warned me about, and maybe I did. But I found my own way out again, and my one hope is that my grandchildren will learn how to do the same should they need to.

I wondered about morality as I watched them play. Can I call myself a moral individual after what I’ve done, even if it was for the right reasons? Is an act of violence always a terrible thing? Is revenge a noble motivation? Protection is, certainly. If revenge is something that comes with trying to protect the ones you love, what you’ve built, does it diminish the nobility of the act? I was protecting the sisterhood, for that is the only thing that remains when all else is lost. When we can’t trust our memories, when our minds are spinning and we can’t tell fiction from reality, the strength of the bonds between women is the only thing we can hold on to.

Clara feels a peculiar sense of calm. What Ettie did was shocking, but what would have happened if she hadn’t? The answers are unknowable, but Clara can’t shake a prickling, sick feeling that her life as she knows it now, even if it hasn’t been the happiest, may not have happened at all. Clara thinks of her mother, Eliza, about how much she knew, and didn’t. Ettie had many secrets, and Clara has no doubt there are more they’ll never discover. Ettie was a woman of silence, a goddess of reticence and grit if ever there was one. Clara thinks about the chasms silence creates, along with the unexpected ledges that appear that one can cling to in relative safety until voices decide to speak; all it can say and all that it sucks into the void.

What Clara knows now, beyond anything else and with unwavering certainty, is that Ettie, her fierce, stoic, proud grandmother, had fought for them with every fibre of her being. No matter the secrets or the past wrapped up and carefully kept like a piece of fine linen. Her grandmother had believed in the power of women, in what they can achieve when they gather. This is Ettie’s legacy, and Clara will make sure it’s not forgotten.

She hears it then, the song that visits so rarely. A song so achingly beautiful she almost wishes she’d never heard it. A song known only to the Findlay women. Clara isn’t sure she’ll ever know how she feels about the selkies, though a seal’s eyes can look alarmingly human, as if there really is a person trapped inside. But tonight, she can almost believe, can almost imagine it’s Ettie singing to her, that the song has been her ghost all along, singing to remind them the ocean is a part of them, singing to give them strength.

Clara thinks of all that’s happened in her life, all that’s come between her and Adelaide and Isla, all the mistakes she’s made and the ways she’s tried to make amends. The year spreads before her like a table runner. She has two things she never thought she would – a sister back in her life and a daughter’s forgiveness. Love.

Clara listens as the melody grows fainter, as if the singer is walking away, wanting her to follow.

* * *

Adelaide stops running towards the uproar. She turns, but there’s no-one behind her, no-one stepping out of the moonshadows, though she half expects to see the selkie woman who found her all those years ago, beckoning, offering her hand. Would she take it now? The song invades her and Adelaide lets herself fall under its spell. She doesn’t care where it comes from. She’s never been like Clara, like Isla, who find comfort in questions answered. Some things aren’t meant to be known.

Adelaide lets the melody swell in her chest, waits for it to lead her in the right direction. The song brings up a swarm of memories. Eoan, waiting for her on the dock, helping her into his boat, singing to her strange melodies as she lay in his arms. Isla as a small child, crying into her blouse as she said goodbye on that awful day, her inability to explain why she had to go. Isla’s face half a year ago, staring coldly at her as they saw each other again after all that lost time. And Clara, her difficult, damaged, beloved sister. Adelaide sees her too. She leans into the music, lets it fill her, trusts it to take her where she needs to go.

* * *

Isla stops by the sink where she’s rinsing wine glasses, and turns off the tap. She can hear the song, not in her dreams this time, but here, now. That rich, elegant voice calls to her, begging to be let inside the secret places of her heart. Isla listens, her fingers clutching the edges of the bench. She listens and sees Adelaide as she was in the photo on Orkney, though in her mind she’s walking along the shore with Elspet deep in conversation. She sees the long stretch of beach, the cliffs and the stone cottages of Stromness, the solstice bonfire on Hoy Hill, its leaping flames and the people who sought to renew themselves in its heat. She sees her mother’s changing faces, her love buried under the weight of secrets and memories, and she sees the seal pup who helped bring her back to life.

And Isla sees herself, just as she is now, in this moment, listening. She sees everything that’s changed her, sees herself as all that she is, as the woman she’s allowed herself to become, and all she might still be if she continues down this path. The song twists past her and flickers teasingly before growing fainter still. Isla puts down the glass.

The woman standing on the cliff is too far away to discern her features, save for a mass of thick, straight dark hair that billows around her face and behind, but Isla recognises her. It’s the kind of recognition that has nothing to do with appearance. It is a heart-knowing, a soul-knowing. The woman rises onto the balls of her feet, lets the wind hold her, and Isla catches a glimpse of gold at her neck, a flash of captured light as the scudding clouds part to reveal the full moon’s brilliance.

Isla holds tight to this feeling, this knowing that the woman above is kin. She wonders if Adelaide and her mother are somewhere close, watching too, feeling as she does. Isla closes her eyes and imagines the woman’s face – olive skin, strong features, piercing grey-blue eyes. And then she sees it change, morph into other faces, her own among them, her mother’s and Adelaide’s too, before a hundred, a thousand others flit across her shuttered lids. And Isla feels the force of her ancestors backing her, believing in her in the unwavering way of those with knowledge of what’s past, and what’s yet to come.

Isla hears a cry and spins to see Clara running towards her across the sand, Adelaide at her heels, as if she has summoned her mother, her aunt, to this place, to this time. To her.

There is a woman standing on the precipice of Yesnaby cliff. She is far above the three women who watch below, and yet her song sounds as clear as if she were singing for them alone. She holds herself with conviction and an old, deep knowledge born of solitude and listening. The women below watch with a mixture of awe and fear and wanting. They walk towards the cliff. They would like to call, but they’re terrified the sound will startle her, tip her balance. Everything about this woman screams other, and yet there is something wonderfully familiar about the way she stands, as if just through being she articulates everything hidden and stifled in the hearts of countless sisters before her.

The song returns in a volley of passion, and the women below feel it thrumming in their breast like another heartbeat. The woman’s white shift looks like the sail of a ship, her rigid body the mast. They stare, transfixed by her energy and the uncertainty of her intention. A quiver of wind caresses their cheeks, and they shiver thinking of the gusts she’s exposed to. The three women continue to watch, their feet buried in the icy sand, and see the wind lift the woman, ever so slightly, almost gently, towards the edge, dangling her as if she’s attached to a piece of string.

The woman above takes one step forward and the others begin to run, wanting, needing to stand beside her – to catch her should she slip, jump with her into the dark, dark sea.

They run with the urgency of dreams, but this time speed has been granted to them. Sand flies from their bare feet and the night waves urge them onward. The woman above is leaning forward now, as if she’s noticed an old friend in the far distance and is raising a hand in greeting. But the women below know the truth. Know it with a certainty given only to those who have felt this pull before. The knowledge your life will begin on the other side of that leap, like all you’ve ever dreamed of is one footstep away. The woman’s body tilts over the edge, her arms reaching up towards the sky before she finds her tipping point and dives, and the three women watch her as she falls, slowly, softly, like a star into the sea.


CODA

Memory is like the ocean, unpredictable – a wild, transient thing. Just as we cannot own the sea, neither can we own our memories. However much we may wish to, they do not belong entirely to us. They shift and ebb like the tides. They bend and break and flee from us, often without our knowledge. What we swore was the truth may in fact be a deception. The past can play tricks on us, can change if we don’t pay close attention, just as a rogue wave will sweep us from solid ground. But memory is also self. Etched into our hearts and our skin, it makes us, and it can break us, but when all else has been lost, it is the only thing that remains.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Daughters of the Tide is a work of fiction. Though set in a real time and place, the events and characters in the book are entirely imagined.

In the interest of keeping such a treasured literary landmark recognisable to this generation of Tasmanian readers, I’ve kept the name Fullers Bookshop as Fullers. However, in 1923, this magical shop was actually called The Bookshelf Library. If you’re interested in reading more about the history of Fullers, check out The Bookshelf Miscellany No. 2: A Centenary History of Fullers Bookshop.

This novel was written on the unceded lands of the Muwinina and Palawa people of Lutruwita/Tasmania, the original storytellers of this island. By the 1920s, when my novel is set, the violent displacement of Aboriginal people from their traditional lands had already been going on for centuries. While my novel does not focus on this chapter of history, I want to acknowledge the deep pain and continued trauma caused by colonisation. I acknowledge the Muwinina people, now lost, and the Palawa people who continue as custodians of this beautiful land. They have been, and remain, the keepers of an immeasurably long line of stories.
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To Angela Slatter, my mentor and friend – from that first coffee meeting to Zoom calls and plot brainstorming, your support and encouragement means the world.

To my lovely agent Abigail Nathan – thank you for championing my story and guiding me through the publishing process.
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BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS

1.Daughters of the Tide is a story about the complex nature of motherhood and sisterhood. How do these relationships fracture in the story, and how are they healed?

2.What does the novel say about the way women’s identities are shaped by their experience of having children, not having them, or losing them?

3.The story blurs the lines between what’s real and what is myth, imagination or mental illness. What did you believe was real or imagined? Did you change your mind as you read further?

4.What does the baby seal they rescue represent to each of the women?

5.If there were new generations of Findlay women today, would they be facing the same challenges as their forebears?

6.What stories and mythologies have shaped your own family?

7.What does the selkie folklore reveal about male violence and the control men have had, historically, over women’s lives and bodies?

8.Of the three perspectives – Isla, Adelaide and Clara – which did you most identify with, and why?

9.This novel dives into the connections we all have with our ancestry and family lines. Did you reflect on your own ancestors while reading, and what do you think Isla, Adelaide and Clara would have thought about modern research into epigenetics and trauma?

10.What did you think of Ettie? How do Clara, Adelaide and Isla honour her, each in their own way, and not always consciously?
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