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One
Amelia Wells lowered herself onto the sofa opposite her Grandmother Mabel and examined her carefully. The old woman wasn’t looking back. Amelia was almost certain she was dead.
The almost part was the trouble. Could she truly be sure? What if Grandmother Mabel was just in a really deep nap? Did people do that with their eyes wide open?
Amelia hadn’t heard of that, but she didn’t know trees could grow sideways out of cliffs until she saw it. Was this like that? Was Grandmother Mabel just growing sideways?
Amelia leaned forward, giving her grandmother’s arm a gentle shake. She slumped sideways a little.
Amelia sank back, tears welling. The denial was falling away. Amelia was sorry to see it go. Because this was bigger than her grief. This was an event of consequence. Grandmother Mabel wasn’t just her grandmother; she was a leader of their community. Her passing would shake the island of Solhaven to its core.
Amelia really needed to stop seeing her grandmother’s eyes staring into nothing like that. She grabbed a dishcloth from the kitchen (clean, of course. Grandmother Mabel didn’t leave dirty dishcloths around) and placed it over her face as respectfully as possible.
Amelia sat down to think, to process, to try and feel anything other than pure panic. She pressed her fingers to her brow, willing the world to stop spinning.
There was a knock at the door.
‘Mabel? You in there?’ came Esther’s voice, ringing through the wooden door at a volume that made Amelia flinch.
Of all the people to knock on the door, Esther was probably the worst. Not only was she an Elder like her grandmother, but she was the most observant woman on the island (there was another word for it, but Amelia didn’t like to use it), and if she so much as suspected Mabel had passed, the whole community would be in an uproar within minutes.
Amelia wasn’t ready for that.
She went to the door and cracked it open just enough to show her face.
‘Amelia!’ Esther exclaimed. ‘You here to help escort Mabel to your mother's?’
That had been the idea. Her grandmother had been late to her daughter’s—Amelia’s mother’s—regular Saturday morning tea, and her mother had packed her off to check on her. Before Amelia realised Grandmother Mabel had had her last cup of tea.
‘That’s right. That’s right. That’s what I came to, to, to do. How are you?’ Amelia asked, trying to appear normal.
Esther looked delighted to answer that question. ‘How am I? Awful. Just awful. My feet are such a burden, Amelia. I was born with flat feet, and I’ve learned to bear that. But now a bunion? What more suffering will be heaped upon me, I ask you?’
Amelia shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’
‘My sister has the gout in her foot. I’ll probably get that next.’
‘You might,’ Amelia agreed without thinking.
‘You think so?’ Esther said, slightly shocked.
‘Sorry, no, I didn’t mean…’
‘Anyway, that’s why I’m here, on the off chance I’d catch her. And my luck is in! Your grandmother might have something to relieve the pain, mightn’t she? When I had my digestive issues, she sent them packing and no mistake.’
Amelia put her hand on the doorframe, standing in her way as though it were a barricade. ‘She’s resting. She’s got a… She’s picked up something, I think. We think.’
Esther narrowed her eyes. ‘Funny. She didn’t mention anything of the sort at Council yesterday.’
‘Came on suddenly this morning,’ Amelia said quickly.
She was well aware that her lie would catch up with her at some point. But that was later. Right now, Amelia just wanted Esther to go away so she could get herself together.
Esther’s lips pressed tight. But before she could interrogate Amelia further, the front gate creaked open. Amelia turned her head to see Finn coming up the path, a bundle of firewood over his old, sloping shoulders.
‘Amelia! Got a load of wood here for Mabel’s hearth. I thought she might need it with the chill coming on,’ Finn called out.
‘Oh, Finn, that’s so kind, but I think she’s fine for wood!’ Amelia said, too brightly.
‘Better to be safe,’ he said with a wink, setting down the firewood. He looked past Amelia. ‘Where is Mabel, anyhow?’
‘She’s—resting,’ Amelia said again, her voice shaking a little on the final word.
Esther didn’t look convinced. ‘I’ve never known a little bug to put Mabel down. Even when she sprained her ankle, she couldn’t be persuaded to stay off it. She grabbed a stick and limped to church.’
Amelia’s heart pounded in her chest. She opened her mouth, but before she could think of a reply, a small crash from the sitting room made all of them jump.
‘What was that?’ Finn asked, alarmed.
‘Nothing!’ Amelia squeaked, nearly choking on her words. ‘The wind, probably!’
But it was too late, Esther was pushing past her. Finn followed, and Amelia was left to trail behind them, her legs feeling heavier with each step.
They reached the sitting room, where Mabel had slumped further, her hand falling into a side table, knocking it over. The dishcloth was still in place, however.
Esther picked up the dishcloth and gasped. She placed it back. Finn started crossing himself.
They both looked at her. ‘Why wouldn’t you tell us?’ Esther demanded.
Amelia rubbed her temples. ‘I was just trying to figure out how to—well, you know—break the news.’
Esther’s voice quivered as she turned to Amelia. ‘Amelia, this is Mabel. You don’t break this kind of news. You announce it. We need to gather everyone now.’
‘Oh no,’ Amelia murmured, ‘she wouldn’t want that. She hated being fussed over.’
‘She did,’ Finn agreed solemnly. ‘But the people will need to know.’
‘Shouldn’t we wait a bit? Let the doctor check her…’ Amelia asked, panic rising in her chest.
It was too fast. She’d only found her a couple of minutes ago, and Mabel’s death was already becoming public.
Esther straightened her hat. ‘We need to do this properly, Amelia. A gathering in the Long Hall. The island must mourn together. It’s only right.’
Amelia's shoulders slumped. ‘Whatever you think is best,’ she buckled.
‘I’ll ring the bell!’ Esther announced with slightly too much enthusiasm.
Then she sprinted outside, her burdensome feet troubling her no longer.
Amelia sat back down opposite her grandmother, shattered. Something terrible occurred to her only then.
‘Oh no, wait!’ she cried after Esther.
Finn looked to the door. ‘She’s gone.’
‘I have to tell my mother! She can’t find out with the island,’ Amelia told him.
‘Oh, hell’s teeth, I hadn’t thought of that! Poor Lorna!’ Finn said sorrowfully. ‘It’s a terrible thing to lose your mother. A terrible, terrible—’
Amelia didn’t have time for this. She stood. ‘Finn! There’s no time!’
His hand moved to adjust his hair awkwardly. ‘Lorna’s a fair walk away. What’s the quickest way to get there? Do you need a cart or—?’
Amelia, already halfway out the door, didn’t look back. ‘No time for carts, Finn! I’ll run!’ She bolted out the front door, making for the narrow path that led to her mother’s cottage on the other side of the village.
Her thoughts were an incoherent mess of panic as her boots clattered on the gravel path. She should have taken the cart. Why hadn’t she taken the cart?!
The wind picked up, blowing her hair into her face, and just when she thought it couldn’t get worse, a flock of ducks flew across her path, honking loudly. She swerved to avoid them and slid over on her hands and knees.
‘You… ducks!’ she cursed.
She got to her feet, ignoring her scraped hands and scuffed knees, and reached the bend in the path where she could see her mother’s cottage, just a few hundred yards away. By her reckoning, she had less than a minute to get ahead of the bell.
Her pace quickened; her breath ragged now. Her legs burned; her chest ached.
Finally, she reached the small cottage. She didn’t even bother knocking—just threw the door open and ran in. Her mother was sitting at the dining table with Mrs Caldwell and Mrs Hanford, a large pot of tea and a plate of freshly baked shortbread between them.
‘Amelia?’ Lorna said, looking mildly annoyed at the intrusion. ‘Why are you busting in here like a ten-year-old! You’re a grown woman. Walk in like it.’
Amelia shook her head. ‘Mum, it's… um…’
‘Go back out and try again,’ her mother said.
Amelia’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What?’
But her mother was turned toward her friends. ‘Thirty-five, and we’re not done raising her. Would you credit it?’
Mrs Caldwell and Mrs Hanford looked amused.
‘Fine,’ Amelia muttered, turning on her heel, pulling the door open and stepping outside.
Time was seriously running out. The bell would ring any second now.
Taking a deep breath, she reached for the door handle, paused to gather her composure, and then pushed it open again. This time, she entered slowly, deliberately. One step at a time. Head held high. She even let the door swing closed with a soft click instead of the slam it had made earlier.
Her mother nodded. ‘Better.’
‘Mum, I need a private chat. Right now,’ Amelia said, plastering a polite smile on her face and attempting to pull her mother to a different room.
Lorna pulled back, resisting with surprising strength. ‘Amelia, I have guests. I can’t just—’
‘We don’t have time for this!’ Amelia pled.
Lorna finally threw her hands up, exasperated. ‘Your manners today! What on earth—’
The bell rang.
‘Grandma’s dead!’ Amelia blurted out, practically throwing the words at her.
There was a long pause as Lorna froze, her expression one of total disbelief. ‘What?’
The island’s bell continued to ring, its deep, resonant toll echoing through the house, filling the silence. Lorna stood. For a moment, Amelia thought she might say something—but instead, her mother crumpled to the floor in a dead faint.
As Mrs Hanford And Mrs Caldwell rushed to her aid, Amelia could only watch. In retrospect, she decided, perhaps the bell would have been a better way to break the news.



Two
Two weeks after her grandmother’s funeral, Amelia was sat on a stool in the Long Hall, staring at The Elders of Solhaven like a scolded child caught stealing preserves. The remaining four Elders—Esther included—watched her from behind their long oak table.
The last time she’d sat in front of them like this, she’d been sixteen and in big trouble. Was she in trouble today? Was she about to receive a lecture about her poor attempts at hiding her grandmother’s death? Or the way she’d revealed it to her horrified mother?
However you looked at it, she hadn’t handled this well. But that should be no surprise. Everyone knew Amelia blundered. It was what she did.
‘Look, I want you to know I wasn’t going to hide my grandmother forever,’ Amelia told The Elders.
They stared back at her. ‘What?’ asked Esther.
‘I mean, it’s not like I planned to keep her death a secret,’ Amelia stammered. ‘I wasn’t going to, you know, prop her up and pretend she was still alive or anything.’
Esther’s eyes widened. ‘Why would you even say that?’
‘I’m just clarifying!’ Amelia said quickly. ‘In case anyone thought… Well, not that you would, but, you know…’
Gregory, the most sedate and kind-faced member of The Elders, sighed. ‘Amelia, no one thought you had planned to turn your grandmother’s body into a puppet.’
‘Good,’ she said, nodding earnestly. ‘Because I wasn’t. Oh, and I didn’t mean to scream the news at my mother either. That was the duck’s fault—'
‘Amelia,’ Harriet cut in, her voice like a whip. She was by far the most cantankerous Elder and Mabel’s closest friend. She had a high grey bun that pulled her face into a permanently tight and disapproving expression. ‘Could you just stop talking?’
‘Oh,’ Amelia said, shrinking back on the stool. ‘Yes, of course. Sorry.’
The silence returned, heavier than before. Amelia’s stomach churned.
‘Amelia, this isn’t about how you handled your grandmother’s passing,’ Harriet said. ‘Although, now that you’ve brought it up, it wasn’t exactly graceful.’
‘So… what’s this about then?’ Amelia asked uncertainly.
Gregory exchanged a glance with Esther, who exchanged a glance with Peter, who exchanged a glance with Harriet, who did not return the glance but simply sighed as though this was all terribly inconvenient for her.
Harriet would never say so, but Amelia knew she didn’t like her. Amelia would never admit it, but she didn’t like Harriet either.
‘We’ve called you here,’ said Gregory, ‘to discuss the... delicate matter of Mabel’s planned trip to the mainland.’
‘The trip?’ Amelia repeated, blinking.
Everyone knew about it. It occurred once every ten years, and it was quite a to-do—as well it might be. It was the only time anyone left Solhaven.
‘It wasn’t just a trip,’ said another Elder, Peter (who Mabel had always said brought a bit too many dramatics to Elder meetings), leaning forward as though preparing to drop a bombshell, his big, bushy eyebrows furrowed. ‘It was the most important task she undertook for the community. You will be taking it over. If that goes well, you will join The Elders as a junior member.’
Amelia stood frozen, her mind racing as the words hit her with the force of a tidal wave. ‘I have to go to the mainland?’ she repeated, her voice a strange mix of disbelief and rising panic.
It couldn’t be real. Leave Solhaven? The thought!
‘Why isn’t my mother doing this?’ Amelia asked desperately. ‘She should be joining The Elders, going on this trip. She’s my grandmother’s heir. Not me.’
‘Ordinarily, that would be the case. But your mother’s heart condition prevents her from taking up this responsibility. Mabel decided this quite some time ago. She didn’t talk to you?’
Amelia shook her head. ‘My grandmother would never have wanted this. You must have misunderstood.’
‘I know it’s daunting. But your grandmother had faith in you,’ Gregory said kindly. ‘She laid it out in her will.’
‘What?’ Amelia laughed, shocked.
‘She specified that you should be the one to take her place and go on this trip,’ he told her.
‘I still think it should have been my daughter Jenny if it couldn’t be Lorna,’ Harriet interjected bitterly. ‘But it’s not my decision. It was hers.’ Her eyes suddenly caught a shine, and Amelia thought Harriet might start crying, which would have been a truly unique sight. But then she cleared her throat and seemed fine again.
‘But what am I even going there to do?’ Amelia asked, nowhere near accepting this decree.
‘Mabel travelled to the mainland to maintain our arrangement with the government. The arrangement that allows us to live on this island in peace.’
‘I know she went to “maintain the arrangement,”’ Amelia repeated. ‘But what does that mean? What do I do?’
‘She signs a contract on our behalf,’ Harriet snapped. ‘I don’t know why you’re pretending not to know that.’
She did know that specific detail. What was flummoxing her was the wider question of the trip. How did a person go about a visit to the mainland?
‘But, I just mean…’
‘It’s a mere formality,’ Harriet said with finality, shutting down the question.
Amelia shook off her surprise and fell back to her original emotion. ‘But… Me?
‘You’re surprised?’ Harriet huffed. ‘Imagine how we feel.’
‘Harriet!’ Gregory said with a tut.
‘I mean no offence, Amelia, but you did fall into a blackberry bush last week,’ Harriet pointed out.
‘I slipped!’ Amelia shot back, her cheeks burning. ‘It was muddy!’
‘That I could understand,’ Esther joined in. ‘But to get so stuck that we had to call three people to haul you out… Jack put his back out.’
‘The point,’ Harriet interrupted, ‘is that this is not a decision we are making.’ She sighed heavily. ‘It is Mabel’s wish, and we are honouring it,’ she added bitterly.
‘Mabel trusted you,’ Gregory said, his tone much gentler. ‘She believed you could handle this.’
‘But why?’ Amelia burst out. ‘I’m not a leader. I’m not even—well, I’m not very good at keeping things organized. Or calm. Or upright.’
‘It’s her last wish,’ Gregory said with finality.
‘What happens if I... if I don’t go?’ Amelia ventured cautiously.
The Elders exchanged another series of glances. ‘Are you saying you won’t?’ Gregory asked.
‘I’m just asking what would happen,’ Amelia said quickly.
‘You would leave us no choice but to send someone else,’ Harriet said.
Amelia could hear in her voice that she was itching for Amelia to refuse. If she did, The Elders would be blameless. Amelia would be the villain.
‘But everyone would know I’d refused her request,’ Amelia pointed out.
‘Not necessarily,’ Gregory said with a glance at Esther.
Esther looked back. ‘Why are you looking at me?’
He didn’t answer.
Amelia took a deep breath. Could she deny her grandmother's final request? It wasn’t really a question.
‘I’ll do it,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady.
Harriet was visibly angry. ‘Good. That’s… good.’
‘You’ll need to leave in three days,’ Gregory said. ‘We’ll prepare everything you need in time. We’ll give you written instructions for the trip. Mabel arranged everything the last time she was there. The appointment with the government is set, as is your lodgings.’
‘Do you have anything you could tell me now?’ Amelia asked desperately.
‘Yes,’ Harriet said with a smirk. ‘Don’t fall off the boat. It’s a long swim back.’
Amelia groaned, burying her face in her hands. What in the world had her grandmother (rest in peace) been thinking!? Amelia was the last person who should be taking up this task. Not that she didn’t have her strengths. It was just that those strengths did not include being responsible for anything important.
And the mainland? Amelia had always been intrigued by it, but she’d never expected to actually go there. What should she expect?
All she definitively knew was that growing up in Solhaven made her utterly unprepared. Solhaven operated on trust, barter, and a shared stubbornness to keep life simple. They did not partake in so-called ‘electricity’ and all that came with it. They did not use money. They rejected consumerism, excess, and the hollow nature of the world across the ocean, choosing instead to prioritise community. Life on Solhaven could be tough—storms lashed their small island, and the rocky soil wasn’t forgiving—but no one starved, and no one was left behind.
Amelia had been taught that on the mainland, people were selfish and consumed with shallow things. Would anyone care about Solhaven’s claim to its tiny patch of isolation? What if she said or did the wrong thing? The thought was enough to make her stomach churn. Yet there was no choice; The Elders had made that painfully clear.
Beyond the shores of Solhaven lay another world, full of strangers and rules she couldn’t begin to guess. And a responsibility she wasn’t remotely ready for.
But Amelia had no choice. She was going to the mainland.



Three
Tara Blake sat back in her home office, eyes narrowing at the barrage of text messages from her sort-of ex. The tone of each one was more biting than the last, dripping with equal parts resentment and lingering affection. She scrolled through the messages, each one more passive-aggressive than the next.
The latest read: You know I still care about you, right? I’m trying so hard to make this work, but I need you to want it too. If you don’t fix this, I’m not sure I can keep waiting.
Tara tossed her phone onto the desk, feeling angry and bored of this cycle. The last few months had been a series of messy late-night arguments and endless baiting texts. She was sick of it. But Paige wasn’t letting it go, and Tara didn’t know what she should do about it. This breakup simply wouldn’t take.
The phone buzzed. But this time, it wasn’t Paige’s name on the screen. It was an old friend, Clare.
Tara snatched it up, eager for a distraction from the personal drama.
‘Hey, how’s the horrors of working for a dying medium?’ Clare greeted her.
Though she’d graduated with the same journalism degree as Tara, she’d traded the freelance life for something more stable long ago, working for the Harborbrook City Council’s marketing department.
‘Great? How’s life as an office drone?’ Tara replied easily.
This was how they always talked to each other. Tara always wondered if the joke was really a joke.
‘Actually, you’re about to be very glad I’m a drone. Because I wouldn’t have this tip for you otherwise.’
‘Tip?’
‘Yup. You’re always looking for stuff about Solhaven, right?’
Tara perked up. ‘I am,’ she said, trying to sound casual.
But she was far from disinterested. Ever since she’d heard about the weird little island a few miles off the coast of Harborbrook that banned strangers, she’d wanted to write an exposé. But leads were thin to non-existent. Until now?
‘Well, I overheard something in the breakroom. There’s a visitor coming next week, someone to handle the land negotiations.’
Tara’s pulse quickened, all thoughts of Paige evaporating. ‘Who’s coming?’ she asked, trying not to betray her excitement.
‘Her name is Mabel. I didn’t catch the second name,’ Clare said. ‘They talked about her like she’d been before. I got the impression she’s an old lady?’
‘What else do you know?’ Tara asked eagerly.
‘I know I want a percentage of your fee.’
Tara grinned to herself. ‘Should have known. You can have five percent of the article fee.’
‘Seven.’
‘Six, and I need to know as much detail as possible about the schedule of the visit.’
‘I’ll give you what I could glean. The meeting is set for Thursday; she comes in by boat the day before.’
‘Where?
‘Don’t know.’
‘Not really earning that six percent, Clare.’
‘All I know is there’s some fishing trawler she’s coming on. The name is weird… Uh… The
Selkie something.’
Tara noted it down. ‘It’s something.’
Tara sat back in her chair, her ex’s bitter messages forgotten, replaced by the rush of a story she could sink her teeth into.
She pulled up her notes on Solhaven, scanning the sparse details she’d gathered over the years. It was a strange little place, shrouded in mystery, a commune that was rumoured to be a mix of Amish utopia and cultish fortress, where no one had set foot for a hundred years or so but its residents.
And if Tara knew one thing, it was that a place like that, left to its own devices, would get weird. The only question was, how weird? What could they be getting up to? Where on the scale of Jonestown to Heaven’s Gate were they?
Getting any solid intel was next to impossible. But now, with this Mabel person coming to the mainland, this was her chance to get the scoop. She could surprise her, maybe get an interview. At the very least, one good quote could be spun into something interesting.
The only thing left to do was figure out how to get to Mabel before anyone else could. She checked the number for the port authority and called it.
After a few rings, a man picked up. ‘Harborbrook Port Authority, this is Dan.’
Tara softened her voice, adding just a hint of vulnerability. ‘Hi, Dan. My name is Sarah McDougall. I’ve got a bit of an unusual request, and I’m hoping you can help me.’
‘Sure, what’s going on?’ His tone was friendly but guarded.
Tara took a deep breath. ‘Well, I’m trying to track down a fishing trawler. I don’t remember the full name, but I think it starts with the word “Selkie.” You know, the mythical thing? Like a siren, but not? I’m not sure about the rest. It’s—well, it’s kind of important I find it.’ She let the last part hang in the air.
There was a pause on the other end. ‘Selkie?’
‘I know it’s not a lot,’ she said, her voice wobbling just enough to be convincing. ‘But… I met the captain, you see. A couple of months ago. It’s complicated, but I’m… I’m pregnant, Dan. And the captain, I—I can’t remember much about him. He mentioned the boat, but I don’t remember the full name.’ She let the words trail off, punctuating her vulnerability with a sigh. ‘But I need to find him. I need to find the boat. I just don’t know where else to turn.’
‘Pregnant?’ He sounded uncertain like he wasn’t sure whether he should be sympathetic or suspicious.
Tara’s voice cracked, just for a second. ‘I don’t have any family,’ she told him. That, at least, was honest. ‘I can’t do this alone, and I can’t get in touch with him. I don’t even know where to start.’
Dan’s voice softened. ‘Gimme a second.’
Cracked it.
There was the sound of some keyboard taps and then, ‘Alright. There’s a trawler named Selkie’s Whisper that docks at Dock 38, a bit out of the way, but you can look up the location. It’s registered to a Tom Hargreaves?’
‘Yes, that’s him!’ Tara said enthusiastically.
‘I hope that helps. And… I hope things work out for you.’
Tara offered a soft, grateful laugh. ‘Thank you, Dan. You’ve really helped me. Thank you so much.’
‘Take care,’ he said kindly.
Tara hung up. She had the information she needed, and now it was just a matter of staking the place out on Thursday.
Her phone buzzed again, this time with an incoming text from Paige: Are you still ignoring me? Or are you too busy chasing down stupid bullshit stories to even care? I think you ought to remember that your job won’t keep you warm at night.
Tara rolled her eyes and tossed the phone aside. Paige didn’t get it. She never had.
The phone buzzed again, Paige’s name lighting up the screen. Tara picked it up, glanced at the notification, and then hit mute without reading the message. She didn’t have time for guilt right now. She had a story to chase.
Tomorrow, she'd start preparing for Mabel’s arrival. Whatever Solhaven was hiding, Tara Blake was going to find it.



Four
Amelia squinted against the sharp morning light as she stood by the tiny dock, clutching her large leather bag. The air was cool and salty, carrying the cries of seabirds and the distant murmur of waves. Around her, most of Solhaven’s hundred or so residents had gathered, forming a half-circle on the weathered planks of the dock.
‘Don’t touch anything on the mainland!’ called Albie, who managed the livestock. ‘It’ll all be covered in urine!’
‘Don’t stroke the dogs, Amelia!’ shouted Molly, the baker. ‘They all bite on the mainland!’
Amelia waved sheepishly at them, her stomach doing little flips.
Her mother and father stepped forward from the crowd.
‘Don’t embarrass the island,’ her mother said.
Her father said nothing but gave her a stiff pat on the shoulder.
‘I’ll do my best,’ Amelia said.
Harriet, standing nearby, sniffed audibly. ‘That’s all we can hope for, I suppose,’ she muttered, stepping forward and pressing an envelope into her hands. ‘Don’t lose that.’
‘I won’t,’ Amelia said, trying not to sound defensive about it.
The captain of the trawler that would take Amelia on her journey, Tom, clapped his hands together. ‘Right then, let’s get this show on the road.’ He was the only mainlander allowed on the island and only ever on the dock.
While the island’s residents were more than capable of fending for themselves in most respects, they did have to rely on the modern world for a small number of things they couldn’t produce themselves, and Tom Hargreaves was the man who brought them. His boat, a sturdy but ageing trawler, bobbed gently in the water.
Tom helped Amelia clamber aboard while the crowd waved and shouted last-minute advice.
‘Don’t trust anyone!’ Finn called out, waving his arms frantically.
‘Keep your wits about you!’ shouted Mrs Caldwell, her face puckered with concern.
‘Don’t let them talk you into anything!’ Esther shouted.
Amelia waved them all off with a weak smile, her heart pounding in her chest as the boat’s engine sputtered to life.
As the boat pulled away from the dock, Amelia looked back at the cluster of people who had raised her, taught her, and, occasionally, judged her. They were all she had ever known. And now she was leaving them, however briefly, to face a world that had moved on from their way of life decades ago.
The island grew smaller, the familiar curve of the hills fading into the horizon. Amelia clutched the railing tightly and took a deep breath. She didn’t know what lay ahead, but one thing was certain: her grandmother had left her little choice but to find out.



Five
‘Here we are,’ Tom said, pulling into the dock. He jumped out and roped them off and then held out a hand to Amelia.
This is it. You’re here. The mainland.
Amelia looked around the dock. It was silent. There were a lot of boats of all shapes and sizes moored here, but no one appeared to be on them. Amelia had been bracing for something different. But it was quiet.
Maybe her grandmother had exaggerated? She’d always described the mainland as busy, fast, and overpopulated. Everywhere you looked, people. But Amelia couldn’t see anyone.
The driver handed Amelia her bag. ‘You going to be alright?’ he asked.
She nodded. ‘I’m fine.’
‘I have the money you’ll need. You know about that, right?’ he said uncertainly.
She nodded. He handed her a bundle of slippery paper. She quickly put it in the envelope, next to the letter from The Elders.
Amelia stepped off the dock, the solid ground beneath her feet feeling oddly unfamiliar. She adjusted her grip on her bag and turned to Tom.
‘You sure you’re gonna be alright?’ Tom asked.
She smiled and nodded, trying to look confident.
‘Well, I’m due down the coast, so I’ll leave you here.’ He pointed up a path. ‘That’s the way up to the city.’ And off he puttered.
She watched him go. Now it was just her. Just Amelia.
She put down her case and opened the envelope again, looking at the slippery paper. Money. There was no such thing on Solhaven. If you needed something, there was an exchange system that was based out of the Long Hall.
Food was distributed out of the building every Tuesday and anything else needed—items, skills, help—could be exchanged and bartered for. It worked on trust. You did not horde.
Once, long before Amelia was born, a woman named Mary Ellis had stolen four jars of jam. When the inventory didn’t match the expected numbers, The Elders raised concerns. An inquiry began, with residents gathering to discuss the missing jars.
Mary, apparently wracked with guilt, admitted to the theft. She was punished by banishment, placed on the side of the island that no one ever went to, to fend for herself. She was never seen again. It was a cautionary tale for anyone with greed in their heart. Give into it and you risked it all.
But this was cash. It worked differently, Amelia knew from her reading. She knew she needed to be careful with it. Once it was gone, it was gone. And no one would be there to give her more.
She skimmed the note. Careful instructions about a hotel she was to go to, another thing that didn’t exist in Solhaven, but Amelia had read about them too. It was a house that no one lived at for more than a little while. There were also instructions for her appointment with the government. A full map of the area was included. It looked very dense.
It was too much to absorb in one go. She stuck to the first thing. Tom had pointed to where she should start her journey. She took a slow breath, steadying herself, but as she made her up the main road, the air felt heavier.
She rounded a corner and there it was. A city.
The street was lined with buildings towering and tight against one another, their glass windows reflecting the sunlight in harsh, unforgiving streaks.
And cars! Only seen in pictures, Amelia wasn’t prepared for their speed and noise. They zipped by, their engines were a constant hum of noise. The streets were bustling with people—people, people, people, moving in all directions— and it felt like the entire world was rushing toward her, squeezing her into a space too small for one person to breathe.
Her heart began to race, thudding in her chest, as she tried to focus on the map she’d been given. It felt impossible. There were too many signs, too many noises, too many voices, and too many people.
Amelia’s hands shook as she gripped the envelope tighter, trying to push through the suffocating feeling. She shut her eyes against the panic. But when she opened them again, the sea of people was still there, pressing in, each face just a blur, a stranger to her. New faces. Strange faces. Nice faces. Scary faces.
She’d read about the mainland, but nothing had prepared her for the overwhelming sensory assault. A sea of people was surrounding her, each one moving in their own direction like some unseen current was pulling them along. She wasn’t supposed to be in the current. She wasn’t supposed to be part of this chaos.
She turned with every intent of waving Tom back. She shouldn’t be here.
But as she stepped back the way she’d come, she could see something terrifying. The boat was gone.
Amelia groaned. She didn’t know what to do now. The boat home was scheduled to collect her in a few days. She couldn’t go home unless she wanted to swim.
Maybe it was for the best. She had to go forward now, no choice. She didn’t want to prove Harriet right. She had to gather her strength.
She walked back up to the street, putting one foot in front of the other, trying to keep breathing.
And then a funny thing happened.
Amelia’s breathing slowed as she walked, her chest loosening with each step. The sharp edges of her panic began to dull, replaced by something unexpected: wonder.
The world around her was chaotic but hypnotic, alive in a way that Solhaven’s serene stillness never could be. Lights flickered and danced across puddles on the pavement, creating shimmering patterns. The hum of voices and traffic blended into a rhythm that felt like the city’s heartbeat.
She paused for a moment to take it all in, tilting her head back to glimpse the towering buildings that seemed to stretch endlessly into the night sky. It was overwhelming, yes, but also beautiful—a kaleidoscope of possibility that made her chest ache with unfamiliar excitement.
A hand grabbed her arm.
‘Hey! You ok?’
The voice was rough and too close, sending a shock of panic through Amelia’s chest. She looked up into the face of a man who was far too large and far too unkempt. His eyes were cold, and there was something hungry in them.
‘I just want to help, what do you need?’ he asked, his face too close to hers.
She could smell something on his breath she couldn’t identify and didn’t want to.
Amelia’s heart raced. She didn’t know what he wanted, but she could tell that it wasn’t anything good. She took a step back, clutching the bag even tighter.
‘I... I don’t need anything,’ she stammered. Her voice was barely more than a whisper as she tried to back away.
The man stepped forward, his grip tightening on her arm. ‘You look a bit lost. I’m just trying to help.’
She opened her mouth, trying to say something—anything—but all that came out was a shaky breath. She found her hand tightening on the envelope; it crinkled in her hands. The sound drew his attention down.
The man’s lips twisted into a sneer. ‘What you got there?’
Just then, the sound of hurried footsteps cut through the air, and someone appeared at the edge of her vision. A woman, tall and composed with a long black coat and a startlingly beautiful face, was striding toward them with purpose.
Amelia barely had time to take the woman in before she was right there, her voice cutting through the tension. ‘Hey! Get away from her!’
He laughed in the woman’s direction and then turned to Amelia. ‘I wanted to do this nice,’ he told her.
And then Amelia felt the envelope ripped from her hands and the man took off running. Her money, her instructions, everything… gone.



Six
It had been a long wait on Dock 38, made all the longer by an ever-present biting March wind coming off the ocean that seemed intent on slicing through Tara’s very soul.
Dock 38 was quieter than she’d expected, tucked away at the far end of the harbour. By the afternoon, the damp had crept into Tara’s bones, and her patience was wearing thin. She hated waiting.
She used the time to shop the article around, calling every editor she knew. Most nationals said no. So, with regret, she called a guy from The Sunday Scoop.
‘Hey, you interested in stuff about that weird commune island off the coast, Solhaven?’ she asked him.
‘Why would I be?’ Jeff replied. She could tell he was eating.
‘Because no one has set foot on that island in about a hundred years,’ she told him.
‘Is it a cult?’ he asked.
‘Could be.’
‘We do like cults. Especially weird sex cults.’
‘Well, I can’t swear to weird sex, but it’s probably weird,’ she told him.
‘Hmm… You ever sold to us before?’
‘No,’ she said, which until today had been a point of pride.
But she needed money. And no one else was interested. That was becoming a disturbing trend in Tara’s career. And now she was pitching to the bottom feeders.
‘Alright, well, if it’s weird enough, I’ll have it.’
‘How much?’ Tara asked.
He said a number. Tara laughed. ‘That’s under market.’
‘It’s what we pay.’
‘It’s not enough.’
‘Then sell it to someone else.’
The bastard knew he had her.
‘Fine,’ Tara said. ‘But I want rights retention.’
‘You hoping to squeeze a book out of it?’ he asked without interest.
‘Who knows?’ Tara said. Then she saw something coming on the water, a trawler. Its name came into view as it idled closer: The Selkie’s Whisper. Tara’s heart quickened as she watched the boat putter into the dock. ‘OK, Jeff, I gotta go. I’ll be in touch soon.’
‘Whatever.’
Tara hung up as the boat docked, her sharp eyes locking onto the gangplank. But the person who appeared didn’t have the stooped figure of an old woman. She moved hesitantly, carrying a large leather bag in one hand and an envelope clutched tightly in the other.
Tara would have defined her as a wholesome beauty, a thing she’d never had much interest in. Her skin was pale as milk, and her eyes were wide and dark. Waves of auburn hair escaped a loose braid. The woman’s cardigan and long skirt were knitted, but they looked made by skilled hands, giving them an expensive look. If Tara hadn’t known better, she’d have thought the woman was a cottage-core hipster.  
But something about her—a certain innocence, or maybe the hesitancy in her step—screamed a lack of worldliness.
Tara watched as the woman took a few tentative steps onto the pier. She hesitated as if unsure where to go, and Tara felt a pang of sympathy for her. How could you not? She was a lamb in the lion’s den.
Tara suddenly remembered what she was there to do. She was still going to do it. She went after the woman, hoping to snag her quickly. But before she could, the woman veered toward the street.
Tara followed, keeping her distance as the woman wove her way through the bustling crowd. She was struggling to navigate, clutching a little envelope tighter as people jostled past. She turned as if she was going back the way she came and, for some reason, thought better of it.
Of course, it didn’t take long for the obvious to happen. Some dirtbag took one look at her, noted her guilelessness, and started hassling her.
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Tara muttered, her heels clicking against the pavement as she hurried toward them.
She’d been here five minutes, and she was getting mugged already?
‘Hey! Get away from her!’ Tara barked, her voice cutting through the noise.
The man shot her a glance before yanking the envelope from the woman’s trembling hands and bolting. Tara swore under her breath.
‘Are you hurt?’ Tara asked the woman, who shook her head, looking terrified and confused.
Did she even understand the concept of mugging?
Tara sighed, slipping her hands into her coat pockets. ‘You don’t look like you know where you’re going.’
‘I don’t,’ the woman admitted, her voice barely audible. She glanced down at her empty hands. ‘Even at the best of times.’
Tara wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she brushed past it. ‘You’re not from around here, are you?’
‘I... I come from Solhaven,’ the woman said, voice wavering slightly. ‘It’s an island a few miles from here. I’m a bit out of place on the mainland. You can probably tell…’
Well, here was Tara’s segue. Should she explain that she knew exactly what Solhaven was and, in fact, would love to interview her about it?
‘I’ve heard of it. It’s the place without tech, right?’ Tara began. She needed to get the woman calm before she could even think of what came next.
‘Tech?’ The islander repeated.
‘Technology. No phones, no cars,’ Tara clarified.
She nodded. ‘That’s right. Oh, I haven’t introduced myself! My name is Amelia Wells.’
Hmm. Different name than Tara had been given. Right island, though, so it didn’t much matter.
‘Amelia Wells, hello,’ Tara said. ‘I’m Tara Blake.’
‘Tara. Good to meet you. Thank you, by the way, for chasing that man off,’ she said gratefully.
‘It didn’t do you much good,’ Tara said. ‘He grabbed that… What was it?’
‘An envelope. A very, very important envelope,’ Amelia said with a ragged breath.
Tara tilted her head, watching Amelia for a moment. She realised that if she explained who she was and what she wanted now, she was apt to completely overwhelm the woman. And if Amelia decided that Tara was just a different brand of mugger, the informational type, that would be that. She’d be locked out of this source before she’d gotten anything.
But it wasn’t just that stopping Tara from proceeding with her plan. Amelia was simply a little too vulnerable. Tara felt something like sympathy flood her system. That was annoying, but not the end of the world to a top-class compartmentaliser like Tara. She could put it aside.
There was a serious prize at stake. Exposing a dangerous cult could be a career maker if she played it right. If that rag promoted the article right and it got traction, it could be something big. And she needed something big.  
Yet somehow, the woman in front of her was making it hard to fix her eyes on the prize. She was so bloody… what was it? Naïve? Not exactly. Her large, dark eyes were pretty sharp. Maybe it was the lack of guardedness? That was surprising.
Tara had thought anyone sent here would be a pretty closed character, someone trained to protect Solhaven and all its secrets. But Amelia didn’t seem closed. She was just… bright. Confused and scared but also interested in the world around her.
‘Alright,’ Tara said, her tone brisk. ‘You’re coming with me.’
Amelia blinked at her. ‘What?’
‘I’m not leaving you out here in this street,’ Tara replied, gesturing at the chaos of the street. ‘You look like you’re about two seconds away from fainting.’
‘I don’t even know you,’ Amelia said, a hint of suspicion creeping into her voice.
Tara shrugged. ‘You don’t have to trust me. Just trust that I’m your best option right now. Unless you want to wander around here hoping that fucker doesn’t come back.’
Amelia looked shocked.
Tara realised her error. ‘Oh, sorry. I bet swearing isn’t something you do on Solhaven?’
‘I’ve heard swearing,’ Amelia said quickly. ‘We’re just not so casual about it.’ And then she started laughing. ‘Gosh. I only just got to the mainland, and I’ve already been held up and heard the eff word. What next?’
Tara heard herself laugh. She was quite surprised. But there was something about Tara that was kind of funny. In a good way.
Amelia hesitated, her gaze darting between Tara and the street. ‘OK. I’ll come with you.’ Finally, she nodded, clutching her bag as if it were the only solid thing left in the world.
‘Good choice,’ Tara said, already turning. ‘I’ve got a place not far from here. You’ll be safe there. We’ll figure the rest out later.’
As they walked, Tara cast a sidelong glance at her new companion. This wasn’t what she had planned. But maybe it was better? Tara wanted to help Amelia, and she would help her. But it just so happened that if she could gain her trust at the same time, everyone could win.



Seven
Amelia clutched her bag as she followed Tara into the large, looming building. The door was heavier than she expected, and the lobby beyond it was cavernous, echoing with faint footsteps and a distant hum. Her gaze darted around, taking in the high ceilings and polished floors. Everything gleamed unnaturally as if it had never been touched by actual life.
Tara glanced over her shoulder. ‘You doing alright back there?’
Amelia nodded but didn’t speak. The truth was, she wasn’t sure what to make of this woman—or anything else. Tara had appeared out of nowhere, stopping that man before things got worse. But why?
What did she want in return? Was she just a nice person? Did they have those on the mainland? The Elders said not.
The elevator doors slid open, revealing a small, boxy space that seemed entirely too fragile for its purpose. Amelia hesitated before stepping inside.
‘Don’t worry. It’s safe,’ Tara said, leaning casually against the wall as the doors closed.
‘I know that,’ Amelia said quickly, gripping the bag tighter. ‘I’ve read about elevators. It’s just... smaller than I imagined.’
Tara’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. ‘You’ve read about elevators?’
‘Of course,’ Amelia said, a bit defensively. ‘I know about cities, too. And...’ She paused, searching for a word, then brightened. ‘Skyscrapers.’
‘Skyscrapers?’ Tara echoed, amused.
‘Yes. Buildings so tall they scrape the sky,’ Amelia said. She noted that Tara was trying not to laugh.
The elevator dinged, and Tara led her out into a quiet hallway. ‘Well, this building doesn’t quite scrape the sky, but it’ll do.’ She unlocked a door and pushed it open. ‘Come on in.’
Amelia stepped inside and blinked. The flat was both overwhelming and oddly familiar. It was messy and full of strange objects she couldn’t quite place. But there were books everywhere, which put her slightly more at ease. Books, she knew.
Tara tossed her keys onto a cluttered table. ‘It’s not much, but it’s home. You can put your stuff down anywhere.’
Amelia lowered her bag carefully by the sofa, feeling awkward. ‘Thank you for helping me. I... I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I didn’t think anyone would help me like this.’
Tara waved her off. ‘You looked like you needed a hand.’
Amelia studied her, unsure. There was something guarded about Tara like she wasn’t saying everything.
Tara cleared some papers off a sofa. ‘So, you’re from Solhaven.’
Amelia hesitated. ‘That’s right.’
Tara nodded. ‘How’s that?’
‘How is what?’ Amelia asked.
‘Living like that.’
‘I’ve never known a different way.’
‘Technically, you have. If only for a very short amount of time.’
‘People know each other. We help each other. We don’t need all... this.’ She gestured vaguely at Tara’s home. She realised that was a rather rude thing to say and felt compelled to add, ‘Though I do understand why you might want it.’
Tara raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, yeah? Why’s that?’
‘Convenience,’ Amelia said, recalling more information about the mainland. ‘Instant heat in the winter without making a fire, electric lights that switch on anytime without having to fill the oil lamps. I read that you can get food here without even talking to anyone.’
Tara barked a laugh. ‘Yeah, that last one is certainly something I enjoy.’ She stopped laughing. ‘What am I thinking, not offering my guest a drink? Tea?’
‘Please,’ Amelia said, sitting gingerly on the sofa. She ran her fingers over the rough, bright fabric, curious. ‘This place is much like I imagined a city home to be. Chaotic. Temporary.’
‘Temporary?’ Tara asked as she headed into what Amelia assumed was a kitchen.
Amelia stood and followed her. It was indeed a kitchen. Though, like everything else, not as she knew it. Tara was filling a funny-looking little kettle from a tap. When she was done, she placed it on the counter instead of the hob and clicked a button on it.
‘Yes,’ Amelia said. ‘Nothing here looks like it’s made to last.’
Tara glanced back at her, intrigued. ‘You think everything here’s disposable?’
‘Isn’t it?’ Amelia asked. ‘I read that things here are used once and then thrown away.’
Tara turned back to the kettle, now boiling despite there being no heat in sight. ‘You’re not wrong.’
She studied Tara again, her curiosity growing. ‘What do you do as a job?’
Tara hesitated. ‘Oh, a little bit of everything.’
Amelia felt uncertain of that answer but didn’t want to press it.
Tara handed her a steaming mug of tea. ‘Drink up. You’ll feel better.’
Amelia took the mug, her suspicion fading slightly. The tea was warm in her hands and comforting. She sipped it cautiously.
‘What’s this?’ she asked. ‘It’s delicious!’
‘It’s tea. I’m sure you have tea,’ Tara said.
‘Yes, but this is different. Creamy.’
Tara thought. ‘It’s probably the oat milk.’
Amelia looked at Tara with suspicion. ‘You can’t milk an oat.’
Tara laughed. ‘No, no, we just call it that because it’s a substitute for milk. It’s made… actually, I have no idea how it’s made.’
Amelia was shocked. She was consuming something that she hadn’t even known existed this morning. But this was better than being robbed, that was for sure.
Tara went out into the living room, and Amelia followed. Tara sat down on the sofa. ‘So, what do you think of the mainland so far?’
Amelia sat down again on the hard fabric and considered the question. ‘It’s loud. Overwhelming. But also...’ She paused, searching for the right word.
‘Smelly?’ Tara offered.
‘Beautiful,’ Amelia said instead, surprising herself.
Tara’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Beautiful?’
Amelia nodded, thinking of the lights reflecting in the glass windows and the endless movement of the streets. It was too much, but it was also alive in a way she didn’t quite understand yet.
Tara watched her for a long moment, then smiled faintly. ‘This must seem like a lot to take in.’
It was, but somehow Amelia bristled at the way Tara phrased it. ‘I’m not a child.’
‘No one said you were,’ Tara replied. ‘Though it’s not every day someone calls my cluttered flat beautiful.’
Amelia huffed, sitting a little straighter. ‘I didn’t mean your flat specifically. The city as a whole... there’s a kind of movement to it. Like it’s... a living creature.’
Tara tilted her head, watching her curiously. ‘Most people just see the noise and the mess.’
‘Maybe they’ve stopped looking properly,’ Amelia said simply.
Tara raised an eyebrow, and a slow smile followed it. ‘And here I thought you were the one getting her mind blown.’
Amelia tilted her head. ‘I know that one. It means to surprise someone.’
‘Precisely,’ Tara agreed, with a dash of suspicion. ‘Ya know, you seem a little more acquainted with modern terms than I might have thought.’
Amelia sipped her tea, her expression thoughtful. ‘We have books. More than you’d think. Not just about history or farming but novels, too. Stories about people from everywhere.’
‘So, you’ve read your way into the modern world?’
‘In a way.’ Amelia shrugged. ‘But books are just a glimpse. They don’t prepare you for the... feeling of it all.’
Tara studied her, intrigued. ‘What kind of books?’
‘All sorts,’ Amelia said with a small smile. ‘Mysteries, romances, even some science fiction. Though I suspect a lot of that isn’t accurate.’
Tara snorted. ‘Yeah, I wouldn’t worry too much about aliens showing up any time soon.’ She took a sip of tea.
‘It wouldn’t be that much stranger than milking an oat,’ Amelia said.
‘I told you, we don’t actually…’ Tara began before realising Amelia was making a joke. She looked surprised. ‘You got me there. I can see I’ll need to watch out for you.’
Amelia let herself smile for the first time.
Tara paused as if weighing her next words. ‘So... what made you leave Solhaven? I mean, it sounds like paradise from the way you talk about it.’
Amelia’s smile faded, her fingers tightening around the mug. ‘It is... in many ways. But we have responsibilities. Every ten years, we have to talk to the government, to ask to stay on the land. It’s a formality, but it must be done. So here I am.’
Tara leaned forward, her curiosity piqued. ‘Have you done it before?
Amelia hesitated. ‘No. I inherited the task.’
‘Inherited it?’ Tara repeated. ‘From who?’
‘My grandmother. Mabel.’
‘She died?’ Tara asked.
‘Yes. A few weeks ago now.’
‘That’s rather fresh,’ Tara said with mild sympathy.
Amelia nodded. She didn’t want to talk about this. Was this how mainlanders worked? Just prodding at your pain like this?
‘Sounds like a lot of pressure,’ Tara said, her tone gentler now.
‘It is.’ Amelia sighed, the weight of it pressing down on her again.
Tara studied her for a moment, then leaned back, changing the subject. ‘Well, if you need a tour guide—or someone to explain what’s what—I could help you out.’
Amelia looked at her, surprised. ‘Why are you being so kind to me?’
Tara hesitated, her expression flickering. ‘Maybe I’m just kind.’
Amelia frowned, not entirely convinced. But there was a warmth to Tara’s voice that made her want to believe her.
‘Thank you,’ she said finally, feeling calmer than she had since she’d stepped off the boat.
But the calm didn’t last. Because she’d lost all the details of her trip. And she had no way to contact home. How was she going to do the thing she’d come here to do?



Eight
Tara watched Amelia clutch the mug like it was some kind of lifeline. The woman was wound tighter than a clock spring. ‘I don’t know how to get where I’m going,’ she admitted, her voice soft.
Tara blinked. ‘You’re lost?’
‘I had instructions, but... the man took them.’
‘Instructions for what?’ Tara pressed, keeping her tone light, even though her instincts told her there was more to this.
Amelia hesitated again, her fingers tightening around the mug. ‘Directions. To a hotel. And where my appointment with the government is.’
‘Alright,’ Tara said, leaning back in her chair and studying her. ‘So, no instructions, no idea where you’re headed. And no phone, of course.’
‘It was called... The Meridian... something,’ Amelia said, her brow furrowing. ‘I saw that before the man took my envelope.’ She sighed. ‘I should have read it on the boat, but I was worried about dropping it overboard.’
‘Hey, don’t worry,’ Tara said, softening her tone. ‘We’ll figure it out. You have the word Merdian. We can do something with that,’ she assured her.
She had already found this woman with only the word Selkie. This should be a piece of piss.
‘Alright,’ Tara said, standing up. ‘Let’s start simple. If there’s a Meridian hotel out there, we’ll find it.’
Amelia looked up at her, surprised. ‘Do you have a map,’ she asked, looking around her.
‘This is a map,’ Tara said, grabbing her laptop from the floor and flicking it open, the smooth, glowing screen lighting up instantly.
Amelia stared at it, her eyes wide. The glowing apple on the back of the device, in particular, seemed to catch her attention.
‘What is that?’ Amelia asked, her voice tight with suspicion.
Tara glanced at her, amused by the question. ‘It’s a laptop. A computer. You’ve never seen one before, I take it?’
‘I’ve read about them,’ Amelia said stiffly, her eyes still tracking the device. ‘But I didn’t expect it to look so... strange. Why does it have an apple on it?’ Amelia asked, the suspicion turning into genuine confusion.
Tara suppressed the urge to laugh. She didn’t want Amelia to feel mocked. ‘It’s just the logo. A symbol of the company that they put on everything they make.’
Damn, it was hard talking to Amelia. Tara didn’t know exactly what she knew. She didn’t want to confuse her, but she didn’t want to patronise her either.
Amelia furrowed her brow. ‘Why an apple?’
Tara had an answer for that. ‘I think it represents the apple Eve bit into. Knowledge. Information. That’s what Apple makes. Technology that gives people information.’
Tara was glad to see that Amelia was on firmer ground with that reference.
‘Oh, yes. The apple. That makes sense,’ Amelia responded.
Tara saw an opportunity for a little digging. ‘You’re a… what’s the religion on Solhaven? Christian?’ If she was in a cult, that was a good place to start digging.
‘That’s what is practised on Solhaven, yes,’ Amelia said. ‘Though I know there are some others on the mainland. What’s yours?’
That took Tara by surprise. ‘Oh, I’m… I’m just an atheist.’
‘Oh. Which one’s that again?’
‘It’s not a religion. It means I don’t have one.’
Amelia looked less shocked than Tara might have thought. ‘Ohhhh, you’re a heathen!’ she said, amused and intrigued.
Tara had to laugh. ‘That’s…’ she started, meaning to contradict her before she realised, she actually couldn’t dispute the term. ‘…exactly right.’
OK, well, that little information pump hadn’t gone as Tara had hoped, but she’d circle back around to it later. Tara turned the screen toward Amelia.
‘OK, let’s figure out this hotel situation.’ Tara typed in some keywords and pulled up a list of hotels with the name ‘Meridian’ in it.
Amelia looked at the screen, the glint reflected in her shocked eyes. ‘It’s like a book that moves,’ Amelia said after a long moment. ‘I suppose I’ll get used to it,’ she added with no conviction.
‘Alright,’ Tara said briskly. ‘I’ve got a couple of hotels that fit the bill. The Meridian Arms is close by. Lemme call it.’
Tara grabbed her phone from her pocket and dialled the number. She tried to ignore the way Amelia’s mouth fell open at the sight of it.
The phone rang. And rang. No one picked up.
Tara snapped the laptop shut with a soft click and stood, grabbing her coat off the back of the chair. ‘Alright, nobody’s answering. So, let’s go check it out.’
Amelia didn’t move immediately. Her eyes flickered to the laptop, the unease still written on her face. ‘Is it... safe? Your lap… thing, I mean.’
Tara’s lips twitched. It wasn’t quite a smile, but something close. ‘Safe as anything else.’
It wasn’t a great answer, but it was the truth. Nothing was safe here, not in the way Amelia seemed to understand it. Tara knew she wasn’t going to get Amelia to fully trust the technology or the city in one go, but that wasn’t her problem. She just needed the woman to trust her—for now.



Nine
Amelia shifted in her seat, aware that she was gripping it a little too tightly. But the speed she was travelling at was terrifying and exhilarating. This was a car—a real, true car. It was a world away from the bumpy cart that rattled its way down Solhaven’s dirt roads. It smelled like leather and the faintest trace of perfume, and it moved so smoothly.
She caught herself, biting down on the excitement. Stop it. Stop being so— Amelia bit her lip, trying to swallow the joy bubbling up at the simple pleasure of being inside something so sleek and effortless. But it was hard not to stare at the dashboard, with its buttons and dials, each one a mystery to her.
Tara probably thought Amelia was a total bumpkin for being so amazed by a car. Tara, with her mainlander attitude and knowing air, seemed like someone who had seen it all. Amelia didn’t want to seem too wide-eyed in her presence, so she forced her gaze to the window and its moving view of buildings and people and more cars. It was almost like she was sitting still, and it was the world that was flying past.
‘We’re here,’ Tara announced, pulling up in front of an extremely dirty-looking building.
‘This is where I’m staying?’ Amelia asked, trying not to sound too disappointed.
She’d expected something as impressive as the buildings she’d already seen in the heart of the city. Tall and gleaming. This place was small and needed a coat of paint. Or three.
‘It’s the name you remembered, but it does seem a little…’ Tara began, looking out of the window.
‘What?’
Tara looked at Amelia. ‘Do you know the expression, “Crack den”?’
Amelia frowned. ‘Is it a spice shop?’
‘I don’t know why I asked,’ Tara said, shaking her head at herself. ‘Let’s go inside and check it out.’
Tara stepped out of the car and headed for the building.
‘Wait!’ Amelia yelled.
Tara turned back. ‘What are you doing? Get out of the car.’
Amelia stared at her through the window. ‘I don’t know how!’
Tara rolled her eyes, walked back to the car, and opened the door for Amelia. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered. ‘Should have realised.’
‘That’s OK,’ Amelia said, embarrassed.
She followed Tara toward the hotel. The name she’d remembered—The Meridian Arms—hung precariously on the side of the building, missing an ‘i’.
‘It’s…got character,’ Amelia ventured, trying to find a positive spin.
‘It’s got something,’ Tara replied dryly, leading the way through a squeaky revolving door.
The inside was no better. The lobby smelled faintly of disinfectant, and the carpet was worn threadbare in places. Behind the counter, a man in a sweat-stained shirt leaned back on his stool, staring into space.
‘You sure this is it?’ Tara asked, leaning in close enough for Amelia to catch her faint floral perfume. It didn’t fit this place.
‘Less and less,’ Amelia said.
She glanced at the questionable potted plant in the corner, its leaves drooping as if it had given up on life. She felt a desperate urge to find water for it.
Tara approached the counter. ‘Excuse me, I think my friend here has a reservation,’ she said, her tone polite but clipped.
The man barely glanced up. ‘Name?’
Amelia hesitated. ‘It’s under Mabel Carter, I think.’
The man frowned, flipping through a dog-eared ledger with disinterest. ‘Nope. No Mabel. You sure you got the right place?’
Amelia flushed, her confidence evaporating. ‘I…maybe?’
‘Fantastic,’ Tara muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose.
‘I could swear it had the word Meridian in it,’ Amelia muttered.
The man gave her a look. ‘There’s the New Meridian across town.’
Tara sighed heavily. ‘Of course.’ She turned to Amelia, one brow arched. ‘Let’s go.’
‘I said maybe,’ Amelia countered, defensive.
Before Tara could reply, a loud voice boomed from the corner. ‘Well, well, well! New faces!’
Both women turned to see an older gentleman in a garish bathrobe raising a glass of something. He grinned widely, his eyes glassy.
‘Welcome to the bottom of the barrel!’ he said, teetering toward them. ‘You gals want a drink?’ He laughed uproariously, sloshing liquid onto the carpet.
‘We’ll pass,’ Tara said, steering Amelia firmly toward the exit.
‘Dave! Watch the beverage!’ the man behind the counter warned him.
‘I’m watching my beverage. The question is, who’s watching me watching my beverage,’ he asked cryptically.
‘For god’s sake,’ Tara muttered, still pulling at Amelia. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
But Amelia wasn’t going anywhere yet. ‘I think this man needs help,’ she told Tara.
‘What? No—’
‘Sir, do you need help?’ Amelia asked the man, stepping towards him.
‘Amelia…’ Tara said, trying to grab her arm again.
‘Actually, yes. Have you seen any strange people outside?’ the man asked Amelia.
‘I’ve seen nothing but strange people,’ she began, intending to explain that she was from Solhaven and, therefore, didn’t have a reliable perspective on what might be considered unusual.
But before she could say anything more, the man turned and vomited on Tara’s shoes.
‘Fuck me!’ Tara exclaimed.
‘Sorry about that,’ the man said, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his robe.
‘Dave, I fucking warned you last time! I’ve got a bucket right here, you dickhead,’ the man behind the counter complained.
Amelia looked down at the puddle, examining it. ‘Sir, you need to eat something solid.’
Tara kicked off the lion’s share of the vomit from her shoes and muttered something Amelia didn’t quite hear. She decided that was for the best. Tara’s grip on Amelia’s arm tightened slightly as she half-dragged her toward the door.
‘This is exactly why I said we needed to leave!’ she hissed, her usual composure momentarily cracked.
‘He looked unwell!’ Amelia protested, the smell rising from Tara’s shoes making her eyes water.
Tara shot her a look.
Outside the hotel, Tara marched Amelia toward the car. ‘These shoes are ruined,’ Tara muttered angrily.
‘I’m sorry for taking us to the wrong hotel,’ Amelia said.
‘That’s not what’s pissing me off,’ Tara said.
‘That means angry, doesn’t it?’ Amelia checked.
‘Yes. It does. Do you have a dictionary of swearwords on Solhaven?’ Tara asked.
‘Actually, we sort of do. There was this one book my friend Deirdre had, Ulysses, and it had quite a lot of words in it that were interesting to learn. “Piss” was on the list. Also, “bloody,” “bitch,” and “bastard.” Of course, eventually, the book was confiscated, but Deirdre kept a list, and one time when we were twelve, she stood up in church and recited the entire list—’
‘Amelia, I wasn’t actually asking… Do you know the concept of sarcasm, perchance?’ Tara asked irritably.
Amelia tilted her head. ‘Oh, I know sarcasm. It’s like this. “You definitely don’t smell of vomit.”’
Tara gave her a flat look, though the corner of her mouth perked up. ‘Great. Solhaven’s only comedian.’
She slammed the car door shut after Amelia climbed in, making her jump slightly. Tara slid in the other side and started the engine.
‘I’m sorry about the man. He just really seemed like he might need assistance,’ Amelia tried.
‘He needed about a decade of therapy and an industrial strength cleaning service,’ Tara replied.
‘What?’
‘He’s an alcoholic, Amelia. You don’t have those on Solhaven?’ Tara asked.
‘Umm…’
‘Addicted to alcohol,’ Tara clarified.
Amelia blinked. ‘We don’t have that.’
‘Addicts?’
‘Alcohol,’ Amelia said.
‘Oh. Well. You get what it is, though?’ Tara checked.
‘Yes. My mother says it puts people in a nice mood while it poisons them to death.’
Tara was surprised into a laugh. ‘I can’t argue with your mother.’
‘No one ever does,’ Amelia muttered. Amelia glanced down at Tara’s shoes. ‘You didn’t need to throw those away. I’m sure I could clean them.’
Tara shook her head. ‘Not worth it,’ she said as she pulled on the gear stick. ‘I’d rather chuck them away.’
Amelia was more shocked at that than the vomiting man.
For a moment, the only sound was the gentle hum of the engine as Tara pulled back onto the road. Then, against her better judgment, Amelia started to laugh. It bubbled up uncontrollably, spilling out in quiet snorts at first before growing louder.
Tara shot her a sidelong glance. ‘What’s tickling you?’
‘Nothing,’ Amelia wheezed, clutching her stomach. ‘Everything. I don’t know!’ Tears of laughter streamed down her cheeks, and she tried to stifle them with her sleeve.
Tara turned back to the road. ‘You’re delirious.’
‘I think I’m just overtired,’ Amelia admitted, hiccupping through her laughter.
Tara shook her head, a reluctant smile breaking through. ‘Well, let’s hope the New Meridian lives up to its name.’
‘You’re taking me there?’ Amelia asked. She sort of thought she might have worn out her welcome with Tara by now.
‘What else can I do?’ Tara said.
They drove in silence for a while until Tara broke it. ‘What happened to Deirdre, by the way?’ she asked.
Amelia was surprised that Tara had been paying attention to her story. ‘Sorry?’
‘When she said the swear words in church?’
‘Oh. Umm, I’m not sure. I remember she didn’t come to church or school for a while,’ Tara told her.
‘And then she came back… different?’ Tara asked.
Amelia span to look at Tara. ‘What?’
‘I mean, did she come back a little… You know…’ Tara trailed off.
‘I don’t,’ Amelia replied, baffled.
Tara sighed. ‘Forget it.’
‘I don’t even know what I’m supposed to forget,’ Amelia said.



Ten
Tara and Amelia walked out of The New Meridian Hotel, a nicer place, but still not the right one. They trundled across the car park.
‘This is ridiculous,’ Amelia muttered, barely audible. ‘I’ve blundered. I always blunder. If I could have just held on tighter to the envelope, this wouldn’t be happening.’
‘You didn’t blunder,’ Tara said. ‘You got robbed.’
‘It wouldn’t have happened to my grandmother. She’d have smacked that man with her cane and sent him on his way,’ Amelia told her.
‘I’m not so sure about that,’ Tara told her.
‘She wasn’t scared of anything!’ Amelia insisted.
‘Now that, I definitely don’t believe,’ Tara said.
‘You didn’t know her.’
‘There is not one person on earth who is scared of nothing. I don’t care where they come from,’ Tara told Amelia.
Amelia looked unconvinced. Clearly, her grandmother had made quite the myth out of herself, Tara thought. She stepped in front of Amelia. ‘It’s just a hotel. Chill.’
Amelia looked at her. ‘I’m quite warm, thank you.’
Tara let that one go.
They reached the car, and Tara helped Amelia in carefully before jumping in the driver’s side.
She turned to say something to Amelia and saw that she was staring at her lap, holding onto her auburn braid, playing with it tensely. ‘Harriet was right.’
Tara tried not to look too interested. ‘Who’s Harriet?’ Tara asked, keeping her tone light.
Amelia didn’t respond immediately. ‘She’s... someone who knows me too well,’ Amelia said, her voice distant, almost bitter.
Whatever the nature of their relationship, it was tied to failure in Amelia’s mind. The emotional reaction might be a good in, a way to something juicy. Better than Deirdre and her swear list, anyway. Tara had moved a bit too quickly there. She needed to play it softer now. Gentle.
‘Her opinion sounds important to you,’ Tara said.
‘It’s important to everyone,’ Amelia responded.
‘Oh?’
‘She’s an Elder. Like my grandmother.’
‘I thought your grandmother ran the island,’ Tara said.
‘What made you think that?’ Amelia said.
‘Just the way you talked about her.’
Amelia shook her head. ‘She and Harriet were both elders. But my grandmother was the person people came to first.’
‘I bet Harriet didn’t like that,’ Tara said.
Amelia smiled. ‘No. No, she didn’t.’
‘And she expected you to fail?’ Tara asked as gently as she knew how.
‘Yes. Everyone does,’ Amelia said, the smile fading.
‘What do you mean?’ Tara asked.
‘I’m sure this won’t surprise you, but I’m a bit of a… I’m not very respected on Solhaven. People think I’m clumsy, a fool. I’ve proven that today.’
Despite everything that had happened, Tara didn’t think that sounded right. If she’d been dropped into a completely different culture the way Amelia had, she felt pretty sure she wouldn’t have handled it any better.
‘Did Harriet ever come here?’ Tara asked her.
‘No,’ Amelia replied.
Tara, though not a touchy type, found herself putting a gentle hand on Amelia’s shoulder. ‘Then it sounds like Harriet was talking out of her arse.’
Amelia didn’t respond immediately. But Tara could see the tightness in her posture begin to loosen, just a little
‘Perhaps,’ Amelia said softly.
Tara thought this seemed like the perfect time to squeeze her like an orange, get the real juice. But she couldn’t quite seem to bring herself to do it. Not now.
‘Listen,’ Tara said. It’s getting late, and you’re clearly exhausted. You’re welcome to crash on my sectional tonight.’
Amelia looked blank.
‘Sleep on my sofa,’ Tara amended quickly. ‘It’s not much, but it’s a place to get your head down.’
Amelia looked surprised by the offer. ‘OK. Thank you, Tara.’ She suddenly frowned. ‘Wait, don’t you need to check with your husband first?’
‘My what?’ Tara exclaimed.
‘You have one, don’t you?’ Amelia said. ‘I didn’t see him earlier, but I thought perhaps he was out?’
‘No. No husband,’ Tara said, trying not to laugh at the idea.
Amelia nodded, pulling a fresh roll out of one cardigan pocket and a piece of cheese out of the other. She placed them on her lap and produced a small knife out of her skirt pocket. She started to assemble a sandwich. Tara watched, slightly surprised.
‘Would you like some?’ Amelia asked.
Tara smiled and started the car. ‘I’m good, thanks. You enjoy.’
‘Alright, then.’ Amelia then produced an apple from god knew where. It was a full-on picnic.
Tara pulled out of the car park. She let it be quiet on the way back, only the sound of a crunching apple breaking the silence. There was nothing more to get out of the woman today. She’d been through too much.



Eleven
Amelia woke with a start, disoriented by the unfamiliar surroundings. It took her a moment to remember where she was, and the memory of the previous night—getting the hotel name wrong and the mess that had followed—came rushing back. She’d only been awake seconds, and she was already embarrassed.
The sound of a door opening and closing snapped her out of her thoughts, followed by the scent of something odd.
Amelia sat up in her nightie, rubbing her eyes. She picked up the fuzzy blanket she’d been given last night and pulled it to her chest.
‘Morning,’ Tara said as she came into the living room, wearing her long black coat.
Amelia was re-shocked to see her face in the morning light. It really was perfect. The sharpness of her cheekbones, the way her jawline was so elegantly chiselled, and those lips—plump and curved like something out of a book of classic art. Amelia found herself thinking of words like ‘divine’ and ‘exquisite,’ which seemed better suited to a lady in a romantic novel. Her eyes were a shade of ice blue that Amelia didn’t know eyes came in. And how was her raven black hair so straight and shiny?
Amelia, with her round peasant’s face and her dull brown eyes, realised she was a little intimidated by Tara’s beauty.
‘I thought you might be hungry,’ Tara said.
Amelia blinked, confused. ‘What time is it?
‘It’s after nine.’
Amelia was shocked. ‘What? You should have woken me!’
Tara dropped a brown bag onto the coffee table with a cheerful smile. ‘Seemed like you needed the sleep. And I thought, what better way to start the day than with a good breakfast? Mainland style.’ She opened one of the bags, revealing a pile of wrapped items and containers, steam rising from them.
Amelia’s brow furrowed as she peered at the bags. The smell was strong, and her stomach growled in response.
Tara grinned at her hesitation. ‘I take it you’ve never had a McDonald’s breakfast?’ she asked, pulling out a round, shiny sandwich.
She handed the sandwich to Amelia, who eyed it suspiciously. It was a squashed bun with a bright yellow layer peeking out from the edges.
Amelia picked it up carefully, holding it like a fragile object, unsure what to do with it. She hesitated, looking over at Tara, who was already unwrapping her own breakfast with a casual ease.
‘You know, I’ve read about this place,’ Amelia said, unsure how to start. ‘But I didn’t think it was like... this. It’s just... food, in boxes.’
Tara chuckled, biting into her sandwich. ‘Yeah, it’s fast food. I can’t say it’s good for you, but it’s convenient.’
Amelia took a deep breath and then, carefully, took a bite of the sandwich. The warm egg and sausage inside were soft, the flavours unfamiliar but not unpleasant. The bread was a bit soggy. She chewed slowly.
‘It’s... not bad,’ she admitted, taking another small bite. ‘I can see how people take to it.’
Tara raised an eyebrow. ‘That doesn’t sound like you’re enjoying it.’
Amelia smiled a little, shrugging as she chewed thoughtfully. ‘I’m still deciding.’ The grease lingered on her tongue, and though the food was filling, her stomach felt a little funny. ‘Thank you for breakfast,’ she said, remembering her manners. ‘I’ve never had anything like this before. It’s... interesting.’
‘We’ve got to ease you into modern life somehow.’ Tara took another bite of her sandwich, watching Amelia. ‘So, what’s it like on the island?’ Tara asked lightly, breaking through her thoughts. ‘You know, I’ve heard that Solhaven’s got this... unusual way of life. It sounds pretty isolated.’
Amelia noticed Tara’s casual tone, but she felt it wasn’t all that sincere. There was a carefulness there, a curiosity in the way she watched her. Tara had asked questions about Solhaven the night before, about the island and how things worked. Why was she so interested?
Amelia’s eyes narrowed slightly, the walls of caution rising. She didn’t want to lie, but she didn’t want to reveal too much, either. She offered a small shrug.
‘It’s... isolated, yes. It’s peaceful. We don’t get visitors. Well, there’s the ship captain, of course. He brings us supplies and takes the seaweed we grow to a buyer on the mainland. That’s how we manage to get the things we can’t make ourselves.’
Tara leaned forward slightly, her interest piqued. ‘Seaweed?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Is that valuable?’ she asked, surprised.
‘The kind we grow is. It grows fast too. We harvest about thirty pounds a month.’
‘What kind is it?’ Tara asked, still amazed.
‘It’s a Red Algae. It’s called Dulse.’
Tara took out a small, thin device with that apple thing on it and stared at it. After a moment, she said, ‘Sounds like it’s big in wellness.’
‘How did you find that out?’
Tara turned the device to Amelia to show her a glowing screen with writing on it. ‘This is a smartphone. Just like my laptop, but you can keep it in your pocket.’
Amelia shook her head, unable to comprehend it. But she was getting used to feeling confused.
‘So, who do you sell it to? The Dulse?’ Tara asked, putting the phone away.
‘I don’t know the name of the person,’ Amelia said.
‘No, the business,’ Tara said.
Amelia shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’
‘You farm this stuff, and you don’t know what happens to it?’
‘Why would I need to?’ Amelia asked. ‘It doesn’t matter.’
‘You’re not curious?’
‘Do you know the name of the person who made your breakfast this morning?’ Amelia asked, an eyebrow raised.
‘Yes. McDonald's,’ Tara said with a shrug.
‘No, the person. The cook. I assume there is one?’
‘Yes, but they’re in the back. You don’t see them,’ Tara said dismissively.
‘What was their name?’ Amelia asked.
‘I just said I never saw them,’ Tara told her.
‘Who did you see?’
‘The person I paid. At the counter,’ Tara said, slightly irritated now.
‘OK, well, did you ask them who the cook was?’ Amelia asked pointedly.
Tara laughed. ‘No.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because that would have slowed things down, aside from anything else. It would be contrary to the spirit of McDonald's.’
‘That’s why you didn’t ask?’ Amelia pressed. ‘Because you didn’t want to slow anyone down?’
‘Not really,’ Tara admitted. ‘I guess I didn’t really care.’
‘That person made food that you ate. And you didn’t care who they were?’ Amelia asked, glad to have Tara in a tight corner for a change.
‘We’re getting off-topic,’ Tara said with a tired sigh.
‘I don’t agree. You have questions about Solhaven. Well, I have questions about my breakfast.’ Amelia told her.
Tara paused. ‘OK, let’s just calm down a bit. You seem angry.’
‘I’m not angry,’ Amelia said angrily.
‘You don’t like the questions. I get it,’ Tara said quickly.
‘I don’t like the judgment,’ Amelia told her.
Tara paused. ‘OK. Sorry. You’re right. I was being judgmental. I’m just… interested. In Solhaven.’
‘Why?’ Amelia asked her.
‘Because nobody really knows that much about it,’ Tara said. It sounded sincere enough.
‘And you’re curious about the crazy yokels living without all your modern things?’ Amelia asked with a raised eyebrow.
Tara laughed a tad nervously. ‘I’m rethinking that.’
‘Why is that?’
‘Well, for one, the seaweed. It sounds like a pretty modern business,’ Tara explained.
Amelia shrugged. ‘If you say so.’
Tara nodded slowly, her expression thoughtful. ‘What do you get in return? Do you use cash?’
Amelia felt the shift in the conversation, the way Tara was probing again. ‘No,’ Amelia replied, her voice careful. ‘We can’t make everything on Solhaven. So we have a list of what’s needed. We get those things in exchange for the Dulse.’
‘What things?’
‘Medicine. Books. Anything else we might need.’
‘So you use modern medicine?’ Tara asked.
‘Yes.’
‘And you read modern books?’
‘I told you that I read,’ Amelia reminded her.
‘What kind of books?’ Tara asked.
‘Mostly educational. Sometimes fiction. The Elders check everything in case it's inappropriate,’ Amelia told her.
‘I can’t imagine Ulysses was considered appropriate,’ Tara noted.
Amelia smiled. ‘No.’
‘In fact, a lot of the stuff you seem to know… I’d be surprised if your Elders would like people reading about mainland life,’ Tara asked thoughtfully.
‘And why is that?’ Amelia asked.
‘Because it might make you want to leave,’ she said casually.
‘That’s an interesting assumption,’ Amelia said, her back straightening.
Tara cleared her throat. ‘I’m not… I was just trying to find out how you’d read so much about the modern world.’
Amelia smiled shyly. ‘I mean, the books that are weeded out are stored in the Long Hall for a while before we burn them and, well...’
Tara gaped. ‘And you steal them?’
‘I borrow them,’ Amelia said quickly, her cheeks feeling a little bit hot.
Tara laughed, delighted. ‘Wow. You’re a rebel,’ Tara said with admiration.
Amelia didn’t like that word. ‘I’m not a rebel. I follow the rules for the most part. But it’s not easy. It takes a lot of work farming the seaweed.’ She sighed. ‘Sometimes you need…’
‘…a break from reality?’ Tara completed, nodding.
Amelia smiled, surprised. ‘Well, yes.’
‘Yeah, us mainlanders know a thing or two about that,’ Tara told her with a warm smile. Tara leaned back, her smile still in place but her gaze sharp. ‘What would happen if they found out about the books?’
‘I’m not sure,’ she said with a slight smile, hoping to deflect. She was tired of these questions.
She took a bite of her sandwich. It was better than before. Familiarity was coming quickly, it seemed. Amelia remembered something as she chewed.
‘What’s the second thing?’ she asked.
Tara had just taken a bite of her sandwich, and she looked up in surprise. ‘What?’ she mumbled through food.
‘You said you were rethinking us being backwards, and you said, firstly, it was our seaweed farm. So what’s the second thing?’
Tara swallowed her food. ‘Oh. You.’
Amelia paused. ‘Me?’
‘Yeah.’ She smiled slowly. ‘You’re sharp.’
Amelia’s heart fluttered unexpectedly at the compliment, a strange warmth spreading through her chest. She didn’t quite understand the sensation. It made her uncomfortable.
‘Sharp?’ Amelia repeated.
Tara shrugged, her expression casual but her eyes unreadable. ‘You’ve got this quiet way of being... aware. Of everything.’
Amelia’s mind raced, not quite sure how to respond. The flutter hadn’t faded. She shifted in her seat, trying to distract herself by taking another bite of the sandwich. Amelia couldn’t help but feel a small knot form in her stomach at Tara’s words. No one on Solhaven said things like this about her. They said things like, ‘Clown,’ and, ‘Buffoon,’ and, ‘Amelia, get out! I’ve got crockery in this room.’
‘I’m not... I don’t know what you mean,’ Amelia muttered, looking down at her sandwich.
Tara shrugged. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘I just find it interesting. That’s all.’
The flutter in Amelia’s chest didn’t quite go away, but she pushed it aside. ‘I’m not interesting,’ she said quickly, trying to laugh it off. But it came out sounding a little too forced.
Tara smiled again, this time with a hint of amusement. And Amelia’s heart skipped again, though she wasn’t sure why.
‘I need to get dressed!’ Amelia announced too loudly. ‘I can’t be sitting around like this in my night things.’
Tara looked slightly surprised by the volume. ‘Oh yeah. Of course.’ She pointed. ‘Bathroom’s that way.’
Amelia jumped up, grabbed her bag, and ran into a room that almost made sense.



Twelve
Tara watched as Amelia stepped out of the bathroom, now dressed in another selection of incredible knitwear. ‘That’s better,’ she said and sat back down to finish her food.
Tara took a bite of her food, studying Amelia in the morning light. She was starting to reassess the woman.
There was nothing overly polished about Amelia, yet something was striking in her simplicity. Her beauty was an effortless one, the kind that didn’t need any embellishment or attention. Her pale skin, a bit flushed from the warmth of the morning, seemed to glow without trying. Her lips, slightly parted as she sniffed the sandwich box auspiciously, held a natural softness, and her eyes, dark and wide, had a quiet intensity.
Looking at her now, Tara thought it was good she’d gotten to her before that creep who robbed her had tried to take something worse than an envelope. And he’d have only been first in line. A woman like that was going to end up getting a lot of attention from people. Tara wasn’t sure how she’d have handled that.
Tara told herself that she was the lesser evil. She only wanted the contents of Amelia’s mind. She had been waiting for her to open up, to let slip just a little more than she’d already shared. But it was clear that Amelia wasn’t ready yet. Tara’s efforts, though subtler now, were getting her no further. She was far too quietly astute.
‘Look, I was thinking… Finding the hotel was a bust, but it doesn’t much matter,’ Tara began.
‘It doesn’t?’ Amelia asked, surprised.
‘Tell me more about the negotiations,’ Tara said, her tone warm but probing. ‘I mean, I know it’s about the land, but can you be more specific?’
‘Why?’
‘Because if I understand what you’re here to do, I can probably lead you to where you’re supposed to be,’ Tara explained.
Amelia shifted in her seat. ‘But I didn’t have a name.’
‘You don’t need one. I’m trying to understand what department you’d be dealing with. It’s local government, right?’
Amelia shrugged. ‘You’d know more than me.’
‘They didn’t prep you at Solhaven?’ Tara asked.
‘The letter was supposed to tell me everything I needed to know,’ she said with a world-weary sigh.
‘A bit irresponsible to hand you a letter that could be lost,’ Tara couldn’t help but note.
‘I guess they didn’t expect me to be quite so calamitous,’ Amelia said glumly.
Tara was starting to feel oddly pissed off at these Elders. ‘Amelia… Don’t start spiralling again. This was their mistake.’
‘For underestimating quite how clumsy I was?’
‘For not making room for normal error. No redundancy plan at all? No discussion about what to expect or what you needed to know—just, “Everything is in this fragile little letter”? That’s poor planning. You didn’t need a mugger to mess it up; a gust of wind could have unravelled this.’
‘There was money too,’ Amelia said.
‘Wait… So even if we found the hotel, you couldn’t pay for it?’ Tara asked, mildly stunned.
‘I was sort of hoping they’d help if I explained,’ Amelia said meekly.
Tara had to force herself not to laugh. ‘They wouldn’t have done that. People don’t help strangers on the mainland.’
‘But you helped me,’ Amelia frowned.
Tara was suddenly not amused. ‘Yeah, well…’
‘So people do help people.’
Tara didn’t know what to say to that. ‘That’s…’
Something happened then that, at first, seemed like a gift. There was a knock at the door. Thank god, Tara thought. She didn’t like the direction they were headed. Because for the first time, Tara was starting to feel some guilt about her deception.
‘Hold on a second,’ she said to Amelia.
Amelia nodded and ate a bit of hash brown. Tara heard Amelia mutter, ‘Good lord!’ as she headed for the door. Tara couldn’t tell if it was positive or negative.
That made Tara smile to herself as she got to the door, expecting Amazon or something. But then the door unlocked. Tara froze as it swung open. Paige was standing in the hallway holding the key Tara had given her after a fight to assuage her.
‘So you are home,’ she snapped.
She was a bottle blonde with a gym body. Tara had thought her a looker in that bar a few years ago, but she couldn’t see that anymore. The green eyes that had once fascinated her were lustreless and dim now. Not to mention, ready for a fight.
‘Paige…’
‘You gonna let me in, or are we doing this in the hallway?’ Paige asked bullishly.
Before Tara could answer, ‘Neither,’ maybe even close the door, Paige brushed past her.
‘Fuck’s sake,’ Tara muttered to herself, following her in.
Amelia, still eating in the living room, gave Paige a polite but slightly confused smile.
‘Oh!’ Paige said, her tone immediately shifting as her eyes landed on Amelia. ‘Tara, are you serious? You’re dating?’
Tara blinked, caught off guard. ‘What? No—’
‘Don’t bother lying,’ Paige cut in, her voice rising.
Amelia frowned, glancing nervously between them. ‘I’m sorry, I think there’s been a misunderstanding—’
‘No misunderstanding,’ Paige snapped, examining Amelia. ‘Changed your type? Thought you liked ‘em a bit more...’
Tara wasn’t letting that sentence get any further. ‘Paige, stop,’ she hissed, the heat rising to her face. ‘You’ve got it wrong.’
‘I’m not an idiot,’ Paige challenged, her arms crossing tighter. ‘You’re just embarrassed that I caught you out.’
‘It wouldn’t matter if you were right, which you’re not. I can move on at any speed I choose. Because I’m single now.’
Amelia’s eyes widened and Tara could see the exact moment realisation dawned on her, her brow furrowing as she looked between them with new understanding.
‘Oh,’ Amelia said softly, almost to herself. ‘You two were…’ she left the sentence hanging.
‘Are,’ Paige corrected Amelia.
‘Were,’ Tara corrected Paige.
‘I guess she didn’t tell you about me?’ Paige demanded.
‘Why would she tell me about you?’ Amelia asked, still missing half of Paige’s problem. Misplaced jealousy.
‘Like I don’t matter?’ Paige demanded, stepping in the direction of Amelia.
‘No, I’m, I’m sure you do,’ Amelia assured her, baffled.
‘Don’t patronise me!’ Paige said, slapping the remainder of Amelia’s hash brown out of her hand. It hit the wall with a splat.
‘Oh!’ Amelia exclaimed.
Tara exhaled sharply. This was spiralling fast.
‘Cut the shit!’ Tara said, her voice steely now as she squared up to Paige. ‘You don’t get to come here and do this. I don’t owe you anything.’
But Paige didn’t back down. ‘You owe me plenty, Tara. Half of that ballroom deposit for a start.’
‘That you would imagine that I owe you money… I’d laugh if it wasn’t so bloody sad.’
Paige ignored that. ‘If we’re not using it…’ she began, and Tara thought she was going to start crying. But then her mouth set into a hard line. ‘I could sue. Get it out of you that way.’
Tara was confused about what Paige even wanted out of her anymore. Was it reconciliation or recompense?
‘Do it. You won’t win. It’ll end up costing you money,’ Tara assured her.
‘Paige, would you perhaps like a cup of tea?’ Amelia asked suddenly. ‘I always think everything looks better over a warm cuppa.’
Tara turned to Amelia in amazement. ‘Read the room, Amelia,’ she said with a sigh.
‘Bloody hell, where did you find this little angel?’ Paige asked, amazed.
‘I’m from Solhaven,’ Amelia answered.
‘Solhaven?’ Paige repeated, looking back and forth between Tara and Amelia. Something clicked. ‘Wait, is this about—’
‘PAIGE!’ Tara barked. ‘Get the hell out!’
‘I thought I was getting a cup of tea?’ she said snarkily.
Tara sighed. ‘Amelia, would you please go into the kitchen so I can deal with this.’
Amelia nodded. ‘Very well.’ She stood. And then paused. ‘So, how exactly does the kettle work?’
‘You don’t need to actually make tea,’ Tara said.
Amelia nodded and left.
‘So, finally got your teeth into Solhaven?’ Paige asked.
‘Yes, if you must know. And keep your voice down.’
‘How deep, though? That’s the question,’ Paige said, her jealousy abruptly reignited.
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Tara muttered to herself.



Thirteen
Amelia sat in the kitchen, staring at the beige wall as the muffled argument from the other room rumbled on. She could make out the rise and fall of voices—Tara’s sharp, clipped tone, and the stranger’s low, biting retorts—but not the words themselves. It didn’t matter. She’d heard enough.
Tara was like that.
It wasn’t that Amelia minded, as such. Though, admittedly, she hadn’t had any firsthand experience with it. Relationships on the island followed a familiar script. Men and women paired up young, started families, and stayed in them.
Unless something happened to force them out, that was.
But anyway, Tara was a mainlander, so she was… what was the word for it? Amelia had never needed it before. Except once. When she was about nine.
‘Can I marry my friend Annie?’ she’d asked her mother.
Her mother had looked at her with alarmed eyes and said, ‘No, you cannot.’
‘Why not?’ Amelia asked.
‘Because we don’t do that,’ her mother said shortly.
‘Why not?’ Amelia had repeated.
‘It’s a mainlander thing,’ her mother said, flustered.
Amelia was old enough to know that was a pejorative. She didn’t bring it up again.
But Tara was a mainlander and, therefore, could do that. And had. It sort of made sense. Tara wasn’t like anyone Amelia had ever known. Of course she didn’t do anything expected.
Amelia fiddled with the hem of her cardigan, the urge to shrink away from the uncomfortable idea pulling at her. What did it matter to her anyway? Tara’s love life was none of her business.
The argument in the other room ended abruptly, punctuated by the slam of the front door. Amelia jumped slightly.
A moment later, Tara strode into the room, her face set in a tight, unreadable mask. She looked at Amelia for a beat, then crossed to the sink and filled the kettle without a word.
Amelia watched her cautiously, unsure of what to say. The silence stretched between them until Tara finally broke it.
‘Sorry about that,’ she said gruffly, not looking up.
‘It’s fine,’ Amelia said quickly, though her voice was a little too bright, a little too loud. ‘None of my business.’
Tara glanced at her sharply, her eyes narrowing as though she was trying to gauge something.
‘I mean,’ she added, floundering slightly, ‘everyone argues sometimes. Not that I was listening! Well, I mean, I couldn’t not hear... but I didn’t, you know, listen.’
Tara raised an eyebrow.
Amelia’s cheeks flamed. ‘I just... didn’t want you to think I was prying.’
‘I don’t,’ Tara said, turning back to the kettle as it began to boil. Her tone softened slightly. ‘It’s complicated.’
Amelia hesitated, then nodded. ‘Things usually are,’ she said.
She wasn’t sure what she meant by that but just wanted to say something agreeable.
Tara made two teas, her movements deliberate and methodical, as though she were trying to pour her focus into the act. When she finally sat down across from Amelia, her expression had softened just a fraction.
‘I’m sorry she smacked the food out of your hand,’ Tara said quietly. ‘That wasn’t right.’
Amelia smiled. ‘I was finished anyway.’
Tara gave her a small, tired smile, and for a moment, the sharp edges of her demeanour seemed to melt away. It was a glimpse of something softer, something vulnerable, and it left Amelia feeling unsettled in a way she couldn’t quite name.
They fell into a comfortable silence as they drank their teas. But after a moment, Tara’s gaze turned more thoughtful, her eyes flicking over Amelia in a way that made her heart beat just a little faster.
‘So you just got a glimpse of my pathetic personal life,’ Tara said, her tone light. ‘So, what’s your situation? Is there anyone waiting for you back home?’
Amelia stiffened slightly, caught off guard by the question. She’d been expecting the small talk to continue, not something personal, something that made her throat tighten.
‘I... I’m a widow,’ Amelia said quietly, looking down at her tea.
Tara’s expression softened immediately, and she put down her mug. ‘I’m sorry.’
Amelia shrugged, not looking up. ‘It was a long time ago now.’ She paused, then met Tara’s eyes, her voice a little steadier.
‘But you’re still young.’
‘I’m thirty-five!’ Amelia exclaimed.
Tara nodded. ‘Yes, but… I don’t know. I guess people I know tend to get married around the age you are now. But Solhaven residents probably get started much younger?’
‘I was married at nineteen,’ Amelia told her. She realised something. ‘If people here get married around my age, why aren’t you? I mean you look…’
‘I’m thirty-eight,’ Tara said with a smile. ‘And I’m not the marrying kind.’
‘Because two women can’t?’ Amelia asked nervously.
Tara laughed. ‘Lesbians can. I’m just not personally cut out for it.’
Questions piled up in Amelia, but she knew enough to know that she wasn’t supposed to ask. So she drank her tea.
After about a minute of silent beverage consumption, Amelia decided she couldn’t take the silence.
‘So,’ Amelia said, in a high, chipper tone, ‘what shall we do now?’
Tara’s smile widened just a little, and she leaned back in her chair, cradling her mug. ‘Now I find your contact.’
‘I told you; I don’t know any more details.’
‘I know. But there’s a more indirect way to the right person.’
‘What?’
‘I ring the wrong people until I find the right one,’ Tara said, taking a sip.
‘Ring?’ Amelia repeated.
Tara pulled out the smartphone. ‘Call them. You know phones, right?’
‘I thought they had lines… Wires?’
‘They did,’ Tara nodded. ‘They haven’t for a bit, though.’
‘So you just talk to people on that?’ Amelia checked. ‘And it just knows who to connect to?’
‘If I had a name, yes. But since we don’t, that’ll probably take a while. I’m going to have to annoy a lot of people. But I’ll get there in the end.’
Amelia couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I’m so lucky I bumped into you,’ she said gratefully.
She didn’t know what she would have done if Tara hadn’t helped her. She’d probably still be on that street.
‘Yeah,’ said Tara quietly. ‘Lucky.



Fourteen
Tara was in her office, girding her loins. Cold-calling the council felt like the worst kind of punishment, but she had no choice. Land management seemed like the safest bet.
As she pulled up their number, her thoughts flitted back to the near-miss with Amelia. Paige had come so close to blowing it for her. Luck, she thought grimly, was all that saved her.
But that was only half the problem. Tara hated to admit to herself, but she was embarrassed. It was bad enough to be caught up in your ex’s drama, but with Amelia watching? Tara cringed.
Did Amelia even understand what she’d seen? And if so, how did that even land in a place like Solhaven? Was she shocked? Or maybe just quietly filing it away as some modern-world nonsense?
Tara couldn’t decide what was more horrifying, having to dig through council bureaucracy or knowing she might be the talk of some commune knitting circle by the end of the week.
Anyway, time to pound the audio pavement.
‘Good morning, Department of Land Management,’ a voice said, crackling through the phone. ‘How can I help you today?’
‘Hi, I’m looking for someone who handles land leases for Solhaven.’
‘Solhaven?’ The voice on the other end sounded baffled. ‘That’s not really in our jurisdiction.’
‘Right. But someone there sent a person named Amelia to handle it, and she’s lost the details, so I’m trying to track down—’
‘Let me transfer you.’
A click. And then hold music. Mamma Mia. Fucking weird choice.
Tara listened to the up-tempo nonsense until finally, after about a thousand years, a new voice came on the line.
‘Hi! This is Margaret with the Department of Urban Planning. How can I assist you?’
‘Right, I’m looking for someone to talk to about Solhaven’s land lease—’
‘Land lease? That’s not something we handle. You’ll want the Department of Environmental Affairs for that.’
‘Environmental Affairs? I’m pretty sure this is about the lease, not the environment,’ Tara said, rubbing her temples. She could already feel a headache coming on. ‘Please, just put me through to whoever handles this. I’m dealing with a person here who’s—look, she’s got no clue what’s going on, and I’m trying to help her out—’
Margaret cut in, unperturbed. ‘Just a second.’
More Mamma Mia.
‘Good afternoon, this is Thomas, I handle—’
‘Thomas, I’m trying to get information about a Solhaven land lease. Someone named Amelia was sent to handle it.’
‘I think that sort of thing goes through the regional council.’
‘No idea. All I know is that Amelia has a meeting scheduled. But she has no contact, no information. No nothing.’
‘Okaay… Let me just...’ There was a long pause and then the sound of fingers typing furiously. ‘Hmm. Doesn’t seem like anyone’s processed anything on their end. Have you tried the Solicitor’s office?’
‘The who?’ Tara felt her heart sink.
‘The Solicitor’s office. They usually deal with land rights stuff for out-of-town parties. I’d say that’s your best bet.’
Tara took a deep breath, squeezing the bridge of her nose. ‘Right. Solicitor’s office. Great. Let me guess: You’ll transfer me?’
‘My phone can’t do that, but I can give you the number?’
Tara rolled her eyes. ‘Thanks.’ He gave her the number, and she noted it down.
‘Good luck!’ Thomas said brightly and hung up on her.
Tara rubbed her temples and glared at the clock. It was only 10 a.m., but it felt like she’d been at this for hours.
Tara took a deep breath, dialled the Solicitor’s office, and braced herself for more bureaucracy. The phone rang and rang and rang. Finally, a voice picked up, clipped and efficient.
‘Solicitor’s office. This is Jenny speaking.’
‘Hi, Jenny,’ Tara began, injecting as much charm as she could muster into her voice. ‘I’m trying to get some clarity on a land lease for Solhaven. It’s a bit of an urgent situation involving a representative they’ve sent—Amelia. I was told your office handles this sort of thing?’
‘Solhaven?’ Jenny repeated. ‘That’s usually referred to our External Affairs liaison. Let me see if I can find their extension for you.’
Tara’s stomach sank. ‘I’ve already spoken to Land Management, Urban Planning, and Environmental Affairs. Everyone keeps telling me to call someone else. Please, I just need a straight answer on who is responsible.’
‘Well,’ Jenny said, undeterred by Tara’s growing irritation, ‘I can transfer you to the person I believe is responsible. Just one moment.’
Before Tara could protest, she was back on hold. This time, it was Dancing Queen.
She let her head thunk on the desk as the tinny strains of ABBA washed over her, her patience fraying with every cheery beat.
Finally, the hold music clicked off, and a gruff voice came on the line. ‘Paul here. What’s the issue?’
Tara had no idea who Paul was or what he did, but she went in hard. ‘Paul,’ Tara said through gritted teeth, praying this was the last stop. ‘I need to find out who Amelia from Solhaven is supposed to speak with about their land lease. Nobody seems to know.’
‘Ah, Solhaven,’ Paul said knowingly. ‘You’ll want the Heritage Liaison for that.’
Tara groaned. ‘The what now?’
‘Heritage Liaison. Solhaven’s a protected cultural site, isn’t it? Most likely, they’ll be your contact.’
Tara opened her mouth to protest, to demand clarity, but all that came out was a dry laugh. ‘You know what, Paul? Fine. Sure. Let’s add another department to this scavenger hunt. Can you transfer me?’
‘Of course. Hold tight.’
Dancing Queen came back. By the time this was over, Tara thought she’d either be a council expert or completely insane. Maybe both.



Fifteen
Amelia perched on the edge of Tara’s sofa, nervously twisting the hem of her cardigan between her fingers. The room was cosy but cluttered, every surface holding a mix of books and papers stacked at precarious angles.
Tara had disappeared into her home office quite a while ago, muttering about how getting answers out of the council was like ‘pulling teeth with a spoon.’
The faint murmur of Tara’s voice filtered through the closed door, too muffled for Amelia to make out the words. She shifted on the sofa, wondering if she could tidy up, make herself useful. But as she looked around the room, she realised she couldn’t possibly know where anything belonged.
Amelia’s thoughts drifted to the morning’s events. Could women really marry each other out here? It seemed hard to imagine, but she tried. She pictured it—the ceremony on Solhaven's shoreline, the ocean murmuring its quiet blessings. For some reason, Amelia placed herself in the picture, standing opposite someone. Not Dane, but a female shape. Someone from the island? No…
She suddenly pictured Tara’s wry smirk and effortless beauty. The image was fleeting, but it left Amelia unsettled. She buried it quickly.
Tara’s office door swung open, and she emerged, looking both triumphant and worn out. ‘Got it,’ she said. ‘Your contact’s name is Geraldine Cooke. I don’t remember what department she’s in.’
Amelia blinked. ‘Geraldine Cooke?’ Had she seen that name? Possibly.
‘That’s your woman.’ Tara slumped into the armchair opposite Amelia, running a hand through her hair. ‘I’ve been on hold with more departments than I can count, but we finally have an answer. Cooke’s office is…’ She checked her phone. ‘Only a few minutes by car.’
Relief washed over Amelia. ‘Thank you. I’m sorry it took so long.’
‘It was no big deal,’ Tara said. ‘Though I think if I heard one more ABBA song on hold, I might have lost it.’
Amelia was tired of saying she didn’t know what things were, so she didn’t say anything, smiling.
Tara saw through it. ‘You don’t know who ABBA is.’ She sighed. ‘I’ll play it in the car.’
‘The car… plays music?’ Amelia gaped.
***
Amelia sat stiffly in the passenger seat of Tara’s car, in a trance.
‘What is this?’ she asked, her voice almost reverent.
‘Dancing Queen,’ Tara said as though that explained anything.
Amelia shook her head, her wide eyes fixed on the dashboard as the music spilt into every corner of the car. The voices were like nothing she’d ever heard—rich, layered, and alive with something she couldn’t name. The melody swirled around her, lifting her in a way that felt almost physical. She pressed her palm against the door as if to steady herself.
Tara glanced at her, ever amused. ‘You OK?’
‘I’ve never…’ Amelia trailed off, struggling to put the feeling into words. ‘It’s so beautiful. It’s like… Like it’s supposed to make you feel something big.’
Tara chuckled. ‘That’s one way to describe disco.’
Amelia barely heard her, too caught up in the swell of the chorus. The sound wrapped around her, bright and unrelenting, filling her chest with a strange ache. She thought of Solhaven’s band, their music raw and uneven, with melodies that drifted like sea mist but never quite settled.
It had its charm, but it felt small compared to this. This music was alive, thrumming with energy and purpose, sweeping her along like a tide she didn’t want to resist. For the first time, she understood what it was to feel music, not just hear it.
As the music played, a terrible thought struck Amelia. Once she was home, she’d never feel this again.
It was the first time she’d truly felt that Solhaven might not be enough. That something about the mainland fit. It was like stepping into the middle of a storm and realising you liked the lightning.



Sixteen
Tara tapped her fingers on the steering wheel as the song faded into its final notes, her gaze flicking briefly to Amelia. The woman was staring into nothing, mouth hanging. Tara thought that no one in human history had ever reacted like that to Dancing Queen. Not without a head wound, anyway.
‘All this music coming out of that!’ Amelia said, pointing at the speaker in awe. ‘How?’
Tara let out a soft laugh, tilting her head. ‘You understand what the internet is, right?’
Amelia shook her head earnestly. ‘No.’
‘OK, but you know the general concept?’
Another shake of the head.
‘You’ve read the word ‘internet’?’
‘Yes.’
‘Fantastic. Well, the internet is basically… connection. One of the things it connects to is a world of information. Music is part of that world. So, this—’ Tara held up her phone, giving it a casual spin in her hand, ‘—finds it and plays it for you.’
Amelia squinted at the phone. ‘That thing again? It does so much. It must be very complicated.’
Tara shook her head. ‘Not for me. Or you, for that matter. The hard parts were handled by the people who created the thing. It’s made to be easy. Even children can figure it out.’
Amelia blinked. ‘How young are these children?’
‘My friend's four-year-old can play her favourite song on her mum’s phone without breaking a sweat.’
‘Four?’ Amelia practically shrieked.
‘You could learn,’ Tara said lightly. ‘If you wanted to. I know you’re not here long. You might not want to go down this road.’
Amelia’s brow furrowed. ‘What do you mean?’
Tara exhaled, weighing her words. ‘It’s addictive. Technology, convenience—it hooks you. Once you’ve seen what it can do, there’s no unseeing it.’
Amelia’s gaze darted to the phone again, cautious. ‘Addictive how?’
‘It changes you. You’re always reaching for the next shortcut, the next solution. It’s a slippery slope.’
Amelia frowned. ‘But it can’t do everything and anything. It can’t, I don’t know… Chop wood?’
‘Nope,’ Tara admitted, her lips curving into a wry smile. ‘But it can find someone to do it for you—or order you a better axe.’
That pulled a laugh from Amelia. Tara watched her listen as the next song began, its upbeat rhythm filling the car. Take a Chance On Me.
Without thinking, Tara murmured, ‘Maybe I should make you a playlist.’
Wait, what? Why was she saying shit like that? Amelia wasn’t a buddy. She was a story, a puzzle to figure out.
But as Tara glanced over to watch her close her eyes while she listened to the music, it was hard not to smile.
She forced her mouth into a straight line and concentrated on the road and all there was for a moment was the sound of the seventies.
‘Why are you helping me?’ Amelia asked suddenly.
Tara blinked, surprised. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, her tone quieter than she liked. ‘Isn’t that the way it goes on Solhaven? People help each other?’
‘Yes. But I was taught it wasn’t that way on the mainland. Is that wrong?’
‘Not exactly,’ Tara admitted. ‘But people do help people they’re close to, people they like.’
There was a pause. ‘You like me?’ Amelia asked quietly.
‘Yes,’ Tara said. Once it was out of her mouth, she realised it was true.
‘I like you too,’ Amelia said evenly.
For some reason, Tara hadn’t expected that, and it made her feel… off. Trying to shake out of it, Tara straightened in her seat.
‘Right. Time to meet Geraldine Cooke.’
She pulled into the council car park and found a spot. But as she edged into the space, the disquiet didn’t leave.



Seventeen
Amelia followed Tara into the building, her senses immediately overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the place. Voices echoed off the high ceilings, a constant hum of activity punctuated by sharp bursts of laughter, and the clatter of shoes on the stone floor.
Amelia clutched her bag tightly, her fingers brushing against the rough fabric. ‘Does it always feel this… frantic?’ she murmured.
Tara, striding confidently ahead, glanced back. ‘Oh, yeah, any kind of big organisation like this has a lot of people in it. And they’re always doing… stuff. Slower pace on Solhaven, I take it?’
‘Well, I mean, it can get a bit boisterous at the exchange,’ Amelia said. ‘One time, Mrs Shellstrop claimed she was missing two eggs, and there was quite the to-do.’
Tara smiled at her, probably thinking she sounded stupid. Amelia really needed to stop talking so much. All that ‘I like you’ business, for example.
The second Amelia had said it, the quiet that followed made it clear that Tara had only said that initially because she felt obligated. Amelia had accidentally forced her into it. She was putting up with Amelia, at best. The blush had not quite left her face even now.
They moved toward a large board mounted on the wall, filled with names. Amelia watched as Tara’s eyes scanned the list, her finger coming to rest on one.
‘Geraldine Cooke, Department of Land and Community Relations, Floor 3,’ she said under her breath, then turned to Amelia. ‘Come on.’
The lifts were a bottleneck of frazzled council workers. Amelia found herself wedged between a man balancing a stack of papers and a woman holding a funny little tray of drinks with pictures of a green lady on them. It was so tight. Amelia had a strong urge to scream.
Then something worse happened. The McDonald’s food began to move in her tummy. Within seconds, out it popped. Wind.
When the lift dinged open, Amelia almost ran out.
‘Stinky in there!’ Tara said, joining her. I think someone farted, err, passed wind.’
‘I didn’t notice,’ Amelia told her. She could feel yet another blush creeping up her neck.
‘Good,’ Tara said, ‘Because it honked.’
Amelia forced a smile onto her face. ‘Ha.’
Tara’s smile slipped. ‘Ah.’
Amelia looked away.
Tara cleared her throat. ‘Right, let’s find the right office,’ she said and started walking.
Amelia followed her, hoping they would never talk about what she’d just done.
The corridors narrowed, lined with doors bearing engraved nameplates. Tara walked with purpose, and Amelia did her best to keep up, her boots clicking softly against the floor.
They reached a door slightly ajar, the sound of conversation drifting through. Tara knocked briskly before pushing it open, revealing a compact room. Behind a desk sat a woman with sharp features and short grey hair, her glasses perched low on her nose.
‘Mrs Cooke,’ Amelia began, stepping forward and extending a hand, her nerves only barely contained. ‘I’m Amelia Wells. Thank you for meeting with us.’
‘Please call me Geraldine,’ she said, reaching for her hand. Geraldine’s handshake was firm, her sharp eyes studying Amelia with interest. ‘You must be the new Solhaven representative. And this?’ She turned her gaze to Tara.
‘Tara Blake,’ Tara said smoothly. ‘I’m assisting Amelia on this.’
‘Assisting?’
‘Yeah, I’m a kind of… cultural guide,’ Tara explained.
Geraldine seemed a little thrown by that but only said, ‘I see.’ She gestured to the chairs opposite her desk. ‘Please. Sit.’
Amelia perched on the edge of the chair, her bag resting on her lap. The room was oddly flavourless in comparison to Tara’s place. Grey walls, a desk, and that was all.
‘I heard you had a little trouble finding us?’ Geraldine said.
‘Yes, I’m so sorry,’ Amelia said, ready to have to grovel.
‘She got robbed and lost the details,’ Tara told her.
‘Oh! That’s dreadful!’ Geraldine said.
Amelia was truly grateful for Tara once again. Because she wouldn’t have thought to explain that. Her mother told her constantly, ‘Excuses, excuses, they’re nothing but ruses.’
But excuses were clearly more acceptable on the mainland. Amelia quite liked that idea.
‘Well, we’re lucky you made it here, then. Though my predecessor told me to expect someone called Mabel?’
‘My grandmother. I’m afraid she died recently. So this task has fallen to me,’ Amelia explained.
‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Geraldine said with compassion.
Amelia relaxed a little. This lady seemed nice. Amelia wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but so far, the government person was pleasant.
Amelia didn’t have long to think that.
‘So, you’re here to discuss Solhaven,’ Gerdine began, folding her hands on the desk. Her gaze flicked between them, sharp and assessing. ‘Whether we continue to allow the residency of its current occupants.’
‘Whether?’ Amelia said with growing horror.
‘Yes. And it’s quite a big “if” at this point.’
Amelia hesitated, her mind racing to catch up with the moment. Formality. That was the word that had been used by the council and her grandmother. Always. But this? Defending Solhaven’s right to exist, its very place in the world?
‘What do you mean?’ she asked, her voice quieter than she intended, her confusion slipping through. ‘We’ve been there for generations. Solhaven’s always been…’ Her words faltered.
Geraldine’s lips twitched into something resembling a smile, though it didn’t reach her eyes. ‘The government doesn’t just keep communities around because they ask nicely, Ms Wells. Especially one like Solhaven. A community that is almost entirely cut off.’
‘But… My grandmother… The Elders said… This was supposed to be a formality.’
Geraldine nodded. ‘That might have been true in the past. But things have changed.
‘Changed?’ Amelia echoed, her voice trembling. The word felt heavy, like a stone sinking in her stomach.
‘Yes,’ Geraldine said crisply. ‘Priorities shift. Budgets tighten. Questions are asked.’
The words hit like a slap. Amelia’s vision blurred as the weight of Geraldine’s implication settled over her. Leave Solhaven? The idea was unfathomable.
She straightened, forcing herself to meet Geraldine’s gaze. ‘We’ve been caretakers of that land for generations. It’s not just where we live; it’s who we are.’
‘Be that as it may,’ Geraldine said, her tone clipped, ‘the decision will rest on whether Solhaven can demonstrate its relevance in today’s world. You’ll need more than sentiment to convince the council.’
Amelia clenched her hands in her lap, a wave of anger rising to meet her fear. She thought of Mabel—her strength, her conviction. What would her grandmother have said?
‘If that’s what I must do, then that’s what I will do,’ Amelia said, her voice firm despite the tremor in her chest.
Geraldine regarded her for a moment, her expression unreadable. Then she leaned back in her chair, tapping her pen. ‘You’ll need a very compelling argument.’
Amelia nodded. ‘Very well, Geraldine,’ she said with all the confidence she could muster. Though the enormity of the task ahead of her loomed.
She had never thought of Solhaven as something that could be questioned. She had grown up surrounded by it, by The Elders’ steadfast leadership, by the conviction that their way of life was undeniable.
Now, standing here in this mainland government office, she was faced with the stark reality that nothing was guaranteed: not the land, not the community, not even the people she’d always trusted to keep everything intact.



Eighteen
Tara leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms as she watched Geraldine and Amelia. Tara had expected this to be a straightforward deal—sign the papers, shake hands, done. And from the looks of it, Amelia had expected the same.
The sharp click of Geraldine’s pen broke the silence. Amelia sat stiffly, her hands gripping her bag, knuckles white. She was in freefall.
Tara understood how it felt to have the rug pulled. She’d grown up with a single mum who’d then died of ovarian cancer when Tara was only nine. The years that followed were a blur of crowded foster homes and lonely nights, each one teaching her to fend for herself and expect nothing from anyone.
Watching Amelia now, Tara recognised that look—disbelief mixed with the first stirrings of panic. It was a feeling she’d never entirely shaken.
‘If Solhaven wants to survive, you’ll need to write an application,’ Geraldine told her.
Amelia blinked, her lips parting as though to speak, but nothing came. She closed her mouth and nodded.
‘We’ll give you a week to put something together,’ Geraldine continued. She set the pen down with deliberate precision and leaned back, her expression unreadable.
Amelia looked like a deer caught in headlights, frozen under the weight of the ultimatum. ‘A week?’ she repeated.
Geraldine nodded and smiled.
Tara felt compelled to jump in. ‘What exactly do you want in this application?’ Tara asked, her tone measured.
Geraldine turned her sharp gaze to Tara, her brow raising slightly. ‘Skills, resources, practices—something that makes Solhaven indispensable. I need value.’
It was harsh language—bureaucratic, transactional, cold. But there was nothing cold about Amelia’s energy. She looked ready to faint.
Tara pushed her chair back. ‘Come on, let’s go,’ she said, standing and motioning for Amelia to follow.
Her voice was gruffer than she intended, but she needed to snap Amelia out of her stupor.
Amelia stared at her, her mouth hanging. She seemed to come to after a moment and stood, allowing herself to be led out of the office like a child.
In the hall, she walked a few steps and then stopped, slumping into a wall.
‘You OK?’ Tara asked, even though she knew it was a stupid question.
‘I’m sorry, I’ve just got this really strong feeling that I’m… What’s the expression? Ah. Yes. I’m fucked,’ she moaned.
Though an obscenity coming from Amelia’s mouth was both funny and oddly charming, it wasn’t the time to laugh. ‘It’s going to be OK,’ Tara told her.
‘How?’ Amelia asked her, not unreasonably. ‘I can’t do what she’s asking. I’m completely out of my depth.’
‘Did your grandmother do this? Jump through all these hoops?’ Tara asked.
‘I don’t think so,’ Amelia said.
‘Well, I think Geraldine mentioned a predecessor? Maybe the last person had a different view of things. Wasn’t such a hard arse.’
‘What does her posterior have to do with it?’ Amelia asked.
Tara ignored that. ‘Geraldine is a power tripper. Someone who likes to make people feel small.’
‘Then she’s excellent at her job,’ Amelia said, looking sick.
Tara sighed. She didn’t like to see Amelia so defeated. ‘Let’s go back to my place. We can figure something out.’
Amelia nodded and followed her back to the lift. While they were waiting, Amelia said, ‘I have to tell you something.’
‘What?’
‘It was me that passed wind before.’
Tara nodded. ‘I know, Amelia.’
The elevator doors opened, and Amelia gave a deep, forlorn sigh and headed in. ‘I’ll try to hold it in this time.’
‘It’s OK. Let it go if you need to,’ Tara told her kindly.



Nineteen
Amelia sat curled up in the corner of the sofa, knees tucked to her chest, staring into space. Geraldine’s words echoed in her mind like a drumbeat, each repetition heavier than the last. ‘I need value.’
Amelia had no idea what that meant. She’d never felt smaller in all her life, which was a wonder. But this wasn’t just about her. It was about Solhaven—her family, her friends, her whole world.
And she didn’t have the faintest clue what to do next.
Tara sat across the room, perched on the edge of an armchair with one leg crossed over the other. She had her phone in one hand, looking at it idly. But Amelia could feel her eyes flicking up every so often, checking on her like she might do something crazy. Amelia wished she had a bit of crazy in her right now because, as it was, she was so horribly stuck in reality.
‘You can’t sit there forever,’ Tara said finally, her tone light.
‘I’m well aware of that,’ Amelia muttered.
Tara sighed, standing and crossing the room in a few strides. She picked up something from the table and flopped down beside Amelia on the sofa. Without a word, she pointed something at a large black box in the corner, and the screen burst to life with bright colours and loud music.
Amelia jumped, her eyes widening at the sudden noise and movement. ‘What is that?’
Tara smiled. ‘I know you must have heard of television.’
Amelia nodded her head slowly, her gaze fixed on the screen as though it might bite her. ‘Yes. But I didn’t expect this. It’s so loud and bright. And why is everyone talking so fast?’
Tara’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What do you do for entertainment on Solhaven?’
‘We talk. Read. Sing. Work,’ Amelia said, aware she was a little defensive.
Tara pointed at the television again with her little item, but the images flashed too quickly for Amelia to process. A man shouting about something called ‘Climate change.’ A woman in a sparkly dress, singing. A man pointing at a plate of food and calling it, ‘Pedestrian.’
‘It’s... too much,’ Amelia said.
Tara nodded. ‘Gimme a second. I’m looking for something.’ The picture changed to an image of red sand.
‘Here we go,’ Tara said, tossing the clicky thing onto the coffee table. ‘Meerkats.’ A few funny-looking little creatures started running around on the screen.
Amelia stared at them, unsure whether to laugh or cry. ‘They’re so cute.’
Tara nodded. ‘They are that.’
For a moment, Amelia considered telling Tara that she didn’t have time for distractions. That every second spent watching these meerkats was a second wasted when Solhaven’s future hung in the balance. But she was tired. Bone-deep, soul-crushingly tired. And the meerkats were lovely.
She let out a reluctant sigh and settled back against the sofa cushions.
‘Now you’re getting the mainlander experience,’ Tara said with a warm smile.
They sat in silence for a while, watching as the meerkats darted in and out of their little holes in the dirt, standing on their hind legs to keep watch for predators. The narrator droned on about their resilience and ability to thrive in harsh conditions through cooperation and ingenuity.
‘They’re kind of like us,’ Amelia said softly.
Tara glanced at her. ‘What do you mean?’
‘The meerkats,’ Amelia said, gesturing toward the screen. ‘They survive by working together. By looking out for each other.’ She hesitated, her throat tightening. ‘That’s what we do on Solhaven. That’s what makes it home. How does that have value to Geraldine?’
Tara didn’t respond right away. ‘Sounds like a good place,’ Tara said finally, her voice quieter than usual.
‘It is,’ Amelia said, her heart aching with homesickness.
Tara leaned back, her gaze shifting to the screen. ‘Then we’ll figure out how to convince Geraldine it’s worth saving.’
Amelia blinked at her, surprised. ‘We?’
Tara hesitated, her hand brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. It was an oddly nervous action. ‘I never told you what I did for a living, did I?’
Amelia looked at her. ‘No, you didn’t.’
‘I’m a journalist,’ she said.
‘What’s that again?’ Amelia had to ask.
‘We write news. Fact. We report on what goes on.’
Amelia looked at her. ‘Yes, we have something similar.’
Tar’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Oh?’
‘Once a month, Esther writes a newsletter and puts it up on the board at the hall.’
Tara nodded with a dry smile. ‘Yes, that sounds… in the ballpark of what I do.’
Amelia was starting to be able to tell when Tara was trying not to say something. ‘OK, yes, I know. We’re yokels.’
‘I didn’t say that,’ Tara said quickly.
‘You didn’t have to.’
Tara raised her hands quickly. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sure Esther’s newsletter is a thrilling read.’
‘It is, actually. She once wrote about the great goat escape of ‘09. Riveting stuff. There was a map, a timeline, and a very strong case against Berty’s complicity in opening the gate.’
Tara blinked. ‘Berty...?’
‘One of the goats,’ Amelia said. She was trying to make Tara laugh, and it worked.
‘A goat conspiracy?’ Tara said through her chuckles.
‘The evidence was... damning,’ Amelia said, laughing herself now.
‘Well,’ Tara said, ‘if mainland journalism ever gets too cutthroat for me, I’ll know where to go.’
Amelia nodded. ‘Esther’s always looking for contributors. You could write an exposé on The Elders’ questionable jam-judging practices at last year’s harvest festival.’
Tara grinned, leaning back on the sofa. ‘I think I’d fit right in.’
‘You do have the arms of a decent butter churner,’ Amelia told her.
Tara laughed again. ‘I’ve had worse compliments. Anyway, my point is, as a journalist, I could help.’
Amelia frowned, her thoughts racing. ‘You could?’
‘I can help you write that application, no sweat,’ she said with a shrug. ‘My whole job is to convince people that I know what I’m talking about. I think you could use that.’
Amelia smiled. ‘You would do that?’
‘If you’d like.’
‘It feels like a lot to ask,’ Amelia admitted.
Tara licked her lips and looked away. ‘It’s fine. I might have to ask a lot of questions about how Solhaven works, but…’
Amelia stared at her, and an idea sparked, tentative and fragile but impossible to ignore.
‘What?’ Tara asked, seeing the funny look on Amelia’s face.
‘Tara…’ Amelia began, wondering if what she was about to say was even possible. ‘What if you came to Solhaven?’ she said slowly.
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Tara’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What?’
‘You could see it for yourself,’ Amelia said, her voice gaining strength. ‘You could see what it’s really like from an outsider’s perspective. And then you’d know how to help us present it to Geraldine.’
Tara stared at Amelia, trying to see if this was some sort of joke. ‘You’re serious,’ she said finally.
‘Completely,’ Amelia said, meeting her gaze.
Tara sighed, leaning back into the sofa. ‘It couldn’t happen.’
‘Why?’ Amelia asked, frowning.
‘Because,’ Tara said, gesturing vaguely, ‘I’m a mainlander, an outsider. Don’t you have rules about that?’
Amelia hesitated, but her frown deepened. ‘It’s not impossible. I’d vouch for you.’
Tara pressed her lips together, the conflict building in her chest. ‘OK, assuming I’d even be allowed to set foot on the island… I don’t know how I’d cope with it. I mean, no electricity, no running water…
Amelia’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. ‘You’d survive. Oh, and we do have running water.’
‘You do?’
‘Yes. Our houses were built around the early nineteen hundreds. We have indoor plumbing.’
‘Oh,’ Tara replied, interested to hear more.
But it wasn’t the time to pump Amelia for more info on that. Not with what might well be on the table now. If she agreed to it, she could get everything.
‘You could help us, Tara. I know you could,’ Amelia said so earnestly that it almost broke Tara’s heart.
Tara exhaled slowly. It was extremely daunting. But the thought of being welcomed into the inner workings of Solhaven, of seeing it from the inside…
It was an opportunity that most journalists would kill for. And it had dropped into her lap. Forget The Daily Scoop; this could be a serious exposé. She could write her ticket as an investigative journalist of serious note.
And yet, it wasn’t just the story pulling her in anymore. Amelia needed help. And Tara couldn’t help wanting to give that to her. How could you not? With those big, dark, doe eyes looking at you. They were saucers of sincerity and despite herself, Tara was being pulled into their tractor beams.
Not that she didn’t have a shit ton of questions before she agreed to this mad thing.
‘Is it really as easy as all that?’ Tara asked. ‘You give me your seal of approval, and they break their big rule?’
‘They’ll see what I see,’ Amelia said with conviction. ‘That we need you.’
Tara mulled, frowning.
‘Is your silence a no?’ Amelia asked quietly.
Tara hesitated, her stomach twisting. She wanted to say yes, wanted to see this mysterious island and its people for herself. But this was next-level deception.
Tara was starting to hate how her motives weren’t as pure as Amelia believed.
‘It’s not a no,’ she said finally. ‘It’s a… let’s think about it.’
Amelia nodded. ‘Alright, yes. Of course.’
‘But if I come to that island,’ Tara added, fixing Amelia with a pointed look, ‘I’d better not get thrown in the sea on sight.’
Amelia laughed. But Tara didn’t laugh along. The unease in her chest lingered. Was she going to do this?
If she did, it complicated things. Amelia wanted to let Tara into her world because she believed Tara was a good Samaritan. And she wasn’t that. She was self-interested. Eventually, Amelia was going to find that out.
But what if Tara did help the island maintain its independence? Would it matter much if she got something out of it? She supposed that would depend on what she found when she got there.
Despite how much Tara was coming to like Amelia, her claims that Solhaven was a cute little island full of delightful eccentrics who farmed seaweed didn’t fly.
Amelia seemed sincere to a fault, but if she was brainwashed, she wouldn’t be able to help the lies she was telling. If something was seriously wrong there, Tara couldn’t in good conscience write an application detailing how wholesome and justified the place was.
All in all, it was a moral quandary that Tara couldn’t afford to engage with. Her career would go the way of the dodo if she didn’t do something to stand out. This was her shot.
Amelia was the only thing that made Tara feel truly conflicted. Why couldn’t she have been some twisted weirdo? Was that so much to ask?
‘I’ll go,’ Tara told Amelia.
Amelia leapt across the sofa and grabbed Tara in a hug.
Tara froze, her breath catching as Amelia’s arms wrapped tightly around her. For a split second, all she could focus on was the warmth of Amelia’s body pressed against hers and the faint scent of soap.
‘Thank you,’ Amelia said, her voice muffled against Tara’s shoulder.
Tara’s arms hovered awkwardly in the air before she hesitantly patted Amelia’s back. ‘You’re, uh, welcome.’
Amelia pulled back, her face alight with relief. ‘I knew you’d understand. You’ll see. You’ll love it there.’
Tara swallowed hard, trying to ignore the flush creeping up her neck. ‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up too high.’
‘Why not?’ Amelia asked, tilting her head.
Because this is already more complicated than it should be, Tara thought but didn’t say. Instead, she offered a faint shrug and a crooked smile.
‘Let’s just say I’m not known for my... rustic inclinations.’
Amelia laughed, and the sound was so unexpectedly rich and warm that it made something twist in Tara’s chest. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll teach you.’
The way Amelia was looking at her—bright-eyed and trusting—made Tara feel unmoored. She was struck by how clear and direct Amelia’s gaze was, how there was no guile or guardedness in it. It was unnerving how much she liked that.
‘You’re very optimistic,’ Tara said, her voice quieter than she intended.
‘And you’re very cynical,’ Amelia replied, a teasing edge to her voice.
They stared at each other for a beat too long. Tara felt her pulse quicken, and she looked away first, clearing her throat.
‘Well,’ she said, forcing some levity into her tone, ‘I guess I’d better start packing.’
‘You won’t need much,’ Amelia said, still smiling. ‘Though I might bring some warm clothes. Nights can get a bit chilly. And of course, you’ll need to leave your bits and bobs here.’
‘No phone, no laptop,’ Tara muttered, shaking her head as she stood. ‘Jesus.’
Amelia laughed again, but this time, there was a softness in her expression. ‘You’ll survive.’
Tara raised her eyebrows. ‘We’ll see.’



Twenty-One
Amelia woke before the sun on Tara’s sofa, her nerves jangling.
Despite her confidence the night before, her stomach now churned with questions. What if The Elders refused to accept Tara? What if they were angry with Amelia for even suggesting it? What if they thought it was just Amelia being Amelia, the same old incompetent?
The thought of that conversation was daunting.
Another lesser worry was what if they did accept Tara’s help? How would Tara adjust to Solhaven’s way of life, no electricity, no convenience? Would she see the beauty in it? Or only the hardship?
Amelia had no choice but to hope for the best. This was the only way. The only chance Solhaven had. Amelia truly believed that.
The sound of footsteps startled her, and she looked up to see Tara standing in the doorway, looking surprisingly alert. Her hair was in a ponytail, and she was wearing an oversized brown jumper. Very different from her usual sleek look.
‘You look ready for Solhaven,’ Amelia told her.
‘This is the only knitted object I own,’ she said, looking down at the jumper. ‘Thought it would make me less of an obvious intruder,’ she added, almost shyly. ‘You couldn’t sleep either?’
Amelia shook her head.
Tara perched on the arm of the sofa. ‘You’re worried about taking me to Solhaven.’
‘No. I told you it’ll be fine,’ Amelia said instantly.
Tara didn’t say anything, only watched and waited. It didn’t take long for Amelia to crack.
‘Of course I’m worried,’ Amelia said, her voice sharper than she intended. She took a deep breath, softening her tone. ‘It’s not like I do this every day. Bringing someone to the island… It’s going to be a shock.’
Tara nodded slowly. ‘Because of the rules.’
‘Because of everything,’ Amelia said, gesturing vaguely. ‘They’ll see you as an outsider. Can you deal with that?’
Tara smiled. ‘I wouldn’t think twice about that.’
Amelia frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I don’t know if this is something a Solhaven resident could understand, but some people are simply always that,’ she said flippantly.
‘Outsiders? But you fit in here, don’t you?’ Amelia said, shocked.
‘In a city, plenty of people have no community,’ Tara said casually. ‘It’s another way to live.’
‘That sounds terrible,’ Amelia said, touching her heart.
‘Not necessarily. Not if you’ve never known different.’
For the first time, Amelia saw vulnerability in Tara. She was alone in the world. It made Amelia want to wrap her in the biggest hug she’d ever given anyone. But she knew if she did that, Tara wouldn’t like it. She hadn’t liked the last hug. She’d reacted to it very stiffly.
‘So, do you think you’ll be OK without the smartphone?’ Amelia asked, the word strange in her mouth.
Tara happened to have the phone in her hand, and she looked at it. ‘Might be nice to get the break, actually.’
That confused Amelia. ‘What do you mean?’
Tara shook her head. ‘I told you. It’s like the man with the alcohol. It’s addictive.’
Amelia wanted to be able to relate for a change. ‘I remember when my mother told me I was spending too much time on my loom. I realised how out of hand it had gotten.’
Tara looked at her bug-eyed for a second. And then exploded into laughter.
‘It’s not funny. I was neglecting my chores,’ Amelia insisted, her face warm with embarrassment.
Tara wiped her eyes, still chuckling. ‘I’m sorry, but “loom addiction” is not where I thought that was going.’
Amelia suddenly felt the urge to laugh with Tara. Her laugh was infectious. ‘Well, it’s the same principle. Obsession is obsession,’ she said, smiling despite herself.
‘Sure,’ Tara said, grinning. ‘And if I catch you weaving at three in the morning, we’re having a serious talk.’
Amelia couldn’t help but chuckle. But once it faded, the nerves returned. ‘So, you feel ready for Solhaven life?’ she asked. Because she couldn’t ask, ‘Are you going to make an effort to fit it?’
Tara’s expression shifted; her usual confidence tempered with something gentler. ‘I’ll try not to embarrass you.’
‘I’m not worried about that,’ Amelia said quickly.
‘No, of course not,’ Tara said, seeing right through her. ‘You’re as cool as a bloody cucumber.’
Amelia raised an eyebrow. ‘The swearing will have to go.’
‘I’ll work on that,’ Tara assured her.
For a moment, neither of them spoke. The faint pink glow of dawn began to creep through the window, bathing the room in soft light.
‘You really think this is going to work?’ Tara asked.
Amelia met her gaze. ‘It has to,’ she said simply.
Tara nodded, and the silence stretched again, laden with unspoken words.
‘I need to pack some pens and pads,’ Tara said finally, pushing off the sofa arm.
As Tara disappeared down the hall, Amelia stared at the light coming through the window, the nerves swirling again. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this day would change everything. She could only hope that change was for the better.
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Tara’s stomach was already lurching when she stepped onto the dock. The salt air was thick, the sound of water slapping against the hull oddly menacing, and the sight of the shabby vessel didn’t fill her with confidence. She glanced at the boat’s captain, getting a better look at him today. He was a wiry man in his fifties with weather-beaten skin and a hat that looked older than him.
The man’s eyes narrowed as he spotted her. ‘Who’s this?’ he asked bluntly, his voice tinged with suspicion.
Amelia stepped forward, her tone light. ‘Tom, this is Tara. She’s... helping me with a few things. Tara, this is Tom Hargreaves.’
Tom froze, the line he’d been coiling slipping from his fingers. ‘You’re bringing someone back to Solhaven?’ His gaze flicked between them, his incredulity plain.
‘It’s fine,’ Amelia said firmly, though a faint edge crept into her voice. ‘She’s a… necessity. Like the medicine you bring us.’
Tom gave Tara a hard once-over, his lips pressed into a thin line. ‘You sure about that?’
Tara’s eyes widened, but she forced a polite smile. ‘Hello, Tom. Nice to meet you.’
‘Yup,’ he said, and turned back to Amelia. ‘You know what Mabel would’ve said.’
Amelia’s jaw tightened. ‘Mabel isn’t here anymore.’
That silenced Tom, though his expression remained grim. Without another word, he turned back to the boat, muttering something under his breath as he finished preparing to cast off.
Tara shifted uncomfortably, unsure if she should say more. But she wasn’t one to sing for her supper. And anyway, this wasn’t his call. It was Amelia’s. So she kept quiet, following Amelia onto the boat and settling into a seat near the edge.
Once they were on board, Tom untied the boat and pushed off from the dock. The little craft bobbed violently as they moved into open water, and Tara’s stomach gave another lurch. She gripped the edge of the seat.
‘You OK?’ Amelia asked, frowning.
‘Fine,’ Tara lied through gritted teeth.
Amelia tilted her head, unconvinced. ‘You look a bit green.’
‘I’m fine,’ Tara repeated, but her voice lacked conviction.
Amelia moved closer, sitting beside her. ‘Give me your wrist,’ she said. ‘There’s a pressure point here that can help with nausea.’
Tara stared at her, dubious. ‘Is this a Solhaven remedy?’
Amelia smiled faintly. ‘You tell me. What do you usually do when you get seasick?’
‘I, err… I’ve never really been on a boat before,’ Tara admitted.
‘Oh!’ Amelia cried, as though Tara had said something truly shocking.
‘Yeah, I just didn’t get around to it,’ Tara said with a shrug.
‘But you live next to the ocean,’ Amelia said, starting to grin.
‘True. I’m a landlubber, I suppose.’
Amelia laughed. ‘How on earth have you never been on a boat? Your parents never took you out?’
‘I don’t have any,’ Tara told her casually.
Amelia stopped smiling. ‘What?’
‘I did have a mum at one point, but she died when I was young,’ Tara explained.
Amelia’s wide eyes became abruptly wet.
‘Jesus, Amelia. Chill. It’s fine,’ Tara assured her.
Amelia emitted an actual sob.
Tara grimaced, awkward in the face of Amelia’s sudden emotion. ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to ruin the boat ride.’
Amelia wiped her eyes quickly. ‘No, I’m sorry. That’s just... such a terrible thing.’
Tara forced a smile. ‘So, about that pressure point?’
Amelia nodded, visibly collecting herself. She reached out again; her fingers cool against Tara’s wrist as she pressed gently. The boat rocked beneath them, but Tara focused on Amelia instead—on her steady touch and the faint furrow in her brow as she worked.
‘I haven’t exactly spent a lot of time on boats,’ Amelia said suddenly, still focusing on Tara’s wrist. ‘Though I used to go fishing with Dane sometimes,’ she added, a little quieter.
A reference to the husband. There hadn’t been too many of those. Tara wondered what he’d been like, if he’d been nice to Amelia. Tara really hoped so. Amelia deserved that.
‘Better?’ Amelia asked after a minute.
Tara took a cautious breath. The nausea hadn’t disappeared entirely, but it had dulled enough for her to unclench her jaw. ‘Actually, yeah. Thanks.’
The rest of the journey passed in a mix of awkward silences and brief exchanges. Tara kept her gaze fixed on the horizon.
When Solhaven finally came into view, Tara’s breath caught.
The island rose out of the water like something from a storybook, its cliffs crowned with greenery and dotted with simple, weathered buildings. It was beautiful, undeniably so.
‘There it is,’ Amelia said softly, her expression a mixture of pride and apprehension. ‘Home.’
Tara nodded, saying nothing. There weren’t words for the moment.
As the boat approached the dock, Tom gave Amelia a sharp look. ‘You’re going to explain this to everyone, right?’
‘It will be fine,’ Amelia replied firmly. ‘But could you hang on for a while? Just in case…’
He nodded.
Tara didn’t need that sentence to be completed. Amelia thought there was a good chance Tara wasn’t getting further than the dock.
Tom brought the boat into the tiny, battered dock with practised ease, hopping out to tie it off. ‘Off you get,’ he said gruffly.
Tara stepped onto the dock, relieved to be on terra firma again, even this one. She adjusted her bag on her shoulder, following Amelia, who was already striding ahead with a tense determination.
Nearby, people had begun to gather, drawn by the sound of the boat’s arrival. Women wore long skirts or dresses with muted patterns, their hems brushing their sturdy, well-worn boots. Men’s trousers were high-waisted, some held up by braces over shirts that looked like they had seen countless patch repairs.
Even the children looked like they’d stepped out of a time warp. They were also, Tara couldn’t help but notice, a very Caucasian group. Though she’d sort of expected that.
Expressions of curiosity and wariness met Tara as the crowd grew. Their eyes flicked over her sleek, long black coat and jeans.
Amelia paused ahead, glancing over her shoulder as if to check Tara was still following. ‘Come on,’ she said quietly, her voice low enough not to carry.
Tara squared her shoulders and forced herself forward, acutely aware of every step that brought her closer to their scrutiny.
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Amelia was walking up the path from the dock, braced for what came next. She turned to Tara, who followed with slightly less enthusiasm. Behind them, Tom busied himself securing the boat, looking like he was trying not to watch what was about to happen.
It wasn’t long before Harriet appeared, striding down the path from the village. Her sharp eyes fixed immediately on Tara. Even from a distance, Amelia could see the change in her expression as she took in the unfamiliar figure. Harriet’s initial curiosity quickly hardened into something closer to alarm.
‘That’s Harriet,’ Amelia warned Tara.
‘I see,’ she said simply.
‘Amelia,’ Harriet called, reaching them, her voice tight. ‘Who is this?!’
Amelia squared her shoulders, meeting Harriet halfway down the dock. ‘This is Tara,’ she said, keeping her tone calm but firm. ‘She’s here to help us.’
Harriet’s eyes narrowed as she glanced between Amelia and Tara. ‘Help us?’ she repeated, her voice dripping with scepticism. ‘You brought a stranger to Solhaven? Without consulting The Elders?’
‘I had to. There wasn’t the time to come ahead by myself,’ Amelia said quickly. ‘And that’s why I need to meet with The Elders right away. So I can explain everything. Why she’s here.’
Harriet’s lips thinned, and she crossed her arms. She turned her attention to Tom. ‘You’ll need to take this person back shortly,’ she called.
Tom raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue, leaning back against the boat’s railing with a bemused expression. Tara, for her part, stood silently, her eyes darting between Amelia and Harriet, clearly assessing the tension. She had the good sense to keep her mouth closed.
‘She’s not going anywhere,’ Amelia said firmly, surprising even herself with the conviction in her voice. ‘Not until I’ve at least explained to The Elders why she’s here.’
Harriet stared at her for a long moment, then gave a curt nod. ‘Fine. But she stays on the boat until the council has decided.’
Amelia glanced back at Tara. ‘I won’t be long. Just stay here with Tom for a bit. I’ll handle this.’
She smiled and nodded, but Anelia noticed she was massaging her wrist as turned back toward the dock.
Amelia turned and started up the path toward the village, Harriet falling into step beside her. The silence between them was heavy, broken only by the sound of their boots crunching against the gravel. Amelia’s mind raced, rehearsing what she would say to the council.
They reached the village and headed straight for the Long Hall. Harriet opened the door without a word. Amelia followed, her stomach churning again. The other Elders were already gathered, huddled, and murmuring to one another, their faces a mixture of curiosity and concern as they turned to her.
‘Amelia,’ Esther exclaimed, ‘what’s going on? I heard the strangest thing from Molly. She said she saw a stranger with you?’
Before Amelia could respond, Harriet stepped in front of her.
‘Everyone sit down. We’ll do this with some decorum,’ Harriet instructed. The other Elders nodded and sat behind their table.
Gregory cleared his throat. ‘Right, well, we’re assembled. Can someone explain what’s happening? Is there really a stranger here?’
Amelia took a deep breath, steadying herself. ‘I’ve brought someone to Solhaven. Her name is Tara, and she’s here to help us.’
The murmurs started immediately, but Amelia held up a hand. ‘I know this is unconventional,’ she said. ‘But you need to understand that the lease… I met with the mainland authorities. The agreement was not simple.’
‘What do you mean?’ Harriet demanded, putting her spectacles on.
Amelia didn’t want to frighten anyone, but she had to. Because if she didn’t, they wouldn’t understand how serious the threat was. And they needed to. They had to understand why they needed Tara.
‘It wasn’t a formality,’ Amelia said. ‘I met with the government’s representative, Geraldine Cooke, and she doesn’t care about Solhaven’s history or traditions. She’s asking that we justify our place here.’
‘Justify?’ Gregory repeated, incredulous. ‘We’ve been living on this island for generations. It’s ours.’
‘That’s not enough,’ Amelia said, her tone urgent. ‘They want us to write an application for our continued residency. They need to see our worth through their eyes, not ours.’
Harriet shook her head, her expression a mix of disbelief and frustration. ‘Mabel never had this kind of trouble.’
‘Perhaps not. But things have changed.’
‘Things have changed?’ Esther asked cynically.
‘Yes, it’s rather strange timing, isn’t it?’ Harriet asked. ‘That it becomes more complicated when we send Amelia?’
‘I knew it. I knew this would be our end!’ Peter cried.
Amelia felt her blood boiling. The Elders had never been to the mainland. And they had the gall to be angry at her when she’d been through things they couldn’t even understand.
She couldn’t say anything, though. It was The Elders. You didn’t argue with The Elders. You appealed to them, and you hoped for their grace. Even when they were utterly in the wrong.
Gregory leant forward. ‘And you think bringing an outsider here—someone who can’t possibly understand who we are—is the answer?’
‘Yes,’ Amelia said firmly, surprising herself with the strength in her voice. ‘Because Tara can bridge that gap. She’s spent her life looking at the world the way people like Geraldine do. She can see what we can’t and help us present ourselves in a way they’ll understand.’
The room fell quiet, the weight of her words sinking in. Amelia scanned their faces, searching for a hint of agreement, but all she found were furrowed brows and sceptical frowns.
‘And what happens,’ Harriet said slowly, her voice cold, ‘if this Tara decides our ways are not to her liking?’
Amelia’s stomach clenched, but she held Harriet’s gaze. ‘I trust her,’ she said simply.
A bitter laugh escaped Harriet’s lips. ‘How did you even find this person?’
‘I met her not long after I got off the boat. After I was robbed, actually.’
There was a serious of gasps, the largest from Peter, of course.
‘She chased the robber off. And ever since then, she’s helped me more than you could know,’ Amelia shot back, her frustration bubbling to the surface. ‘And if we don’t try, if we don’t at least show her who we are and what we’re fighting for, then we’ve already lost.’
Harriet’s eyes narrowed, but before she could respond, Gregory spoke up again.
‘Mabel trusted you,’ he said, frowning.
Amelia’s head dipped.
‘So we must too,’ Gregory finished.
Amelia looked at him in surprise. It was only then she realised how little she’d expected The Elders to listen to her.
The Elders leant into each other, and the muttering started again, but the tone of it was different. Lighter. Harriet looked angry. She knew which way the wind was blowing. The muttering changed to nods, and The Elders turned back to Amelia.
‘This is reckless,’ Harriet said, her voice rising to fill the Long Hall, but her voice lacked its earlier venom. ‘But if we’re going to entertain this madness, we need to set rules. She doesn’t go anywhere without one of you. You are in charge of her whereabouts at all times. She doesn’t interact with the children. I don’t want her telling them… unsavoury things.’
Amelia decided not to ask what she meant by that.
‘And if I so much as suspect she’s here for the wrong reasons, she will be banished to the shack to wait for the boat back,’ Harriet said.
The shack was a large ramshackle building near the dock, originally a boatshed back when the village had enough boats to require such a thing. Now it was mainly a place to store the seaweed until it was time for Tom to take it to the mainland.
It would be a terrible place to have to wait for transportation home. Cold and barren. Amelia would hate for that to happen when Tara was here to help for no reason other than the goodness of her heart.
But this was going better than expected, and Amelia knew she had to choose her battles carefully. She nodded, relieved despite the conditions. ‘Agreed.’
Harriet sighed heavily, rubbing her temples. ‘Fine. Bring her up. The bell will be rung.’
‘The bell?’ Amelia asked.
‘Of course. We must let island have its chance to speak on it,’ Harriet said. The other Elders mumbled their agreement.
Amelia sighed, nodded, and ran out.
She rushed back to the dock where Tara waited. Tom was lounging on the boat, his hat tipped over his eyes, but Tara was sitting bolt upright, her arms crossed tightly. She stood at Amelia’s approach.
‘Well?’ Tara asked without hope.
‘They’ll allow it,’ Amelia said, breathless from the run. ‘But there are rules.’
Tara raised an eyebrow. ‘Rules? Like what? Do I need to wear a tracking bracelet?’
‘What’s that?’
Tara shook her head. ‘Never mind. What are the rules?’
Amelia ran down them.
‘They think I’m going to corrupt the children?’ Tara asked when she was finished.
‘No, no, no…’ Amelia said, shaking her head vehemently. ‘They just think you’ll tell them something that will damage them forever.’
Tara’s eyebrow shot up.
‘I mean… Umm…’ Amelia stuttered.
‘You know what? Forget it. I won’t talk to the children,’ Tara said. But she looked deeply offended.
Amelia could only attribute her poor wording to the stress of the situation. She wished she didn’t have more to say. ‘Oh, and if anything goes… wrong, you’ll finish your stay in there,’ she said with a nod to the shack.
‘Is that your prison?’ Tara asked, frowning.
‘We don’t have one. We’ve never needed one. That’s just storage. You’ll simply be… stored.’
‘I see,’ Tara said, regarding the small building with mild worry.
Amelia let out a breathless laugh. ‘Don’t worry about that. You won’t end up there. They’ll soon come to like you. They just need to spend some time with you. Just… be yourself.’ She paused. ‘Well, maybe not too much yourself.’
That caused Tara to laugh. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll keep the lesbian thing my little secret.’
Amelia laughed nervously. ‘I didn’t mean that.’
Tara shrugged. ‘Yeah, but I should. Right?’
Amelia didn’t know how to answer that.
Tom tipped his hat back, watching the exchange with mild amusement. ‘I guess that means I’m released,’ he drawled. ‘When am I to come back?’
Amelia was thrilled to be rescued from that question. ‘I was on the mainland for about three days in total, so I think that’s the least you’d need. Do you think you could stay that long?’ she asked Tara.
Tara nodded. But Amelia could see the apprehension and understood it intimately. Amelia had just been the outsider; she knew the overwhelm of it. A new world was a big place. Even when it was as small as Solhaven.
‘Come on, then,’ Amelia said, holding out a hand to Tara. ‘Let’s go.’
Tara took her hand and stepped off the boat, onto the shore. Though it was practically a miracle that Amelia had gotten her this far, she knew that wasn’t the hardest thing that would happen in the next three days. The challenge was only just beginning.



Twenty-Four
Tara was in.
She didn’t really know how to feel about that. Other than stunned, of course. The look on that Harriet woman’s face when she’d caught sight of Tara had been chilling. Though the residents of Solhaven had finished looking her over and vanished somewhere, thank god.
Tara adjusted her bag over her shoulder as Amelia helped her off the boat, trying not to look as unsteady as she felt. But she caught Tom’s smirk out of the corner of her eye. Welcome to Solhaven.
Amelia was already moving up the path that led away from the shore, motioning for Tara to follow. ‘It’s not far,’ she said, though her voice sounded distracted.
Tara took a deep breath and fell into step behind her, though it quickly became clear that Amelia’s version of not far involved a decent hike. The path wound through low hills dotted with scrubby trees and wildflowers, the sea constantly visible to their left.
As they crested a small rise, a bell echoed across the island. It was a steady, insistent ringing that felt weirdly doom-laden. The words, ‘Bring out your dead,’ came to mind.
‘What’s that bell for?’ Tara asked.
‘It’s how we summon people to the meeting hall. For important matters.’
Tara’s mouth went dry. ‘My arrival needs a bell?’
Amelia’s lips twitched into something that was not quite a smile. ‘Everyone has to meet you.’
‘Everyone?’
‘Yes. Everyone.’
‘Jesus Christ,’ she muttered anxiously.
Amelia cleared her throat.
‘Oh,’ Tara said, putting a hand to her mouth. ‘Sorry.’ She was seriously gonna have to watch her mouth.
Using blasphemy or foul language would not endear her to the locals. Which was a shame because they made up a good proportion of her vocabulary.
‘In private, you can speak to me as you normally would. I’m just making sure you don’t get anyone’s backs up,’ Amelia said.
‘Speaking of the big JC… How religious is it here?’ Tara asked.
‘Normally so,’ Amelia said vaguely.
That answer didn’t satisfy Tara, but she didn’t have time to ask more. As she scanned the landscape, the bell’s function was yielding fast results. The islanders had reappeared in greater numbers. From the path ahead, figures began to appear—men, women, children—making their way toward the same destination.
The closer they got to the village, the more eyes were on Tara. People stopped in their tracks to watch her pass, murmuring to one another in low voices. She caught flashes of suspicion, confusion, and even outright hostility. Her instinct was to keep her head down, but she forced herself to look straight ahead, even offering a stiff smile or two that went entirely unreturned.
Oh, this feels good, Tara thought. This is like winning an Oscar if the entire audience wanted to stone you.
Amelia, for her part, ignored the stares completely. She kept her pace brisk as though nothing unusual was happening, and Tara had no choice but to follow her lead.
Keep walking, Tara, she told herself. And try not to freak the fuck out. Also, don’t say things like ‘freak the fuck out’ in front of anyone.
By the time they reached the village, Tara felt as if she’d stripped down to her undies. The village itself was just as quaint as she’d imagined, with clusters of tidy brick houses, well-kept vegetable patches, and paths worn into the earth by generations of footsteps, all leading to a cobbled square.
In the centre of the square, a young man rang a large bell, its sound echoing through the still air. On the edge of the square stood a sandstone church, its imposing roof-mounted cross casting a long shadow across the cobbles.
‘We’re heading to the Long Hall,’ Amelia explained, pointing to a sturdy building of timber and stone at the far end of the square, opposite the church.
Amelia turned as they reached the door of the Long Hall. ‘Stay close to me,’ she said quietly.
Tara nodded. ‘You can bet your ars— I certainly will.’
The Long Hall was spacious and utilitarian. Along the walls, stacked crates and barrels were neatly arranged, evidence of the ongoing exchange that Amelia had described. Open shelves were filled with preserved goods—jars of pickled vegetables, sacks of grain, and bundles of dried herbs.
In the centre of the space, islanders gathered, their number growing quickly to what Tara guesstimated as between one and two hundred people. They were facing a stage where Harriet and three other people sat behind a long table, looming over the crowd.
‘Harriet has agreed to this,’ Amelia whispered to her, gently pulling Tara up the steps to stand on the stage next to the table. ‘She’s not going to like you, know that now. But she’s not the only Elder.’
Tara fixed her eyes on the infamous Harriet, her arms crossed and her expression unreadable as she tracked Tara’s movements.
Tara stood awkwardly at Amelia’s side, feeling like an intruder at a family reunion. A man with crazy eyebrows smacked a little gavel on the table, and the room went instantly silent.
It was all a bit dramatic for Tara’s taste.
‘Amelia, you may introduce this… person,’ Harriet said.
Amelia cleared her throat nervously. ‘This is Tara,’ she began, her voice calm but firm, ‘and she’s here to help us.’
There was a flicker of confusion and suspicion in the room, but Amelia pressed on. ‘I know you’re all worried,’ she said, ‘but the truth is, we’re in a precarious situation. The land lease negotiations are upon us, and things aren’t as clear-cut as we thought. The mainland authority that owns the island made it clear that we’ll need more than just good intentions to stay here, that we have to prove our value.’
The muttering rose. The eyebrow guy bashed his gavel again, and everybody shut up.
‘You might be wondering why we need a mainlander,’ Amelia continued. ‘But Tara is here to help.’ Amelia’s voice softened just a fraction, if not the volume. ‘She’s not here to judge, to change us. She’s here to help us tell our story, to help us show the outside world why Solhaven is worth protecting.’
There was a long pause as Amelia let her words sink in. The murmurs rose once more to a dull roar.
‘I wouldn’t have asked her if I didn’t think she could help,’ Amelia appealed.
‘Help us?’ someone echoed from the crowd, and a ripple of murmurs followed.
‘How can she help?’ another voice asked, sharper this time. ‘She’s an outsider.’
‘We don’t need her,’ someone else chimed in. ‘We’ve managed just fine without strangers meddling.’
‘We’re not in a position to be picky,’ Amelia added, her voice a little firmer now.
Tara decided not to take offence at that.
She felt the energy in the room shift from cautious to outright hostile. The murmurs turned into a steady rumble of unease, punctuated by the occasional bark of dissent. She glanced at Amelia, who was holding her ground but looked far less certain now.
‘Please,’ Amelia said loudly, raising her hands for calm. ‘Just listen. Tara can help us prepare the application that will prove to them that we deserve to stay here. She can give us an outsider’s perspective—she can help us see what they see and speak their language back to them.’
‘How do we know we can trust her?’ a woman called from the back. ‘How do we know she’s not here to spy on us?’
Tara’s stomach tightened as every eye in the room turned on her. The anger and fear in the crowd were unmistakable now, and for the first time, Tara felt a flicker of real anxiety. For the first time, she realised that she’d come to an isolated island without telling anyone and with no way to contact the mainland.
Tara cleared her throat, forcing a calm she didn’t feel. It was time for her to chip in. ‘Perhaps I should speak. I get the suspicion—I’m a stranger.’ Tara’s mind raced as she spoke, guilt making an appearance once more.
She wasn’t lying exactly, but she wasn’t being honest either. Just stick to what’s true, she told herself. Be honest enough to keep their trust. ‘But I could be of use.’
A tall woman with a stern face nodded slowly, though her expression remained guarded. ‘And what exactly is your use?’
‘I’m a journalist. A factual storyteller,’ Tara explained. ‘My job is to show people the truth.’
A low murmur rippled again, but it lacked the earlier venom. Tara saw a few glances exchanged—uneasy but no longer outright hostile. A teenage boy with a mop of dark hair whispered something to the woman beside him, and she frowned but said nothing.
Finally, a man with a bulbous nose sniffed and crossed his arms. ‘Stories don’t mean much when you’re fighting to survive.’
‘Maybe not,’ Tara admitted. ‘But sometimes they’re the only thing that can save you.’
The room quieted again, and Tara held her breath, waiting. She wasn’t sure she’d won them over, but the mood had shifted ever so slightly. Suspicion was still there, but it was joined now by something softer—reluctant curiosity.
‘It’s been a long time since anyone from the mainland has been here,’ said a woman with greying hair and a kind but wary gaze.
‘We’ve been left to ourselves for a long time,’ a kind-looking Elder said from the table. ‘But we all knew it couldn’t last forever. Things change on the outside. Even if we don’t.’
A younger man, the bell ringer, stood from his seat and raised a hand. ‘What if we don’t want the mainlander here? If we won’t accept it?’
Amelia glanced at Tara. ‘Then we run the risk of losing everything,’ she said.
‘We do everything for ourselves. Why not this?’ he retorted hotly. ‘Why can’t we write this application?’
‘It’s my understanding that you can’t produce everything you need,’ Tara said, finding her voice ever more in the din. ‘Somethings on this island are created off it. What if this is one more small thing you may need to outsource to a mainlander?’
A few murmurs of agreement rippled through the room. Solhaven might not have been won over yet, but the tension had started to ease. Just enough for Tara to feel that she wasn’t seconds from getting a brick in the face.



Twenty-Five
Amelia was sweating. She’d never addressed the hall like this. She was not a natural public speaker. But she didn’t have a choice. She had to get them to see.
‘The government doesn’t just want to hear how we’ve survived—they want to know why we deserve to stay,’ she said.
‘So, why didn’t you tell them?’ Harriet asked.
There were some murmurs of agreement with her.
‘I tried. The government woman wouldn’t listen to me,’ Amelia told the hall.
Another murmur rippled through the gathered islanders like a breeze over dry leaves. Amelia felt Tara shift her weight beside her, clearly uneasy under the combined intensity of so many mistrusting stares. Amelia didn’t blame her for being nervous. She’d lived here all her life, and she was seconds from bursting into tears.
Solomon, a farmer, stood, his eyes narrowed like he’d caught a whiff of something foul. ‘And we’re to trust her to speak for us, are we?’ he asked.
‘I trust her!’ Amelia told him vehemently.
Solomon laughed bitterly. ‘This from the woman responsible for the tea fiasco?’
The room broke into hushed chuckles and whispers, and Amelia’s jaw tightened.
‘That was a long time ago,’ she shot back, her tone icy. ‘And it’s nothing to do with th-th-this.’
Solomon snorted, folding his arms. ‘I’m just sayin’. Amelia’s asking us to trust this stranger to save us all. And she can’t even be trusted with a cup of tea!’
Gregory spoke suddenly, his tone unusually irate. ‘That’s enough, Solomon. Unless you’re volunteering to negotiate with the government yourself?’
The islanders laughed louder this time, and Solomon looked down, muttering under his breath.
Harriet cleared her throat, reclaiming the room’s attention. ‘We’ll give it a chance,’ she said, her words deliberate and weighty, her eyes challenging anyone in the room to argue with her—no one did. ‘But don’t mistake that for blind faith,’ she went on. ‘You’re vouching for her, Amelia, and if this goes wrong, it’s on your head.’
Amelia nodded, her shoulders tight. She could feel the eyes, the judgment. Nobody thought she could do this.
Harriet gestured toward the door. ‘The Elders will now convene in privacy to decide how this outsider’s visit will proceed.’
The meeting dissolved into murmurs and shuffling feet. As the hall emptied, Amelia’s hand found Tara’s arm.
‘Come on,’ Amelia said, her voice low.
Tara followed her off the stage, but before they could get out, a familiar voice rang out.
‘Amelia!’
She stopped, stiffening slightly, as her parents approached. Her mother was the first to speak. ‘And just where do you think you’re going without stopping to say hello properly?’
‘Hi, Mum,’ Amelia said, forcing a smile.
Her father joined them with his usual nod.
‘Well. You never do anything quietly, do you?’ her mother said.
‘This is Tara,’ Amelia said, a touch more defensively than she intended.
‘We heard.’ Her mother gave Tara a critical once-over. ‘Well, she’ll have to come for dinner. Both of you. Tomorrow night.’
‘Oh, err, we might be quite busy—'
‘We’ll expect you both at six,’ her mother said, undeterred
Amelia glanced at Tara, whose expression was polite but unreadable, then back at her parents. ‘We’ll see,’ she said evasively.
Her father frowned, but his tone was gentler. ‘Amelia, don’t argue. Your mother’s already set her mind to it.’
Amelia sighed, conceding the battle with a tight nod. ‘Fine. We’ll come.’
Her mother looked satisfied. Her sharp gaze flicked briefly to Tara. ‘Good. I’ll make something hearty. You’ll need it after whatever business you’re up to.’
With that, they walked off.
Tara went to follow.
‘Wait,’ Amelia said. She dropped her voice. ‘I’d like to put more distance between myself and my mother, or she’s apt to realise there’s more to be said.’
Tara smiled for the first time since she’d reached the island.
Outside, the sun was lowering, and the faint glow of lanterns lit their way as they moved away from the hall and found the path to Amelia’s house.
‘So,’ Tara ventured as they walked, ‘is there anything else I should know about your greatest hits other than The Tea Fiasco? The Bread Blunder, perhaps? The Jam Jar Disaster?’
Coming from anyone else, the joke might have stung. But Amelia couldn’t hear malice in Tara’s tone. ‘Keep going, and I’ll make you sleep in the goat shed.’
The path wound its way to Amelia’s modest cottage, tucked under the shadow of a gnarled oak tree.
‘I assume that was non-negotiable?’ Tara asked. ‘Dinner with your lot?’
‘You assume correctly,’ Amelia said, unlocking the door and stepping inside. Amelia dropped her bag onto a low bench by the door and moved to light a lamp.
Tara glanced around at Ameila’s tidy little living room and arched an eyebrow. ‘This is… cosy.’
‘I don’t speak fluent mainlander, but I think you meant to say small,’ Amelia corrected, setting the lamp down and adjusting the wick.
Tara smiled and sat down on the edge of an old, mismatched chair in the corner. ‘No. It’s nice. I’m just being snippy because I was hauled up in front of the entire island of Solhaven and read for filth. I’m sensitive like that.’
Amelia didn’t know what ‘read for filth’ meant, but she could guess from context. ‘You handled it better than me.’
‘What? You handled it great,’ Tara said, offering a smile.
Amelia turned to the fireplace. Some kind soul, probably Finn, had built it in her absence, so it only needed to be lit, which she presently did.
‘That’s kind of you to say, but you saw how Solomon talked to me?’
‘The dick with the soul patch? Fuck him!’ Tara said, her voice heated. She gave Amelia a grin. ‘Sorry, just getting my swearing out now.’
Amelia chuckled despite herself, the tension in her shoulders easing a little. ‘Well, we should eat something. Though I don’t have much…’
‘Whatever is good,’ Tara assured her.
Amelia made them a quick, simple dinner—just some bread and cheese, with a few fruits she had on hand. After placing it on the table, she gestured toward her tiny dining table, just big enough to accommodate two.
Tara sat down and ate everything put in front of her, which Amelia was grateful for. ‘That was bloody good bread,’ she said, patting her stomach.
‘I’ll pass your compliment to our baker, Molly,’ Amelia smiled.
‘Do. Where am I sleeping tonight, by the way?’ Tara asked.
‘You’re in my bed,’ Amelia said instantly.
Tara’s face froze, and Amelia realised what she’d thought she meant. ‘I’ll be in the living room,’ she said quickly.
Tara relaxed. ‘No way. I’m not taking your bed. I’ll sleep wherever.’
‘Tara…’
‘I didn’t give you my bed, did I?’ Tara asked.
That was an excellent point.
‘I’ll set up the bed in the front room for you,’ Amelia said, moving toward a cupboard and pulling out blankets. ‘I don’t have a sofa, so it’ll have to be the floor.’
Tara watched as Amelia spread the blankets out by the roaring fireplace. ‘Well, it's not the Hilton,’ Tara quipped.
Amelia gave her a dry look. ‘I know what that is, you know.’
Tara shrugged. ‘I figured you would.’
‘No, you didn’t,’ Amelia shot back. ‘You thought I wouldn’t realise I was being insulted.’
Tara paused, a flicker of something unspoken crossing her face. She smiled, her tone softening. ‘Sorry. I’m being shitty. It looks good.’
Amelia looked at the clock. It was early, but she was tired. Today had been the longest of her life. ‘I’m off to bed. You should too,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow will be...’
‘Horrific?’ Tara offered.
Amelia tutted, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her lips. ‘Sleep well,’ she said, heading toward her small bedroom.
As the door clicked shut behind her, Amelia thought it might not be the worst thing for Tara to spend an uncomfortable night. She’d had it too easy for too long. A little hardship might do her good.



Twenty-Six
Tara blinked into the dim morning light. She couldn’t believe she was waking up in Solhaven.
The floor had seemed like a shock at first, but she’d adjusted quickly, hypnotised by the golds and purples of the flames crackling beside her. Her white noise machine felt pathetic by comparison.
Tara heard the soft clink coming from the small kitchen area. She sat up and began pulling off her night stuff, getting quickly changed into clothes from her bag.
Once she was dressed, she stood, very aware of the ceiling only inches above her head. The whole place felt like a dollhouse.
In the kitchen, Amelia was standing by a wood-burning stove, watching a brass kettle rumble, her back straight as usual, her fingers drumming lightly on her hip.
Tara hesitated at the doorway, unsure whether to announce her presence or to continue pretending she was part of the furniture. In the end, she landed on a little cough.
Amelia jumped at the sound. ‘Stone the crows!’ she exclaimed, turning.
‘Morning,’ Tara said apologetically.
Amelia clutched her heart. ‘Sorry. Not used to having company here.’
Tara wasn’t sure if she should apologise, but that seemed odd, given she’d been invited. So she just smiled awkwardly. She didn’t think she’d ever felt conspicuous in her life.
‘Sit,’ Amelia said finally.
Tara obeyed, moving to the table and perching on a stool that creaked under her weight. The kettle’s rumble grew louder, and Amelia removed it from the heat. ‘How’d you sleep?’ she asked.
‘Fine,’ Tara replied, though she could feel the tension in her back already.
Amelia busied herself making two cups of tea. ‘It isn’t what you’re used to, I know,’ she said, turning and handing Tara a mug.
Tara offered a half-smile, unsure whether to laugh or acknowledge the truth in Amelia’s words. It wasn’t just the sleeping arrangements—it was everything. It was a place out of time.
Amelia turned back to the stove to stir a pot. ‘I’m making porridge.’
‘Great,’ Tara said, glad to hear that it was something familiar and comforting.
As Amelia stirred, Tara took the time to study the cottage more closely in the morning light, noticing the little things: the hand-carved spoons resting in a jar, the pile of wicker baskets neatly stacked by the door, the mismatched ceramic mugs carefully arranged on a shelf.
As Amelia moved to open a cupboard, there was a soft knock on the door, and a moment later, the wooden frame creaked open. A villager, an older man wearing a flat cap at a jaunty angle, stepped in, holding a small, rolled-up piece of paper wrapped in twine.
‘Amelia! Glad to see you back.’ He looked at Tara, and his eyes widened. ‘Oh, it’s you! My gosh!’
‘I suppose it is,’ Tara said uncertainly. She took a sip of tea. It was a lot stronger than she was used to, but pleasant all the same.
Amelia smiled at the man as she took the paper. ‘Thanks, Morris. Time for a warm cup?’
‘Not today, lots to deliver,’ he said. He grinned nervously at Tara. ‘Well, bye then!’ he said at an oddly loud volume.
‘Goodbye,’ she said to him.
He tittered like a little girl and walked out.
Amelia shut the door behind him and unfurled the letter. She read its contents with a growing frown. ‘Looks like The Elders have spoken,’ Amelia said.
Tara took a sip of tea. ‘What does it say?’
Amelia’s expression was unreadable as she glanced at Tara, her tone firm. ‘They’ve decided you’ll be spending the day on the seaweed farm.’
Tara’s eyebrow shot up. ‘The seaweed farm?’
‘Yes,’ Amelia said. ‘The Elders think you should know how hard we work.’
Tara shrugged. ‘Cool.’ She wasn’t sure whether it was an invitation or an order, but she wasn’t arguing either way. ‘And you?’ Tara asked, her voice softening a little. ‘You’re coming too?’
Amelia gave a tight smile. ‘Of course. Someone has to show you the ropes.’
Tara’s smile dropped. ‘Wait, what? I’m working?’
Amelia burst out laughing. ‘You thought you were just gonna watch us and not have to do anything? You don’t know how Solhaven works yet, do you? But you will.’
It sounded like a threat.
***
As Tara and Amelia stepped outside the cottage—Tara’s belly full of porridge—the morning air was fresh. Tara was glad she’d packed a scarf and some dockers. She’d have frozen her tits off otherwise. It was colder here than Harborbrook. No central heating either. However, there was something to be said for that gorgeous fireplace.
The path leading down to the shore was rough and uneven, but Amelia walked with ease, and Tara had to quicken her pace to keep up. The scent of seaweed drifted on the wind, growing stronger with every step. Tara didn’t love it.
As they walked down the uneven path towards the shore, Tara glanced over at Amelia. She had to turn her attention to her reason for being here. It couldn’t be put off any longer.
‘So,’ Tara began, brushing a strand of hair out of her face anxiously, ‘how did this whole thing start? Solhaven, I mean.’
Amelia glanced sideways at her, a small smile creeping onto her lips. ‘How brief of an answer would you like to that question?’
‘The long story,’ Tara said. ‘I need to know as much as I can.’
‘Then let the lesson begin,’ Amelia said with a small nod. ‘It started with Arthur Henshaw. He was a fisherman. He stumbled across the place in 1901 while fishing these waters.’
‘Stumbled?’ Tara asked, producing her notebook and pen from her pocket.
‘As I understand it, he crashed his boat on the rocks during a storm,’ Amelia said. ‘There were already a few families living here—a dozen or so—and he was taken in and nursed back to health. But once he was back on his feet, he didn’t want to leave. Arthur wasn’t exactly happy with life on the mainland, so he moved his family out here. He was disgusted with how technology was creeping in, making everything faster and easier but not better. How it took jobs and dehumanised people. So, he moved here and started preaching about keeping the island free of all that.’
‘And people listened to him?’ Tara asked, pausing her scribbling.
‘They did,’ Amelia said with a slight shrug. ‘It was said he had a way about him. That when he spoke, he had a power in his words. He convinced them that the mainlanders were being corrupted by technology. He said it was poisoning their lives and that it would do the same here if it was allowed to reach the island. He also told them money did the same. As did alcohol.’
‘Sounds like he might have had a bit of trouble with the bottle,’ Tara observed. ‘Maybe had some debts.’ She made a note to research this Arthur guy when she got home.
Amelia looked like that had never occurred to her. ‘Oh, well. I’m not sure about that. But whatever his reasoning, everyone agreed with his words. So, they made some rules—no electricity, no money, no alcohol. Everything was to be grown, made, or traded so no one would ever go without. They wanted to be as independent as possible from mainland life but more dependent on each other. A true community.’
Tara glanced at Amelia, trying to picture a group of families turning their backs on the modern world. ‘That’s... intense. But they still traded with the mainland, right?’
‘Arthur realised they’d still need a few things,’ Amelia said, nodding. ‘But he didn’t want anyone to have to leave the island and deal with the mainland ever again. That was agreed, too. No one would ever step foot off the island, and we’d stay where it was safe. Unless there was no choice. So Arthur worked out a system. He knew a fisherman, Albert Hargreaves, who’d take fish to the mainland and trade it. Whatever Albert made, he’d use to buy what the island needed. Anything left over, he kept for himself. No one on Solhaven ever saw a coin from that day forward.’
Tara stopped for a moment, staring at Amelia. ‘Hargreaves... as in Tom Hargreaves, your trawler captain?’
Amelia gave her a quick smile. ‘Well caught. Yes, that was his grandad, and the arrangement stayed in the family. When Albert passed, Tom’s dad, Terry, took over. And now Tom.’
As they walked further down the path, the sound of waves grew louder, the smell of salt stronger. Tara kicked a small rock out of her way and glanced at Amelia again. ‘What happened to the fish trade?’
‘Stocks dwindled,’ Amelia told her. ‘By the ‘70s, there wasn’t enough left to trade anymore. That’s when Terry—Tom’s dad—figured out we had something special here: Dulse seaweed. He was the one who realised it wasn’t just edible but valuable. He took it upon himself to find a buyer on the mainland. And he did, maintaining the same deal. He gets what we need and keeps whatever money is left for his trouble. We’ve been farming seaweed ever since.’
Tara absorbed the information, her mind swirling with questions. ‘So, everything on this island—everything you do—goes back to this one guy’s ideals?’
‘His ideas shaped everything,’ Amelia said. She shrugged, suddenly a little shy. ‘It’s not perfect, but it’s ours.’
‘But eventually, someone did have to leave, right?’ Tara pointed out.
‘One day, a government representative came to our shores, sent to check on us. Someone on the mainland had concerns about how we were living—no electricity, no currency, completely cut off. They thought we might be... a danger to ourselves.’
Tara raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m guessing they didn’t find any starving islanders?’
Amelia chuckled. ‘Not quite. But the representative wasn’t only interested in our welfare. They made it clear we didn’t own the island and claimed ownership. But they agreed to keep us as the long-term tenants. As long as someone went once a decade to re-sign the tenancy contract as a gesture of good faith. My grandmother was young at the time, but as a descendant of Arthur Henshaw, she was destined to be an Elder. She took on the task and carried it out throughout her life. Until now, of course.’
‘They claimed an island where people already lived?’ Tara asked sharply. ‘That sounds on par with the British government.’
‘You sound like my mother,’ Amelia said with a half-smile.
Tara was shocked to be told she had common ground with Amelia’s unpleasant mother. She wasn’t sure if she was coming around to a sympathetic view of Solhaven or simply hating on the government as a matter of general principle. She hoped it was the latter. She hadn’t been here that long. It was too soon to make any kind of real assessment.
Tara tried to absorb all she’d heard, the history of the island settling in her mind. She realised something. ‘Wait, if your grandmother was a descendant of Arthur Henshaw, then you are too… So, does that mean you’ll become one of those Elders?’
Amelia laughed. ‘If we still live here long enough for me to get the job, that’s the idea.’
The waves crashed louder as they neared the shore, the sound filling the silence between them. Tara studied Amelia, sensing the weight of responsibility the other woman carried. More than a hundred years of history, all on her shoulders.
‘Now, are you ready to be a real Solhavener?’ Amelia said, and Tara realised they were at the farm.
The sight before her was nothing like she had imagined. The farm stretched out across the rocky coastline in neat rows, an industrial-scale operation that seemed almost out of place against the island’s rustic charm. The workers moved methodically between the long lines of waterlogged greenery, their movements practised and purposeful.
Tara’s gaze lingered on the workers, their faces hidden behind the damp mist rising off the seaweed beds. The harsh reality of what she had walked into—this isolation, this refusal to bend to the modern world—felt all the more real.
And Tara was supposed to help.



Twenty-Seven
Amelia watched Tara from a distance, suppressing a smile as Tara awkwardly fumbled with the seaweed baskets. The reality of seaweed farming, it seemed, was coming as something of a shock.
‘It’s not a handbag, Tara,’ Amelia couldn’t help but murmur to herself as she watched Tara try to sling a basket over her shoulder.
The basket wobbled dangerously, its contents—wet, slippery seaweed—threatening to spill out at any second. Tara’s face scrunched up in concentration, and she staggered under the weight before nearly tipping over.
She managed to regain her balance, but only by the skin of her teeth, swaying like a boat on rough waters. Amelia bit her lip to keep from laughing.
Tara was trying hard, though. Amelia could see it in the way she gritted her teeth, as if sheer force of will could make her competent.
‘What on earth is she doing?’ Solomon asked as he passed Amelia with a basket.
‘Her best,’ Amelia told him.
He tutted and shook his head, walking on.
‘Uh, Amelia?’ Tara called, her voice rising with a slight quiver. ‘This doesn’t feel right. I think I’ve... tangled it.’
Amelia tried her best to maintain a neutral expression as she walked over. ‘It’s seaweed, Tara. It’s meant to tangle.’
Tara’s brow furrowed, clearly frustrated as she inspected the mess in her hands. ‘I’ve never... I’ve never actually seen seaweed before, you know? Like, I’ve seen it, but not…’
Amelia nodded. ‘Don’t worry. You’re getting it,’ Amelia lied.
Tara waved a hand at the nets. ‘But this... this looks like... it needs more skill than I’m giving it.’
Amelia chuckled, unable to resist anymore. ‘Do you think so?’
Tara made a face at her. ‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’
‘A bit,’ Amelia admitted, her grin widening as she crossed her arms.
Tara gave her a mock glare. ‘I can definitely do this. Just need... a little more time.’
She straightened and eyed the nets with renewed determination, attacking them once more. But instead of making any progress, she managed to trip over the thick rope that ran between the seaweed beds, stumbling forward and narrowly avoiding landing in the shallow water.
Amelia’s mouth went dry as she watched Tara’s flailing attempt to regain her footing. She should’ve stepped forward, should’ve helped, but for some reason, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the sight of Tara, so out of her element, so very not the slick mainlander Amelia had first encountered.
‘Are you sure you want to keep going?’ Amelia asked, trying not to sound too smug.
Tara, who had recovered and was now holding onto a post for balance, shot her a glare. ‘I’ve got this. Just you wait.’
Amelia was still grinning as she leaned against the nearby shed, arms folded. ‘Alright. I’ll give you another five minutes before I save you from yourself.’
Tara looked at her, a little embarrassed but stubborn as ever. ‘I don’t need saving.’
‘Oh no. Of course not.’ Amelia crossed the small patch of sand and bent to grab a basket herself, deftly slinging it over her shoulder with one smooth motion. ‘You’re practically a master,’ she added.
Tara huffed, wiping sweat from her forehead. She was trying, and Amelia knew that was what counted, even if Tara was hopeless at the task. Still, it was hard not to enjoy watching someone so composed and collected looking entirely out of place.
But even though Tara had bungled the seaweed basket twice, and Amelia could tell she was getting frustrated, she didn’t stop. She was stubborn, even if it made her look ridiculous.
Tara finally threw up her hands in defeat, strands of seaweed hanging from her arms. ‘OK, OK, you win! You do this. I’m rubbish.’
Amelia couldn’t help it—she laughed, loud and unrestrained. It wasn’t malicious; it was just the absurdity of it all, the way Tara had walked here with her usual swagger and yet couldn’t even handle a basket full of seaweed.
‘Let me show you,’ Amelia said, catching her breath. She shot Tara a wink and easily grabbed the basket from her.
Tara shot her an exaggerated look of exasperation. ‘You’re making it look easy on purpose.’
‘I’m making it look easy because it is,’ Amelia said, walking past her with a grin.
As she returned to the seaweed beds, she glanced over her shoulder at Tara, who was wiping seaweed off her hands, muttering something under her breath. It was nice to have her here, Amelia found. Even if she was a terrible seaweed farmer.



Twenty-Eight
Tara scraped her palm along her trousers, brushing off the damp, briny residue from the seaweed. Her fingers ached from gripping the slimy, uncooperative strands, and her back twinged from bending over the tidal flats.
She glanced towards Amelia, who was effortlessly securing her own haul. Even from a distance, Tara could tell Amelia was trying not to smirk.
‘You did… fine,’ Amelia said, her tone betraying her amusement as she walked over with her basket balanced effortlessly on one hip.
Tara raised an eyebrow, her basket—a pitiful fifth full—hanging limply at her side. ‘I’d be generous to call it mediocre.’
‘Come on, we’ll drop these off to dry in the shack. I think you’re done for the day.’
Tara followed, her boots squelching with every step. The salty air was brisk and sharp. Her muscles ached. The gnawing suspicion that Solhaven was hiding something dark had been replaced by the sheer physicality of fumbling with slippery seaweed. She had forgotten, for hours, why she was even here.
But it was easy to do, she realised with a jolt, as they passed the central square of the village. Tara glanced around, taking in the tidy arrangements of cottages, the Long Hall, the stone church, and the islanders bustling with quiet purpose. Everyone seemed busy but not hurried; their movements synchronised like the tide itself. It was kind of idyllic, Tara was forced to admit to herself.
But there was no way this place was as perfect as it seemed. No community could thrive for over a century without cracks in the facade, without secrets tucked away in shadowed corners.
They reached the seaweed storage shack. It was cold and dark inside. Amelia set her basket down and gestured for Tara to do the same.
‘We’re done with seaweed for the day,’ Amelia said. ‘Would you like to try some animal care? We could always use an egg picker?’
‘Tempting, but I think I’ll pass,’ Tara replied, rubbing the back of her neck. ‘I could use a bit of time to myself, actually. Maybe take a little wander?’
‘Not alone, you won’t,’ Amelia said nervously. ‘Sorry.’
Tara gave a short, humourless laugh. ‘You’re seriously going to be with me every bloody second?’
‘If I don’t, this will be your accommodation for the night,’ Amelia said, looking awkward.
Tara sighed, realising resistance was futile. ‘Fine. What are we doing, then?’
‘Right now? We could just take a walk.’
Tara nodded. ‘Lead on, Boss.’
Amelia rolled her eyes and led her out.
***
The island unfolded around them in untamed beauty—narrow, bramble-lined paths that wove through grassy hills, fields dotted with wildflowers, and rugged cliffs where the sea pounded relentlessly below. Tara kept pace with Amelia, her eyes drifting to the jagged horizon, the vivid greens and greys a sharp contrast to the mainland’s polished, constructed world.
‘Do you know that there are people on the mainland that would pay good money for this type of isolation?’ Tara said, keeping her tone light as they walked.
‘Oh?’ Amelia asked.
‘Totally. Technology detox retreats are a growing industry. And you’ve got it ready to go.’
‘It was hard enough getting you in, never mind rich mainlanders,’ Amelia said with a smile. ‘Why do they need it, anyway?’
‘Gives you time to think,’ Tara said.
Amelia glanced at her. ‘And what are you thinking about?’
The real answer to that had to be stepped around, and Tara did her best to do it with speed. ‘About what we’ll tell Geraldine. Solhaven’s... assets. Like this seaweed farm of yours. It’s possible that you could teach people how to farm it, as it’s so valuable.’
Amelia smirked. ‘You think it’s an asset now? After all that swearing underneath your breath?’
‘You heard that?’ Tara said, a bit embarrassed.
‘I’ve never seen someone so overwhelmed by a bit of kelp.’
Tara rolled her eyes. ‘Not all of us are naturals at slimy rope maintenance, Amelia.’
Amelia chuckled, and they walked in silence for a moment. Then Tara surprised herself by saying, ‘And what do you think about? Out here in the wilds of Solhaven?’
Amelia looked surprised. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Nothing much.’ She tapped her head lightly. ‘Not too much going on up here.’
Tara examined her. ‘Now, that I don’t believe.’
Amelia gave a little shrug. ‘That’s what anyone here would tell you.’
Tara sighed. ‘Then they’re fucking dipshits who never took the time to know you.’
Amelia stopped walking and turned to Tara, surprise on her face. Tara realised she’d crossed a line. She wasn’t even sure why she’d said it. She had no interest in buttering Amelia up; there was nothing to gain from it. She’d just felt sudden and overwhelming anger at the people around Amelia. They’d underestimated her for her whole life, which had clearly impacted her.
But Tara didn’t have any business criticising Solhaven. It could only serve to mess up what she was trying to do here, which was to go as unnoticed as possible. A benign presence, that’s all she should have been. That didn’t work if she called everyone ‘dipshits.’
‘I’m sorry,’ she said quickly.
Amelia slowly smiled. ‘For what?’
‘I thought…’ Tara began, confused. ‘I thought I offended you.’
Amelia nodded. ‘I suppose I could be a bit offended,’ she said mildly, still smiling. She started walking again.
Tara followed, confused. ‘But you’re not?’
Amelia looked at her. ‘I don’t think anyone has ever given me a greater compliment than you just did.’
Tara felt flush. She looked away, unsure what to say next.
‘And you’re right,’ Amelia told her. ‘I’m not emptyheaded. I don’t know why I’d say that.’
Tara glanced at her, the weight behind the words pulling at her curiosity. ‘What else?’
‘I guess maybe I’m more melancholy than people think,’ Amelia said with a sad smile.
Tara nodded. ‘Of course you are. You lost your husband.’
Amelia frowned. ‘Yes.’
‘You miss him?’ Tara asked.
Amelia hesitated but kept walking. The rhythm of their steps seemed to loosen her tongue. ‘When my husband passed, people expected me to fall apart. But it never hurt me the way they thought it would. I just… carried on.’ Her voice quietened. ‘I’ve never told anyone that.’
That didn’t surprise Tara. What surprised her was that Amelia was telling her. But she wanted her to keep talking. She wanted to know more. And not for any article.
‘Why do you think that is?’
Amelia sighed. ‘I don’t think I can say it.’
Tara gave her a nudge as they walked. ‘Yes, you can.’
Somehow, that was enough. Amelia swallowed. ‘Losing Dane hurt. But love—the kind I’ve read about, the kind Shakespeare wrote about—we didn’t have that. I married him because he was my best friend. And now... I feel guilty. Like I stole his chance to find someone who could love him the way he deserved.’
Tara stopped, turning to face her. ‘Amelia, that’s—’ She faltered, unsure of how to respond.
‘What?’ Amelia said dryly. ‘Tragic? Or just a bit pathetic?’
‘Neither,’ Tara said firmly. ‘It’s human. We all do things because we think we’re supposed to, even when it’s not what we want.’
Amelia’s expression softened. ‘Have you done what you were supposed to do?’
Tara started walking again, and Amelia followed. ‘I almost did. My ex, Paige—she proposed in front of everyone I knew. All my friends were thrilled because they thought Page was a catch for someone like me. She was good-looking; she was rich, and she would have done anything for me. It felt like I didn’t have a choice but to say yes.’ She shook her head, her voice quieter. ‘But later, I panicked and backed out.’
‘That must’ve taken courage,’ Amelia said, her tone thoughtful.
‘Or selfishness,’ Tara countered.
‘Sometimes they’re the same thing,’ Amelia replied. After a pause, she added, ‘What was that about a ballroom she said just after she slapped my breakfast?’
Tara sighed. ‘After I said I couldn’t marry her, Paige didn’t accept it. She booked a place to get married. She said I’d come around. Said she had enough love for both of us and she’d be there when I realised it. The wedding is in a few weeks. I could still marry her.’
‘That doesn’t sound loving,’ Amelia said, frowning.
‘No?’
‘No,’ Amelia said flatly. ‘In fact, having spent a few minutes in her presence, she seems… Can I say something you may not like?’
Tara nodded. ‘Go for it.’
‘She’s dreadful,’ Amelia spat. ‘Rude, angry, violent. And your story makes her sound tyrannical, to boot. She tried to force you to wed her?’
‘Well, I did say yes at first.’
‘But then you changed your mind.’
Tara sighed. ‘I should have blocked her, I guess.’
Amelia got that, what is this modern nonsense? look.
‘It means that she can’t call me,’ Tara explained.
‘But she came to your home. You can’t, er, block her from turning up uninvited. I assume.’
‘I need to be firmer with her about boundaries,’ Tara said quickly. ‘I’ve let it get too far. I should have told her it was over. Well, I mean, I did once or twice. But I should have kept saying it until she got it. Or I should actually marry her.’
‘It seems to me she’s clinging to what isn’t hers to keep. And she knows it. She’s pulling at you, using your kindness,’ Amelia said with an almost angry conviction. ‘You’re not to blame.’
Tara blinked, surprised at her directness. She tucked away Amelia’s assertion to consider later, wanting to talk more about Amelia. ‘And I don’t think it sounds like you’re to blame for how you felt about Dane. Didn’t you say you felt pressure to marry?’
‘Not like that,’ Amelia replied, clearly appalled. ‘Matches here are always a choice.’
‘But the pressure...’
Amelia sighed. ‘Isn’t so different from what you described. I wanted it to work because it made sense. Isn’t that how you felt about Paige?’
Tara met her gaze, the wind tugging at their hair. The moment stretched, fragile and loaded. Tara looked away first, clearing her throat. ‘So, what’s next on this island tour?’
Amelia seemed to welcome the shift, though something lingered in her eyes. ‘There’s a patch of wild herbs over the next hill. Come on, I’ll show you.’
They walked on, side by side, but the air between them felt different. Tara still had her mission, but the path they walked seemed to lead her deeper into Solhaven’s world—and Amelia’s.



Twenty-Nine
Amelia watched Tara’s sharp, inquisitive gaze as they crested the hill, the sea breeze tugging at their clothes and setting the wild herbs swaying around them.
Amelia felt a prickle of unease. Tara’s energy was relentless, like water wearing down a stone. Every glance, every question was another chip at Solhaven’s carefully constructed walls.
And hers.
‘Here we are,’ Amelia said as they reached a patch of wild herbs growing on the hillside. She crouched, brushing her fingers over the soft, fragrant leaves of a plant. ‘This is yarrow. Good for teas, and we use it for minor cuts or bruises. And over here—’
‘Tea?’ Tara teased, crouching beside her with a grin.
Amelia froze for a beat too long before forcing a chuckle.
‘You had to know I was gonna bring it up sooner or later,’ Tara grinned wider.
Amelia flushed, feeling the prickly heat rise up her neck. She sat back on her heels, trying to decide whether to explain or brush it off.
‘Oh, come on,’ Tara pressed, her eyes gleaming. ‘You can’t leave me hanging. What happened?’
Amelia sighed, her shoulders slumping. ‘Fine. But only because you’ll dig until you find out anyway.’
Tara smirked, sitting cross-legged like she was settling in for a fireside tale.
‘I was sixteen,’ Amelia began reluctantly. ‘It was the summer fete, and my grandmother wanted me to contribute something. I wasn’t much good at baking or crafts, so I thought, “Tea. Everyone loves tea.”’
‘So far, so wholesome,’ Tara said.
‘Yes, well,’ Amelia muttered, plucking at a blade of grass, ‘I didn’t realise that the herbs I picked weren’t what I thought they were. I’d seen my mother use these purple flowers in infusions before. But I accidentally picked something... else.’
Tara’s grin widened, delight in her eyes. ‘How much else are we talking?’
Amelia sighed again, heavier this time. ‘Enough that by the end of the fete, the entire island was out of their minds. People were seeing colours, hearing music that wasn’t playing. Gregory claimed he spoke to the spirit of the island itself. I don’t recall much myself, but I did wake up in the goat shed.’
Tara’s laugh burst out, uncontainable and delighted. She doubled over, clutching her stomach. ‘Oh, Amelia, that’s amazing. You accidentally drugged the entire island!’
Amelia buried her face in her hands, her voice muffled. ‘It was mortifying. My grandmother was furious.’
Tara’s laughter turned into a snort as she tried to stifle it, utterly failing. She leaned back on her elbows, her face alight with amusement.
‘It’s not funny,’ Amelia grumbled, though a reluctant smile was trying to slip onto her lips.
‘It must have been like bloody Woodstock around here,’ Tara said, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye.
Amelia didn’t know what that meant and didn’t feel the need to.
‘But it doesn’t sound like anyone was hurt,’ Tara concluded.
‘No,’ Amelia admitted. ‘It didn’t leave that type of wound. But it did mark me. That’s when people stopped taking me seriously. And they think I’m a fool because of it.’
Tara’s laughter softened, and her expression shifted to something gentler. ‘Amelia, everyone does stupid things when they’re young. You were sixteen. You made a mistake.’
Amelia glanced at her, the words unfamiliar and difficult to absorb. ‘That’s not how it feels. Not here. People remember. They whisper.’
‘Well, that sounds shi… rubbish. But I don’t think you should give a da…  care what they think.’ Tara leaned forward slightly, her tone earnest. ‘And with the alcohol ban, it was probably the only chance anyone on this island has had to have a good time. They should be thanking you.’
‘But it seemed to curse me,’ Amelia said quietly, picking a sprig of yarrow to busy her hands.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Ever since then, I’ve always been so clumsy, so…’
Tara tutted. ‘Oh, I get it. Everyone started treating you like an idiot, and it made you so self-conscious that you started tripping over yourself even more.’
Amelia blinked at her, the sprig of yarrow stilling in her fingers. ‘That’s precisely it!’
Tara shrugged easily. ‘Classic self-fulfilling prophecy.’
Amelia’s gaze fell to the yarrow, her lips pressing together. ‘But even if it wasn’t true before, I think it’s become true.’
Tara frowned. ‘People love to shove you into a box and decide that’s all you are—it makes it easier for them to deal with you. And once they’ve put you there, it’s a nightmare to climb back out. But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible. You’re smart, bright, and funny, Amelia. And you’re certainly not lacking in grace. I mean, you were gliding around in that seaweed while I was falling about like a complete tit. They might not see it because they don’t want to, but anyone meeting you for the first time sees it plain as day.’
Amelia wanted to dismiss Tara’s words, to brush them off as someone who didn’t understand Solhaven or the weight of expectations. But there was something in Tara’s voice—genuine, warm—that made her pause.
‘But what about the robber?’ Amelia asked. ‘He just took everything.’
‘How was that your fault?’ Tara asked, exasperated. ‘That could happen to anyone on the mainland. And does. Regularly. Look at it this way: you handled the mainland a sight better than I’m handling this.’
Amelia felt something loosen inside her, a tiny knot of tension she hadn’t known was there until it began to release. ‘Thank you,’ she said softly.
‘Anytime.’ Tara gave her an encouraging smile, the kind that felt almost too much, too kind.
Amelia turned back to the herbs, hoping to steady herself.
‘So,’ Tara said lightly, her teasing edge returning. ‘If I suddenly start being able to hear colours, should I blame the yarrow?’
Amelia let out a small laugh despite herself. ‘I think you’re safe with the yarrow.’
They worked side by side in companionable silence for a while after that. The wind carried the scent of the sea and herbs, blending with the faint sound of gulls crying in the distance. Amelia couldn’t shake the odd, uncomfortable warmth spreading through her. It was probably just the sun, she decided firmly. Though it wasn’t particularly strong today, it must have been enough to set her off. That, or the exertion of showing Tara around the island. She wasn’t used to so much company or conversation all at once.
A bell rang in the distance. ‘Oh, church!’ Amelia said. She was fairly certain she would have to drag Tara there by the scruff of her neck.
But Tara jumped up before she did. ‘Church?’ she said, oddly alert. She grabbed Amelia by the hand and yanked her up.
‘You want to go?’ Amelia asked, confused.
‘Why not? It’s part of Solhaven life, right?’ Tara said.
They set off, Amelia struggling to keep up with Tara’s pace.



Thirty
The heavy wooden door of the church creaked as the congregation spilt out into the crisp afternoon air, a wave of muted chatter and rustling coats filling the quiet. Tara fell into step beside Amelia, her gaze flicking between the faces of the other Solhaven residents. Children moved between the adults like darting fish, their laughter punctuating the murmured conversations.
One child, a boy with wind-tousled hair and scuffed boots, collided straight into Tara’s legs, almost toppling her.
‘It’s you! Why didn’t you sing?’ he demanded, his bright eyes locking onto hers with the kind of fearless curiosity only kids could manage.
Knowing the rules about not interacting directly with the children, Tara froze. And then clapped her hands at the boy’s face. ‘Shoo!’ she said.
The boy frowned in confusion, muttering something under his breath before dashing off to join his friends.
‘What on earth was that?’ Amelia asked.
‘I panicked,’ Tara hissed, her cheeks flushing. ‘What was I supposed to do? Lecture him on personal space?’
Amelia only chuckled as they continued down the path.
Tara couldn’t believe what a bust church had been. No strange chanting, no dramatic declarations, not so much as a prophecy. Just some old guy saying niceties about Jesus and then a few hymns. Entirely unremarkable.
As they walked along the gravel path back toward the main village, Tara finally spoke, aiming for casual curiosity. ‘So, was that the usual thing? Church?’
Amelia’s brow furrowed as she glanced sideways at Tara, a faint smile playing on her lips. ‘What were you expecting?’
‘I thought it might be a little fire and brimstone,’ Tara said.
That was underplaying it. Ideally, there would have been a goat getting its throat slit at the minimum.
‘We’re not big on theatrics. It’s more about coming together, reminding ourselves what matters,’ Amelia told her.
Tara kicked a loose pebble along the path, annoyed. The weird shit was probably more underground, more hidden. Tara was gonna have to work a bit harder to find it, that was all.
‘So, what do you believe?’ she asked, keeping it conversational. ‘Personally.’
Amelia tilted her head, her large dark eyes thoughtful. ‘I suppose I believe in… trying to live a good life. Taking care of the people around you, being kind.’
‘That’s it? No grand philosophies?’ Tara pressed.
Amelia shook her head, her dark eyes examining Tara. ‘What else is there?’
Tara fell silent, chewing over the words.
An old guy jogged over. ‘Oh, it’s you!’ he exclaimed at Tara. She wondered if this was what it felt like to be Beyonce.
He turned to Amelia. ‘Did you see that I set your fireplace for your arrival?
Amelia raised her voice to reply. ‘Yes, Finn, thanks ever so much. I’ve been meaning to thank you. Got any clothing needs mending?’
‘Now you come to mention, I’ve got a pair of socks that could do with a darning.’
Tara watched as Amelia and Finn nailed down the details of the sock repair, the easy rhythm of village life unfolding around her. She shook her head, half-smiling to herself. The freaky cult shit was buried deep.
As they neared the main square, Amelia’s mum gave Tara a hell of a jump scare. ‘Don’t forget, dinner is at six tonight, Amelia!’ she yelled into their faces.
Amelia gave her mother a tight grin. ‘I haven’t had the chance to forget, mother.’
But Tara had forgotten. Dinner with the parental units beckoned.
Jesus fucking Christ.
***
Tara could feel herself clenching as she sat down at the table in Amelia’s parents’ place. She’d never been comfortable going to anyone’s parents for dinner. They were always so bloody interested in you, prying into your life with questions that seemed innocent but cut a little too deep. It was like a catered job interview.
The meal that was being set out looked simple—bowls of vegetable stew and loaves of crusty bread—but when Tara took her first bite of stew, she unclenched immediately. The stew was exquisite, rich, and brimming with flavour, a stark contrast to the bland, pre-packaged meals she usually ate. Tara had to resist the urge to groan aloud. She was worried it would sound sexual. It almost was.
Amelia’s mother looked at Tara with a cold scrutiny, her face sharing Amelia’s wholesome beauty but lacking any of her warmth. ‘I daresay it’s not quite what you’re accustomed to,’ she remarked archly.
Tara offered a smile. ‘It’s fantastic,’ she said honestly. ‘The best thing I’ve had in a long time.’
Amelia’s mother seemed surprised. ‘Oh, well…’ she said, looking away almost shyly.
Tara caught Amelia’s eye. She was trying not to laugh. She was clearly enjoying her mother being wrong-footed by a compliment.
Tara’s head went back down, focused on the food. For a minute or two, all you could hear was the scrape of cutlery and the occasional slurp.
But it couldn’t last.
‘So, Tara,’ Amelia’s mother began again, pronouncing Tara’s name like it was beneath her to speak it. ‘What, pray tell, do you suppose you will be reporting back to the mainland?’
The question dropped like a stone, and Tara froze, the weight of it hanging heavily in the air. All eyes turned to her, unblinking.
Tara set her spoon down slowly, the pressure mounting. ‘There’s a lot to consider,’ she said, her words careful. ‘But I shall do everything in my power to ensure Solhaven remains just as it is.’
Tara felt filled with stew and self-loathing. She was saying what they wanted to hear, and they could see the lie of her; she was sure of it. Somehow, they knew what she was here for. Tara waited for someone to say it.
Amelia’s father, a man whose face was etched with years of unspoken authority, looked at her intently, his eyes narrowing. ‘Very well,’ he said, his voice hard and final. ‘We shall see.’
Then everyone quietly returned to their meal, except Amelia, who paused to give her a brief and reassuring smile.
Tara let out a very quiet sigh of relief. Her hands trembled slightly as she picked up her spoon, but she forced herself to eat. The guilt of doing this was starting to make her paranoid. But it wasn’t the beating of a hideous heart. Just stew and parental nosiness. Tara wouldn’t allow the cracks forming in her resolve to get any wider.
Get a bloody grip, woman, she told herself firmly. If she didn’t, she was going to make a mistake out of sheer panic.



Thirty-One
After a difficult dinner at her parents’ house, Amelia was glad to be home having a cup of tea by the fire with Tara. She hadn’t liked the way her parents had treated Tara. The looks, the comments, it all felt like an unspoken judgment.
Amelia had wanted to speak up, but she hadn’t known how. She never had. She only hoped Tara wouldn’t blame her too much for their treatment.
‘God, I’m tired,’ Tara said. ‘Must be all the fresh air.’
Amelia recognised the signal to go to bed, but before she went, she had to say something.
‘Tara,’ Amelia began, hesitating as she searched for the right words. ‘I just… I wanted to say I’m sorry about dinner. I know it wasn’t exactly… pleasant.’
Tara was silent for a moment before she replied, a wry edge to her voice. ‘You don’t need to apologise for them, Amelia. They didn’t do anything wrong, anyway.’
‘They weren’t nice. And they should have been. I think I should have said something,’ Amelia admitted quietly.
Tara let out a long breath. ‘It’s fine. They don’t owe me anything.’
‘They do. We all do,’ Amelia said.
Tara didn’t seem to know what to say to that. The silence stretched between them until Amelia couldn’t take anymore. She slapped her knees and stood. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to get ready for bed. You’ll need some rest. It’s the first day of spring tomorrow.’
‘Why will I need rest for that?’ Tara asked wearily.
‘Because we’re having a festival,’ Amelia explained. ‘For the first day of spring.’
Tara arched an eyebrow. ‘Is it called Spring Festival?’
Amelia sighed. ‘Yes.’
Tara smiled to herself.
‘It’ll be fun, I promise,’ Amelia said. Then she thought better of her claim. ‘It’s better than working, anyway.’
‘When you put it like that… Sounds great,’ Tara said kindly.
Amelia threw Tara a quick smile. ‘Well, goodnight.’
‘Night,’ Tara said.
Amelia went to bed.
***
Amelia had been tossing and turning in her bed for an age. It was no good. Her bladder had to be emptied. She’d have to be quiet so as not to disturb Tara.
But as she left the bedroom, she saw soft light spilling from the ajar bathroom door. Tara was awake.
Amelia wasn’t sure why she didn’t turn back to her room. She also didn’t know why her pace became soft and silent. Nor did she know why she was looking through the crack in the door.
As she stood there, just out of sight, she heard the soft sound of the water running as Tara rinsed off her face. What am I doing? Amelia thought. Announce yourself!
But she didn’t.
Tara moved to the mirror, her back to the door, her hands gathering her hair. She didn’t know she had an audience. Amelia took in the sight of her, caught between the instinct to look away and the strange force that seemed to hold her there. Tara was wearing a scant top and loose shorts, a stark contrast to the polished version of herself she usually projected. Here, in the soft light of the bathroom, she looked completely unguarded.
Amelia could feel the quiet hum of the house surrounding her, the stillness broken only by the sound of Tara’s breath, steady and calm as she began to stretch, her body moving in slow, languid motions. Amelia’s gaze followed the smooth arch of her back, the way her arms reached above her head, stretching to their fullest extent, muscles rippling under her skin with each movement.
Amelia was mesmerised.
Tara’s back arched higher, her shirt lifting just enough to reveal the smooth curve of her waist, the gentle curve of her spine. Amelia felt a strange feeling in her chest, her body suddenly hyper-aware of every small detail.
She should’ve turned away, should’ve given Tara the privacy she deserved. But she couldn’t. She was locked in place. The way Tara held herself, the way she moved with such fluidity, made Amelia feel something she hadn’t felt before. Something dangerous, something… exciting.
Tara bent over to pick up a towel, and it was then—just then—that Amelia’s mind snapped back to reality. She shouldn’t be here.
She turned quickly, her body stiff and tense, and hurried down the hallway, her feet stumbling as she made her way to her room.
Once inside, she closed the door shut behind her quietly, her back pressed against it as she struggled to steady her breathing. The image of Tara’s body, her movements so graceful, so natural, was burned into her mind, and the heat that had built in her chest wouldn’t leave.
Amelia moved away from the door and sat on the edge of her bed, her hands shaking slightly as she lay down and covered herself. Her mind was a mess of confusion, her body still humming with the aftershocks of what she had just experienced.
She couldn’t unsee it. Couldn’t unfeel it. The magnetism of Tara’s body was undeniable. And it terrified Amelia.



Thirty-Two
The Spring Festival was just starting when Tara and Amelia reached the main square, the morning sun casting a warm light over the scene. The air was filled with the scent of blooming flowers and fresh bread. Women in flowing skirts wove wreaths from wildflowers while children played games at wooden stalls, trying their luck at ring toss and strength tests.
Tables were covered with colourful cloths piled high with fresh herbs, soft cheeses, warm bread, and smoked fish. Nearby, a large wheel of cheese sat beside apples and pears from the island’s orchards. A few elderly men turned skewers of roasted vegetables over a wood-fire stove. The sizzling sound mingled with the laughter and chatter, filling the air with lively energy.
To Tara, it was giving Wickerman.
But she didn’t want to be all weird and judgy around the islanders, not openly, at least. She needed to keep it light. Join in a bit. Keep a low profile and observe the fuck out of it. It was time for Fun Tara. She’d just have to ignore that Harriet woman eyeballing her across the square.
Amelia, standing stiffly beside Tara, was not singing from the same hymn sheet. She was quiet and tense. She’d been that way all morning.
‘You OK?’ Tara asked her gently.
Amelia gave a tight smile, her lips pulling at the corners. ‘Fine. Fine. Just—’ She glanced away, not finishing the sentence.
But before Tara could ask more, someone stepped in front of her. ‘Well, look. It’s you!’ a wiry man with sun-worn skin said. ‘The mainlander!’
Tara looked at him and then back at Amelia, whose body seemed to lean away from her as though trying to create some distance. Tara couldn’t figure it out. She’d been normal last night. Had Tara said something wrong today?
‘That’s me,’ Tara said, trying to focus on being chatty and easy with the islander guy.
‘What do you think of the place so far?’ he asked.
Tara hesitated. She could feel the weight of the question and decided to dodge it. ‘I think I’m terrible at island life,’ she said, offering a nervous laugh. ‘I nearly fell flat on my face yesterday trying to farm seaweed.’
The wiry man chuckled, and a few others smiled nearby. ‘You’ll get the hang of it,’ he said.
Another older woman approached her. ‘So, you’re the mainlander, then?’ she asked, her voice light but with a note of curiosity.
‘I tend to go by Tara,’ Tara said.
The red-haired woman raised an eyebrow. ‘We’ll see about that.’ There was a hint of challenge in her voice, but it softened as she handed Tara a strength test hammer.
Tara hesitated. But she was in for a penny. She picked up the hammer, her fingers gripping the handle with determination. The woman smiled as Tara swung the hammer, but when the bell barely budged, a small chuckle escaped her lips.
‘Better luck next time,’ the woman said, a teasing glint in her eyes.
Tara shrugged and smiled. ‘What can I say? I’m a coddled mainlander.’
The woman laughed.
As Tara stepped back from the game, she caught sight of Amelia staring into space nearby. The ease she normally exuded was gone, replaced with a kind of withdrawn nervousness Tara couldn’t make sense of.
A guitar strummed in the background, and the group’s mood lifted. A wiry teenager challenged Tara to a clapping game, but Tara’s rhythm was a mess, sending the group into fits of laughter.
She turned to Amelia. ‘Man, this stuff’s trickier than it looks.’
‘You did well,’ Amelia replied. But her smile was forced.
Tara watched her for a moment, trying to read her expression. But Amelia had become a mystery—there, but not there. Tara couldn’t understand what had happened.



Thirty-Three
Amelia kept her focus on the group, doing her best to appear calm, but inside, she was anything but. Tara’s laughter echoed in her ears, her clumsy attempts at the clapping game unexpectedly amusing.
But all Amelia could think about was the way Tara had looked in the bathroom, and the way Amelia seemed to change in that single moment.
She forced herself out of the memory and back into the present.
The sounds around her—laughter, clinking glasses, the steady rhythm of the guitar—felt strangely distant, as though they were reaching her through a pane of glass. The faces around her seemed blurry. Only Tara remained sharp, her every movement pulling at Amelia’s attention, her voice cutting through the haze with each remark, each smile.
Amelia wasn’t sure why it was so hard to focus, why everything felt suddenly off-kilter. She tried to engage, offering a smile here, a comment there, but reality felt oddly hazy, distant even. Everything except her.
And then it happened.
Tara turned, caught Amelia’s eye, and smiled. Amelia panicked and snapped her gaze away. She didn’t notice the skipping rope lying innocently on the ground, patiently waiting for the child who had lost it. Amelia’s feet, however, found it just fine.
For a brief, glorious moment, she teetered like a newborn foal, arms flailing. It seemed possible she might still right herself. And then—of course—gravity stepped in.
Amelia lurched forward and collided with a table stacked with pitchers of lemonade. The impact sent one of the pitchers soaring through the air like a slow-motion catapult, and the crowd collectively held their breath, watching the trajectory of the rogue pitcher. The pitcher arced beautifully before drenching an unsuspecting Solomon in bright yellow liquid.
Amelia stood frozen, her hand gripping the edge of the now-empty table, as lemonade dripped dramatically off Solomon’s bulbous nose.
‘Oh no,’ she whispered, horrified, her voice barely audible over the awkward silence.
‘Hell’s teeth!’ Solomon raged.
‘I wasn’t—I didn’t mean to!’ Amelia stammered, her face burning as she tried to apologise to the dripping man.
The entire island was watching her.
‘I’m such an idiot,’ she muttered, though the words came out more like a squeak. She tried to step back, but her foot landed squarely on the cursed skipping rope again, sending her stumbling backwards.
But she never reached the ground. Amelia looked up to see whose arms she was in, only to see Tara. She had caught her just in time, saving her from what would have been a much more dramatic fall (and probably another table destroyed). Her arms encompassed Amelia with the sort of ease that could only make things worse.
‘Got you,’ Tara murmured, her voice steady and warm, close enough to make Amelia’s pulse do something entirely unhelpful.
Amelia swallowed. ‘I—thank you,’ she whispered, avoiding Tara’s eyes.
Tara didn’t let go immediately. Her fingers lingered on Amelia’s skin, and for a split second, Amelia thought she might just pull her closer. A terrible fantasy gripped Amelia. She stood quickly, practically jumping out of Tara’s grasp.
The crowd behind her erupted into a series of amused chuckles. ‘Next time, aim for the plants, Amelia. At least they’d appreciate the watering!’ a voice called, and the laughter rose even higher. Amelia heard Tara’s distinct laugh join in.
Amelia started walking, her head down, her face burning so hot she could have fried an egg on it. Every step away from the gathering felt like it took an eternity, her mortification hanging over her like a storm cloud.
The voices behind her faded as she moved further away, but Amelia didn’t slow her pace. She needed distance—from the crowd, from Tara, from the whole embarrassing mess she’d just created.
But Tara had jogged up to walk beside her. ‘Amelia, it’s OK,’ Tara said gently.
‘I need a minute, for heaven's sake,’ Amelia snapped.
Tara didn’t say anything. She simply stopped walking. Amelia didn’t. But no matter how far she went, it didn’t seem to matter—she was still stuck with the feeling of Tara’s eyes on her.



Thirty-Four
Tara watched Amelia storm off, her shoulders stiff and her head down. The whole scene had been absurd: Amelia flailing, the lemonade showering an unsuspecting victim, the collective gasp of the crowd. Tara hadn’t meant to laugh. It had just happened.
But the way Amelia had looked at her afterwards... It felt like Tara had kicked a puppy.
‘What is wrong with me?’ Tara muttered under her breath, dragging a hand through her raven hair as she turned away from the path Amelia had disappeared down.
The square was alive with chatter when she returned. People were still buzzing with energy, some of them laughing as they mimicked Amelia’s graceless tumble or swapped exaggerated versions of the story.
But Tara wasn’t laughing now. Her stomach hurt.
But then she realised something. This was an opportunity. She was unleashed and had the perfect cover to ask questions. The application. Plus, everyone had had a day to accept her presence and their current pickle. It was time to dig.
Tara struck up conversations here and there, her questions carefully phrased. A few regarded her like shit on their shoe, but some people were eager to talk about the community’s successes: their self-sufficiency, their traditions, the way they rallied together. It was impressive. Frustratingly impressive.
The pattern repeated itself as she flitted from conversation to conversation. Solhaven was too neat, too wholesome. No one seemed to have a bad word to say, and every thread she tugged unravelled into nothing.
Until she overheard the latter half of a question that stopped her in her tracks.
‘…Harriet’s shed?’ a young woman asked an older lady, her voice low but carrying just enough curiosity to pique Tara’s interest.
Tara lingered near the stall they were browsing, pretending to examine a basket of misshapen potatoes as their conversation unfolded.
‘The one with the blue roof? I suppose she must keep tools in there. Or supplies.’
‘Supplies for what?’ the younger woman asked, her tone full of mischief. ‘It’s not like Harriet ever has anything to do with the workshops or the gardens. And I’ve never seen her go in or out of it.’
‘Well, it must be something practical,’ the older lady said with a shrug, though her tone carried less conviction now. ‘Why else would you keep a shed off the path locked? She must be protecting the children from poking around and getting hurt.’
The younger woman hesitated, glancing around as if checking who might be listening, before leaning closer. ‘What if it’s not tools at all?’ she whispered.
The older lady snorted. ‘What else would it be?’
The younger woman’s lips twitched into a mischievous smile. ‘Harriet’s first husband?’
The older lady gasped, her hand flying to her chest. ‘Now, then! That’s uncalled for!’
‘I’m just saying,’ the younger woman said with a laugh, ‘we never did find his body.’
‘Because the poor man drowned!’ the older lady shot back, her voice rising. ‘He went out to sea, and that was the end of it. You know as well as I do!’
The younger woman laughed harder, clearly enjoying the scandalised reaction.
Tara’s pulse quickened. A locked shed, tucked away and shrouded in mystery. It wasn’t much, but it was something.
And something was precisely what Tara needed right now. Something to chase, something to focus on, something that wasn’t the memory of Amelia’s hurt face.
Her fingers tightened around the basket in front of her as the thrill of the hunt pushed aside everything else. Whatever was in that shed, Tara would find out.



Thirty-Five
Amelia shoved open the door to her home and threw herself into a chair. She sat there for she didn’t know how long, staring into space.
A knock at the door startled her.
Tara.
She jumped up, hoping she wouldn’t be too angry, that she could apologise. But it was Gregory on the threshold.
‘Came to check on you,’ he said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation.
‘I’m fine,’ she said, turning toward the kitchen, her voice tight.
‘Of course you are,’ Gregory said dryly. He leaned on his cane. ‘That’s why you’re standing there looking like someone stole your dinner.’
Amelia snorted, but there was no humour in it. She busied herself with the mugs on the counter, straightening them even though they were already perfectly aligned. ‘Tea?’ she questioned.
‘What’s wrong?’ Gregory asked, ignoring her question.
‘Nothing,’ she said automatically.
‘I saw your accident. Is that what’s upsetting you?’
Amelia froze, her hand on a mug. The silence stretched thin before she finally turned to face him, arms crossed. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, her voice low.
‘I think you do,’ he said. ‘Tell me what it is. That’s part of my job. An ear to bend.’
‘Sometimes… I think there’s something wrong with me,’ she said, the words coming out haltingly, like they might crumble if spoken too clearly.
Gregory frowned, lowering himself into a kitchen chair. The lines on his face deepened. ‘Wrong with you how?’
She sat down opposite him. ‘I don’t know.’ Her fingers twisted together, nails pressing against her skin. ‘Have you ever…’
‘What?’ Gregory asked.
‘Felt like someone was under your skin?’ she asked.
Gregory watched her carefully, his expression unreadable. ‘Who are you talking about?’
‘Tara.’ She bit her lip, shaking her head. ‘No. I don’t know. It’s not just that. When she’s around, I… I feel strange. Off balance. It’s…’ She trailed off, her face burning.
A flash of something like recognition flashed in Gregory’s eyes for the briefest of moments. But then his expression hardened, and his shoulders squared.
‘Amelia,’ he said, his voice low and deliberate. ‘People like her—outsiders—they stir things up. That’s just how it is.’
‘I know, but—’
‘No,’ he cut her off, his voice firm. ‘You’re young, and your head’s all over the place, but this… this is nothing. Don’t let it take root. You’ve got more important things to focus on.’
Amelia looked away, shame and frustration tangling together in her chest. She wanted to argue, to explain what she couldn’t even fully understand herself, but Gregory’s tone made it clear there was no use.
‘And right now,’ Gregory continued, standing slowly, ‘you’ve got a job to do. Tara’s your responsibility while she’s here. You need to find her and bring her back.’
‘Find her?’ Amelia echoed, her voice small.
‘You know the rules,’ Gregory said, his tone growing softer but no less resolute. ‘If Harriet finds her wandering about without you, she’ll go straight to the shack.’
Amelia nodded reluctantly, rising to her feet. She stepped outside, letting the door close behind her. The ache in her chest remained, unspoken and unanswered as she went to look for Tara.



Thirty-Six
Tara’s time had come. She was gonna get in that arsehole Harriet’s shed.
As Solhaven’s answer to Lady Gaga, it was going to be a tricky one slipping away. But she moved slowly and subtly until she found herself at the edge of the square. But she worried that the moment she started on the path, it would be obvious she was leaving. She needed a distraction.
Then her moment came. Some guy started juggling, and the crowd lost its fucking mind with excitement. Tara wondered if he was juggling fire, but no, it was literally just balls. Tara could not conceive of such a low entertainment bar.
Anyway, they were transfixed. Time to go.
The crowd’s laughter and chatter faded behind her. Her heart beat with exhilaration at the prospect of finally cracking this island wide open. It also beat with a fair amount of guilt at what she’d done and was doing to Amelia. She shoved the latter aside. This disturbing growing attachment to her wouldn’t get her anything.
The path narrowed as she walked the beaten path, keeping an eye out for a small building with a blue roof. She found it quicker than she expected to.
It was unremarkable, a weathered wooden structure, its paint faded and peeling, half-concealed by foliage. But the heavy padlock on the door said otherwise. It was huge.
She circled the shed, scanning for a way in. The windows were small, their glass frosted and impenetrable. No cracks or openings presented themselves. Her mind raced with possibility. What could warrant such secrecy?
She grabbed the lock and gave it a shake, testing its sturdiness. The practical voice in her head screamed at her to stop, to walk away—it was just a bloody shed—but she silenced it. She wasn’t here to follow rules; she was here to find answers. And forget that look on Amelia’s face.
The padlock wouldn’t yield, of course. But the latch it was fixed onto might. Tara yanked on the lock, rattling it to fracture the wood. Finally, with a sharp snap, the latch gave way.
The satisfaction was fleeting. ‘Tara!’
Tara whipped around, the colour draining from her face. Amelia stood a few paces away, agog with fury and disbelief.
‘What the devil are you doing?!’ she cried.
For a moment, Tara gave real consideration to saying, ‘It’s not what it looks like.’ After all, Amelia hadn’t seen any television or movies. She might fall for it. Nah.
‘I thought you were supposed to be helping me,’ Amelia went on, her voice trembling now. ‘Not, not… This!’
Before Tara could respond, another voice cut through the tense silence. ‘I told you I saw her leave!’
Tara turned to see Harriet, flanked by a handful of islanders. Their expressions ranged from confusion to outright anger, but Harriet’s face was unreadable—a mask of calm that only heightened Tara’s sense of dread.
‘She was… breaking into the shed,’ Amelia said, her voice quieter now, though no less angry.
Harriet stepped forward, her eyes fixed on Tara. ‘Is this true?’
Tara’s throat felt dry. She nodded, unable to meet Harriet’s gaze. ‘I… I thought…’ She stopped. ‘Screw it. I was trying to see if you had anything in there that I should see. So do what you gotta do.’
Harriet’s lips pressed into a thin line. She turned to the islanders behind her. ‘Take her to the shack. She’ll wait there until the boat arrives tomorrow.’
‘Wait,’ Amelia said, stepping forward. ‘You don’t have to do this. This is my fault. I was the one that left her alone. Maybe she didn’t realise this was wrong, or, or…’ she babbled.
Harriet’s voice remained firm. ‘I told you what would happen if she broke the rules.’ She looked Tara up and down. ‘Mainlanders. You’re animals.’
Amelia’s hands clenched at her sides, but she didn’t argue further. Tara barely registered the islanders’ hands gripping her arms as they led her away.
***
The storage shack was small and dimly lit, its air heavy with the briny scent of seaweed. Tara sank onto a wooden crate, her head in her hands.
‘Great job, Tara,’ she muttered to herself bitterly. ‘Really nailed this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.’
Tara leaned back against the wall, staring at the rotting ceiling. She’d done this mad and stupid thing so that she didn’t have to think about things she didn’t want to think about, hadn’t she?
Well, thinking time was about to become pretty bloody plentiful.



Thirty-Seven
Amelia was sitting in her parents’ kitchen, taken there by Harriet for ‘a talking to by someone you might listen to.’
‘Amelia, we didn’t raise you to get tangled up in something like this,’ said her mother, standing with her hands gripping the back of a kitchen chair like she wished it was Amelia’s neck.
‘I know,’ Amelia replied, contrite.
She couldn’t bring herself to defend Tara despite somehow wanting to. So she was taking it. Her mother’s lecture couldn’t last forever, could it? At some point, she’d have to go to bed.
‘What were you thinking?’ her mother continued. ‘Bringing that woman here?’
‘I was thinking—’
‘I knew she was trouble the moment I laid eyes on her,’ her mother exploded.
Ah, so that had been a rhetorical question.
‘This is exactly why a mainlander has not stepped foot on this island in more than a hundred years.’
Amelia wondered if she should mention Tom. Probably not the time.
‘And now you’ve been the one to break that rule and look! Look at what’s happened! Destruction!’
Amelia was not going to reply that really only a small piece of a door that had been broken. It wouldn’t help matters.
‘What was she doing, anyway!? What was she hoping to steal?’
Amelia didn’t believe it was theft on Tara’s mind, but beyond that, Amelia didn’t know what she was up to. So she wasn’t about to defend Tara on that point. What had she said? Something about finding out if there was something in the shed that she should see? What did that mean?
Why was she even thinking like this anyway? Tara had done wrong and paid the price, just as Amelia had been told she would. It wasn’t the time for curiosity. It was the time for the kind of anger that her mother was currently displaying. If only Amelia had had time to get some real answers out of Tara before Harriet had caught her.
‘Honestly, Amelia. Lately, I keep asking myself if I dropped you on your head as a child,’ her mother declared, breaking into Amelia’s thoughts.
Actually, a good bonk on the head sounded pretty appealing. Smack. Darkness. Mmm, lovely.
***
Many hours later, after Amelia had finally escaped her mother’s rant, she was at home, watching the fire crackle in the hearth. Amelia’s brain, which should have been numb from the longest lecture of her life, whirred and whirred—around Tara and the shed.
The shed. The shed. The shed…
Eventually, she couldn’t take it anymore. The urge was too strong. She put out the fire and left her house. She walked slowly, hoping to come to her senses before it was too late. But no such thing occurred.
When she reached Harriet’s shed, the door had yet to be fixed, though it had a sign saying, ‘KEEP OUT.’
That gave Amelia pause. But ultimately, the damage was already done, in just about every way. Amelia had to know what Tara needed to see. She had broken the rule, gained the anger of an Elder, and, worst of all, made a fool of Amelia. For what? Amelia had to know the truth. Even if she was making the same mistake Tara was.
Amelia opened the door.
At first, she didn’t know what she was looking at. Pipes and tubes bending and curling like strange metal roots, leading to small bulbous copper containers. Amelia didn’t know what to think.
But then, she caught a whiff of the liquid—it had a tangy, sharp scent that reminded her of the drunk man she’d met on the mainland. It smelled like alcohol.
She stepped back, shock coursing through her.
‘I knew I should have nailed it shut,’ a voice said, and Amelia span to see Harriet behind her, looking tired and angry but unsurprised. History was repeating.
But Amelia wasn’t about to take any more lectures. ‘Harriet, what have you been doing?’
‘Don’t speak to me like that—’ Harriet began.
Amelia was oddly uncowed. ‘This is alcohol,’ she spat at the Elder.
‘What are you talking about?’ Harriet said, the words coming out too quickly. ‘It’s nothing, just... I’m making disinfectant. Nothing to get worked up about.’
Amelia’s gaze hardened. ‘Then why is there a drinking glass next to it.’
Harriet didn’t respond right away. Instead, she pushed Amelia deeper into the shed, shutting the door behind her. ‘You didn’t know her, Amelia. Don’t think for a moment you did.’
Harriet’s eyes narrowed. ‘Amelia, go home. This is fine.’
‘Fine?’ Amelia’s voice rose. ‘You have done nothing but tell me about rules my whole life. And here you are, breaking them. For what?’
Harriet shook her head, a bitter laugh escaping her. ‘You think you understand my life because Mabel handed you one responsibility?’
Amelia stared at her. ‘My grandmother would be shocked.’
‘Your grandmother knew all about it. She knew when to turn a blind eye,’ Harriet told her.
‘She knew?! What do you mean?’ Amelia asked, panic rising in her chest.
Harriet’s eyes glinted in the dim light. ‘Don’t ask that unless you want to ruin Solhaven more than you already have.’
Amelia’s breath caught. ‘How—’
‘You’ve already made a mess of things,’ Harriet said, her voice low but hard. ‘So think carefully, Amelia. Do you want to make it worse? Do you really want to destroy everything by ruining me?’
Before Amelia could reply, Harriet turned and opened the door. ‘Come on,’ Harriet said softly, her tone almost pleasant. ‘Let’s get you out of here. You need to spend some time in the shack so you can think about how much worse things could get for you.’



Thirty-Eight
Tara was still sitting in the dark shack, her legs stretched out in front of her as she leaned back against the rough wooden wall, fiddling absentmindedly with a piece of driftwood. She wished she could speak to Amelia. She’d ruined the poor woman’s life. And for what? A bloody shed. But what would Tara be able to say to her? How could she fix this?
Suddenly, the door was thrown open, startling her. Before she could process what was happening, Amelia stumbled inside, and the door slammed shut behind her with a loud crack.
‘What are you doing here?’ Tara asked, shocked her wish had come true so quickly.
Amelia didn’t answer at first, just looked at Tara silently. Tara thought she was about to get reamed out. She welcomed it.
But then Amelia started sobbing.
‘What’s wrong?’ Tara asked, standing and stepping toward Amelia.
Amelia shook her head, voice trembling. ‘I went in Harriet’s shed,’ she said miserably.
Wait, what? After Tara had been thrown in Solhaven’s version of the chokey, Amelia had repeated her mistake? That didn’t make sense.
But another question pressed. ‘What was in there?’ Tara had to ask.
Amelia took a shaky breath. ‘It’s a place to make… alcohol.’
Tara blinked, processing. ‘That’s it?’ she said, disappointed. She’d hoped for a sacrificial altar. Or juicier, some poor Solhaven resident who couldn’t follow the rules, chained up, bony from forced starvation. At the very least, an armoury.
But a boring old booze still?
Amelia met her gaze with a fierceness that took Tara off guard. ‘That’s it?’ You don’t understand,’ she said, her voice rising in frustration. ‘This is a breach of our rules. And she’s an Elder!’
Tara’s mind scrambled to understand Amelia’s upset. But she couldn’t quite understand why it was this big of a deal. It was a pretty small transgression.
But Amelia wasn’t seeing it that way.
‘If Harriet’s breaking the rules, then… I don’t know what else is wrong with this place. What do we even mean?’ Amelia said, blubbing again.
Amelia’s body now shook with the intensity of tears. Tara stepped closer, her gaze never leaving Amelia’s tear-streaked face. ‘I’m sorry. If I hadn’t fucked around with that shed, you wouldn’t have had to find this out.’
Amelia didn’t respond. For a long moment, there was nothing but the sound of Amelia’s tears.
At last, Tara found the strength to do what she really wanted to. She reached out and pulled her into a hug.
It was awkward at first—Tara wasn’t usually big on touching—but then Amelia pressed her face into Tara’s shoulder, her arms wrapping around her like she was clinging to the last thread of something solid.



Thirty-Nine
Amelia’s face was pressed against Tara’s shoulder, and for a moment, it was OK.
Amelia had thought Tara didn’t like to be touched, possibly even hated it. Yet now, as Tara held her, there was a gentleness Amelia hadn’t expected. But it was more than just comforting; it was intense, unsettling, powerful.
Tara shifted slightly, her breath brushing against Amelia’s neck, and Amelia’s heart stuttered in response. The closeness between them was suddenly disorienting.
Amelia tried to adjust her footing, suddenly aware of how tightly she was clinging to Tara, but her boot caught on the edge of a nearby loose plank. She wobbled, her arms flailing as she lost her balance.
‘Oh!’ she gasped, her eyes wide as her legs buckled. In a desperate attempt to steady herself, she grabbed Tara’s arm, but the movement only pulled them both down.
They landed with a heavy thud, Amelia sprawled on top of Tara in a tangle of limbs. Amelia froze, her hands braced awkwardly against Tara’s chest, her face hovering mere inches from Tara’s.
‘Amelia,’ Tara groaned, though her tone was more startled than annoyed. Her hands instinctively gripped Amelia’s waist, steadying her even as they lay in the heap.
‘I—I’m so sorry!’ Amelia stammered, her face burning with mortification. She tried to push herself up, but her movements were clumsy, her balance off, and she ended up pressing closer instead.
Tara let out a breathy laugh, her head falling back against the floor. ‘This day,’ she chuckled.
Amelia’s laugh was nervous, her gaze darting down to Tara’s face. But as their eyes met, the humour of the situation seemed to dissolve, replaced by something heavier. The space between them felt impossibly small, the air thick with a tension that made Amelia’s heart race.
‘I should move,’ Amelia whispered, though she made no effort to do so.
‘Yeah,’ Tara replied, her voice equally soft. But her hands didn’t let go of Amelia’s waist, and her gaze flickered to Amelia’s lips.
Amelia’s pulse thundered in her ears, and before she could think about what she was doing, she leaned forward. It was clumsy and tentative, her lips brushing against Tara’s in the faintest, most fleeting kiss.
Tara’s breath hitched, her body stiffening beneath Amelia’s for a split second. But then Tara kissed her back. The touch of her lips was firmer this time, sending a jolt through Amelia’s entire being.
And then, just as quickly, Tara pulled away. ‘No, wait…’
Amelia scrambled off her, her face hot with embarrassment. ‘That was an accident.’ She wrapped her arms around herself, her stomach twisting. ‘Just another stupid accident.’
Tara sat up, her gaze flickering to Amelia before skittering away again. ‘Yeah.’
Amelia watched as Tara got to her feet. She paused for a moment as if she wanted to say something to Amelia, something about what had happened. But instead, she turned toward the door. ‘I need to get out.’
Amelia sat back on her heels, her mind spinning in a hundred directions. Her world had been in the balance, but a brief press of the lips was tilting it too far. She was losing her grasp of everything that made sense.
Forty
Tara was holding onto the shack door handle, trying to pull it open. She couldn’t stay in here with Amelia and her lips. This was all so bad. Harriet was right. Tara was an animal.
She put her back into the effort, yanking as hard as she could, but the door refused to budge. ‘Fucking thing,’ she muttered to herself.
She gave up and slumped against the door, sliding into a hunch, her head tipping back against the wood.
‘What are you doing?’ Amelia asked quietly.
‘Trying to break the lock. I guess it’s my thing today,’ Tara said, trying to sound cool and casual.
Amelia came to the door. She turned the handle and gave it a push. It swung open easily, and Tara found herself on her back, looking up at the night sky.
‘It was never locked,’ Amelia told her.
Tara stood up in the doorway. ‘What?’
‘I told you, it’s not a prison. You could’ve left anytime.’
Tara turned to leave, feeling silly. ‘If nothing is keeping me here, then I’m leaving,’ Tara said over her shoulder.
But she wasn’t leaving the threshold. She was going to—in a second. She just needed to catch her breath.
‘Where are you going? The boat doesn’t come until tomorrow,’ Amelia pointed out.
Tara turned back to Amelia. ‘Anywhere but here,’ she said, harsher than she intended.
Amelia nodded, crossing her arms and staring at the floor. ‘I don’t blame you. I’d get away from me if I could.’
Tara’s heart skipped at Amelia’s words.
‘You’re not the problem,’ Tara said quickly. ‘I just… don’t want to be here anymore. This whole situation—it’s not what I thought it would be.’
Amelia uncrossed her arms and fixed her gaze on Tara’s face like she was piecing together a puzzle. ‘What did you think it would be?’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Tara snapped, her words sharper than she intended.
‘I want you to tell me if it’s me,’ Amelia said.
‘It’s not you,’ Tara said, too quickly. Too defensively. ‘I—’ She stopped herself, biting down hard on her lip.
Amelia’s eyes narrowed, watching her. She stepped closer, no longer gentle, her tone demanding. ‘Then what is it? And why were you breaking into that shed?’
Tara sighed. She couldn’t lie to Amelia anymore. She deserved the truth. She deserved to know who she’d just kissed. She’d come here to expose the plain, ugly truth, and now it was time to achieve her goal. It was just a shame that it was her plain, ugly truth.
‘I came here to write about Solhaven for a mainland newspaper,’ she said, each word leaving a bitter taste in her mouth. ‘To expose it. To uncover whatever secrets it’s hiding.’
Amelia’s face slid slowly into horrified astonishment. But Tara wasn’t done yet.
‘That’s why I was there when you got mugged. I was tracking you to get a story,’ she finished.
‘You came here to… expose us?’ Amelia whispered, her voice trembling.
Tara nodded. ‘But I didn’t know it would be like this. I didn’t expect to… care about you. I mean, I did care, after that mugger... But it wasn’t… I was trying to help you, but… I was mostly trying to help myself,’ Tara babbled.
Furious acceptance filled Amelia’s face. ‘So that’s it,’ Amelia said, her voice steady despite the hurt that laced each word. ‘You were never here for me. You were just here for your story.’
Tara’s heart cracked at the finality in Amelia’s voice. She opened her mouth to say something, to explain herself. But what was there to say? It was all hollow now.
Still, she had to try. ‘I did want to help with the application,’ Tara said. ‘If I could. And I still don’t know what I think about Solhaven, but I think you’re the most…’ Tara stopped. What the hell was she saying?
Amelia wasn’t hearing her anyway. She was shaking her head, disgusted. ‘You didn’t just come here to write a story. You came here to tear everything down, to make sure no one could live in peace. You made sure I couldn’t know peace.’
Tara reached for her outstretched hand. ‘Amelia, that’s not what I intended—’
But Amelia moved further away, the space between them becoming miles with one step. ‘No,’ she interrupted sharply. ‘No more words from you.’
Tara’s hand dropped. She wanted to fix this, wanted to make it right, but the truth was out now, and there was no way to take it back.
‘You should go,’ Amelia said, her voice broken. ‘That’s what you wanted to do. Please do it.’
Tara felt the weight of those words settle in her stomach. She knew she’d wrecked everything. But she couldn’t bring herself to leave just yet—not without some kind of resolution. Because it wasn’t as simple as Amelia thought, was it? There had been more than cold ambition at work in Tara.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.
Amelia didn’t look at her. She didn’t say anything.
Tara cast one final glance at Amelia. She stood frozen, devastation etched across her face. Tara shook her head at herself and turned towards the door. The sun had long dipped below the horizon, and the biting chill of a Solhaven evening rushed to meet her. She welcomed it, stepping out into the enveloping darkness.



Forty-One
Amelia sat on a crate in the shack, trying to steady the rush of thoughts and emotions that crashed through her like a storm. Everything was unravelling faster than she could handle.
She’d always believed in the rules—rules that had shaped her life, her understanding of Solhaven, and her role in the community. They kept them safe, kept them separate from the outside world. But now, it was all breaking apart before her eyes.
The island might lose its lease. The Elders broke the rules. Solhaven was on the edge, and what did that mean for her? For them all?
But worse than any of it—worse than the uncertainty about the future, worse than the betrayal of her community’s values—was what had happened with Tara. That was the thing that had truly shattered her.
That kiss. The way Tara’s lips had felt against hers, the heat that shot through her body…
She had tried so hard not to do this—to want Tara. She could see now that she’d been doing that from the moment she met her, running around corners in her own mind, only ever a few steps ahead of this feeling.
Because she’d been taught from childhood that there were ways to live and ways not to. But she couldn’t pretend it hadn’t happened. She had kissed Tara. She’d done that.
Tara had shaken everything loose, all the confusion and fear and longing bubbling to the surface to make a mess that was, even by Amelia’s standards, enormous. And she didn’t even care about Amelia. She’d only ever wanted to use her as an entry point. In amongst a lot of hurt, that was a knife in her gut.
Amelia suddenly felt herself move out of her misery and into something different and wonderful. Anger. She clung to it gladly and listened as it spoke to her, telling her that she wasn’t done with Tara. That there was more to say, oh so much more. Amelia had let her off far too easily. She deserved to be screamed at. She deserved every bad word Amelia had learned lately. Maybe she’d even slap her around the face? That might be going a bit far; she’d have to see where the moment took her. But she wasn’t averse to it.
But to do that, she had to leave the shack. When Harriet had put her here, she had told Amelia to wait there until she came back for her. On any day before this one, Amelia would have done precisely that. But what did Harriet’s authority mean anymore?
With a deep breath, Amelia stood, pushing herself off the crate. She walked toward the door, her fingers brushing the rough wood as her heart pounded in her chest. She opened the door and looked out. The island was still. The nearby ocean lapped gently. It felt like the world was holding its breath, waiting for her to decide.
The rules that had been meant to keep her in line had always felt like heavy chains. But now, they felt like paper.
Amelia stepped out of the shed. Lightning didn’t strike.
Her boots crunched against the grass as she walked, ever faster, the urge to find Tara driving her. She had to confront her to understand her lies.
But beneath that was something else. She didn’t just want the truth about Tara’s intentions. She wanted to understand what was happening inside of herself.
Amelia was going to find Tara, and she was going to make her face the consequences of her betrayal. But maybe retribution wasn’t the only thing Amelia was searching for.



Forty-Two
Tara stood on the rocky shore, scanning the horizon. She knew Tom wouldn’t be back until tomorrow. But another night here meant more time stuck in a place that felt like it was closing in on her.
The investigation, the story—it was done. There was nothing to say about this place. She needed to leave, and she was going to. Because when she squinted, she could see a line across the ocean. The mainland. Home. And if she could see it, she could get to it.
She’d left her bag at Amelia’s, but there was nothing precious in it. Just a couple of items of clothing and a notebook with observations that were of no use to her now.
Tara looked down the tiny coastline. It didn’t take long to see what she needed. It was tied to a weathered post. A battered rowboat. Luckily, these guys still fished, or she’d be stuck.
Her pulse quickened as she moved quietly down toward the rowboat, glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching. This was her parting gift to that Harriet woman; proof, if proof was needed, of what a piece of shit Tara was. Because now she was a thief.
She yanked at the rope securing the rowboat. The knot was stiff, but it came loose after a few moments of effort. She pushed the boat into the water, the small craft rocking on the light waves.
She climbed in quickly, feet wet, hands shaking from both the cold and adrenaline. She didn’t care. She was getting the fuck out of here. The oars were small. She gripped them tightly, heart pounding, and started rowing furiously.
The island was soon behind her, its jagged coastline receding with every stroke. She was going to make it.
But as quick as that, the wind picked up, and with it, the water grew choppier. She pushed harder on the oars, working against it, but she was being thrown back the way she’d come.
Her muscles burned with the effort, and the boat rocked unsteadily in the water. The small waves splashed over the side, wetting her legs and shoes further.
Then it came, a big one. It hit the boat hard. The boat lurched violently, the momentum throwing her off balance. She pushed the oars ever harder, and a sharp crack split the air. One of the old oars snapped clean in half.
No, no, no...
She grabbed for the remaining oar, but that tilted the boat. She frantically tried to right herself, throwing herself in the opposite direction. But she was too successful. The boat tipped, hard.
Tara was thrown into the water.
She surfaced quickly, spluttering and coughing, gasping for air. The boat was nowhere to be seen, dragged out of sight by the current. The island loomed. She’d made it only a few hundred metres. But it was just far enough to be unreachable. She swam as hard as she could but could make no progress to the shore.
Tara trod water, her limbs numb with cold and exhaustion. There was no way she was getting back and no way she could signal for help. In trying to leave Solhaven, she had trapped herself here forever. She was going to die here.



Forty-Three
Amelia walked briskly. Her rage had peaked and was now beginning to ebb. That annoyed Amelia to no end. She only hoped it wouldn’t fade entirely before she found Tara.
She’d checked anywhere Tara might be. Amelia couldn’t see Tara knocking on someone’s door so she checked every unoccupied building, the hall, the church, every hut she could find.
But no Tara.
Amelia started to wonder if when Tara said she had to get out of here, she might have meant it in the larger sense. She wouldn’t be silly enough to try and get off the island tonight, would she?
Amelia went down to the dock. She was pretty sure there was no point. What could Tara have done without Tom and his vessel? But when she got there and looked out, she did see something in the sea. A little way down the coast, an old rowboat was out there, bashing about on the waves. But there was no one in it.
Amelia felt panic flood through her.
The sun was long gone, but the moon was bright, and as Amelia scanned the water, she saw it reflect off something in the water. A figure struggling against the waves, frantic in the water.
Amelia’s heart raced as she turned on her heel and sprinted back toward the village. Reaching the bell tower, she grabbed the rope and tugged hard, the loud toll of the bell ringing out across the village.
The first person she saw was Morris, the postman, his head popping out of his front door nearby. ‘What’s the to-do?’ he called over.
Amelia didn’t hesitate. ‘Tara’s out there,’ she said, her voice sharp with urgency. ‘She’s in trouble. We need help, now!’
The alarm raised, Amelia turned back, sprinting down to the shoreline, tearing off her coat. The frigid water slammed into her legs as she waded in, and then she dove, the cold shocking her lungs. Amelia was a strong swimmer, but the current was punishing, dragging her down and away with every stroke.
But she wouldn’t give up. She pushed with everything in her.
She reached Tara just as the woman was going under. Amelia lunged, grabbing Tara’s arm and pulling her upward. Tara coughed and sputtered, her panicked eyes locking onto Amelia’s.
‘I’ve got you!’ Amelia shouted, though her voice barely carried over the roar of the waves.
She wrapped an arm around Tara’s chest and kicked hard, trying to propel them back toward shore. But the tide was merciless, dragging them farther out. Amelia’s muscles screamed with the effort of holding Tara above water, her strength fading.
They weren’t going to make it.
Then, out of the foggy dusk, voices called out. Shapes appeared on the shore—Solhaven’s residents answered the bell. They moved swiftly, improvising a rescue. Two islanders waded in with a rope tied to a sturdy log while others anchored it from the rocks.
‘Hold on!’ someone yelled, their voice cutting through the chaos.
The rope splashed into the water, landing just within reach. With a final surge of strength, Amelia grabbed it and wrapped it around Tara’s arm, securing her first. The islanders pulled, hauling Tara toward the shore as she sagged, barely conscious.
Amelia clung to the rope, but her strength gave out. She felt herself slipping beneath the waves. Just as darkness threatened to take her, strong hands gripped her arms, dragging her out of the freezing water.
When she hit the rocky shore, the cold air felt like fire against her skin. She gasped for breath, rolling onto her back as Solhaven’s residents swarmed around, ensuring both she and Tara were safe.
Amelia saw Harriet watching from a distance. Amelia would have assumed she’d see anger on the Elder’s face at the two escapees. But she looked afraid, worried.
Tara lay a few feet away, pale and shaking but alive. Amelia crawled over, her body trembling from exertion and cold, and checked for signs of life. Tara’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused but aware.
‘You... you saved me,’ Tara croaked, her voice hoarse.
Amelia nodded, her voice lost in the swirl of exhaustion and relief. Around them, the residents moved as one, wrapping both women in blankets.
The strength of the community she had questioned had saved them both. Solhaven had answered her call.



Forty-Four
Tara sat in front of Ameila’s crackling fire, wrapped in a blanket. It had been about an hour since she’d been deposited here to recover. She could feel life and warmth returning to her body.
Amelia sat nearby, her arms crossed. She was glaring at the fire. She hadn’t spoken a word to her since they’d arrived.
‘How are you feeling?’ Tara asked, breaking the silence at last.
Amelia span to her. ‘How am I feeling? Furious is how I’m feeling. What the devil did you think you were doing? You could have drowned!’ she demanded. She’d been waiting for her moment to explode.
Tara flinched at the truth of it. She really had almost died. ‘I thought I could get home,’ she said, her head dipped low.
Amelia’s expression darkened. ‘Well, you didn’t make it, did you?’ Her tone was sharper than Tara might have expected. But maybe sympathy was a big ask right now. ‘You truly thought you could do it alone? Out there, in that sea? At night?!’
‘In my defence, I did start out in a boat,’ Tara said weakly.
‘Do you think this is funny?’ Amelia asked. ‘I could have died with you!’
Tara managed to meet her eye. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’
Amelia’s gaze softened, but only slightly. ‘You could have just waited for Tom. I don’t understand what the rush was.’
‘I was… ashamed,’ Tara admitted.
Amelia frowned, her gaze narrowing slightly as she took in Tara’s words. Tara could see the confusion and frustration in her. She didn’t understand Tara’s shame. How could she? Amelia had made mistakes—Tara was one of them—but she’d never done anything truly wrong. The kind of wrong you couldn’t take back. That would be alien to someone like Amelia. She was goodness itself.
There was a long pause before Amelia spoke again, her voice quieter now, as if she were talking to herself more than to Tara. ‘You were so sure of it, weren’t you?’
‘What?’ Tara asked, confused.
‘That there had to be evil lurking here. You didn’t even attempt to see this place for what it is.’
Tara’s stomach twisted at the accusation that she couldn’t deny.
‘I didn’t think it was evil, necessarily,’ Tara said. ‘I didn’t know what it was. No one does.’
‘But we gave you the opportunity to find out,’ Amelia pointed out. ‘A trust no one has ever had. And you broke me—It!’ she corrected quickly.
Tara blinked. ‘I broke you?’
‘You broke IT,’ she repeated, flushing.
‘I’m sorry,’ Tara said again. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you.’
‘I wish I’d never met you,’ Amelia said, slumping into a chair, exhausted.
Tara nodded. That was fair.
‘You’ve wrecked my life,’ Amelia muttered.
Again, fair.
‘I’ll never recover from this,’ she added.
There, Tara had to object. ‘I think you will,’ Tara said.
‘No, I won’t. I can’t. I don’t know what to do now.’
‘I’ll be gone tomorrow. I won’t be able to wreak any further havoc on Solhaven,’ Tara assured her.
‘It’s too late. You can’t take it back. Neither of us can.’
Tara watched Amelia carefully, starting to wonder if they were talking about the same thing. ‘I know my list of crimes, but what exactly is the thing neither of us can’t take back?’
Amelia turned to look at her. ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know.’
Tara thought maybe she did. But she didn’t want to be careless about it. ‘OK, Amelia. I won’t,’ she said thoughtfully.
‘Uggh!’ Amelia exclaimed and jumped up. ‘I’ve had enough of this!’
‘What?’
‘You! You’re just…’
Tara waited, but Amelia didn’t finish the thought. ‘I’ve got plates to clean,’ she announced suddenly and left the room.
Tara didn’t know how to react. But suddenly, her near drowning didn’t scare her as much as the woman in the kitchen, angrily scrubbing plates.



Forty-Five
Amelia finished scrubbing the plates. Then she dried them. Once that was done, she took a good look around. Nothing else to do in the kitchen.
She went quietly into the living room, careful to avoid Tara’s sharp blue eyes, on the lookout for a job. Oh, look! Her knitting bag. It was long overdue a sorting out. Amelia sat down and stared into the pleasing mess.
She could feel Tara watching her. But Amelia refused to look at her. If she could find enough busy work to last until the boat arrived tomorrow, maybe she’d never have to speak another word to the wretched woman.
‘Amelia,’ Tara said.
Amelia didn’t respond, though her hands did pause briefly before continuing their work, winding loose threads into neat balls.
‘What do you want to take back?’ Tara asked her.
Amelia’s jaw tightened.
‘Amelia, I know you can hear me.’
Amelia dropped the ball she’d been working on. ‘Stop it!’
‘Stop what?’ Tara asked with infuriating innocence. As if she didn’t know.
‘Haven’t you ruined my life enough?’ Amelia demanded.
‘But I haven’t ruined Solhaven,’ Tara said. ‘Have I? I mean, I’m a mainlander, and all I’ve done is conform to the expectations of that. If anything, I’ve probably strengthened the place. You should have an annual festival where I’m scapegoated. You could burn an effigy of me,’ she said dryly, getting back to her old self far too quickly.
Only an hour after nearly drowning and making jokes. Incredible. Well, Amelia wasn’t laughing.
‘You were supposed to help us,’ Amelia barked at her. ‘And while I’ve been pinning all my hopes on you, I’ve wasted days that I could have been writing the lease application.’
‘I did mean to help you with that,’ Tara said, her face serious again. ‘And I still could. I’ve been here long enough to see that it’s not what I thought. It’s not some mad cult. It’s just... it’s just a place. A place full of people trying to live.’
‘Why would it be anything else?’ Amelia demanded.
Tara took a long, deep sigh. ‘I suppose I just thought…’
‘What?’
‘That’s there’s no such thing as real community,’ Tara admitted.
‘That’s incredibly sad,’ Amelia told her without any sympathy. 
‘I am sad, Amelia,’ Tara admitted without defensiveness. ‘I’m a very sad person when I stop moving. Which is why I never stop. That’s exactly the reason I broke that lock. To keep going. It’s why I nearly drowned myself.’
Amelia blinked, the rawness of Tara’s confession unsettling her. She wasn’t ready to feel the full weight of it. Not yet. ‘If you think I’m going to feel sorry for you…’
Tara laughed sharply. ‘Of course I don’t. I can’t walk us back to where we were. I know that. I’ve fucked this so far past the point of no return, I’m almost impressed with my own self-destructiveness.’
‘You’re being very…’ Amelia searched for the right word for it.
‘Self-aware?’ Tara supplied. ‘Yeah. Nearly dying will wake you up like that.’ She stared into the fire. ‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe I did want to break this place. Because I was jealous. You all act like life can be simple if you want it to be, and I’ve never had a simple life for even a minute.’
‘No one ever said life could be simple,’ Amelia corrected her. ‘We’re not simple people. We just live simply.’
Tara nodded. ‘I know,’ she said, embarrassed.
Amelia’s anger lept up again. ‘Suddenly, it’s clear?’
Tara nodded. ‘Yes. Because I’m looking at you, and I can see... I don’t know how I missed it before.’
Amelia frowned. ‘Missed what?’
Tara looked at her in utter consternation. ‘You’re the most complicated person I think I’ve ever met.’
The comment made Amelia feel like someone had hit her on the head with a frying pan. ‘That can’t possibly be true,’ she said, flustered.
‘It is. I can never predict a thing you’ll do or say,’ Tara confessed.
‘That sounds exhausting,’ Amelia said honestly.
‘It’s not.’ Tara cleared her throat nervously. ‘It’s wonderful.’
Amelia told herself to put down the knitting needle before she accidentally poked her eye out with it. She was completely discombobulated, and madder things had happened lately when she was flustered.
‘I never ever thought you’d kiss me. I couldn’t have imagined that in a million years,’ Tara said.
There it was. The kiss. Spoken of.
‘Neither could I,’ Amelia admitted quietly.
‘But you did it,’ Tara said, the corners of her mouth lifting ever so slowly.
‘Yes, and I shouldn’t have,’ Amelia said quickly.
‘Why not?’ Tara asked.
Amelia looked at Tara and laughed. ‘Why not? Lots of reasons. But chief among them, the moment I did it, you ran off and tried to drown yourself.’
‘That’s not exactly what…’
‘Anyway, it’s not for Solhaven,’ Amelia said, looking back down at the knitting bag. There had to be more to do in there.
Tara frowned. ‘What isn’t?’
Amelia sighed and looked up. ‘That. It’s a mainlander thing. Like the smartphone. I don’t know what possessed me.’
Tara cocked her head. ‘Oh, Amelia…’
‘Don’t.’
‘Don’t what?’
‘I can hear you starting to take that tone. That, “Amelia, you naïve Solhaven twit” tone.’
Tara looked appalled. ‘I wasn’t going to—’
‘You don’t know what my life is,’ Amelia told her flatly.
Tara opened her mouth to say something and then seemed to think better of it, closing it again. Amelia thought she was safe. But then the mouth opened again. ‘I know you never loved your husband,’ she said quickly.
Amelia sat bolt upright in her chair. ‘How dare you! I did!’
Tara shook her head. ‘Not like that. And I also know you’ve been a widow for a long time and that there’s plenty of men on this island who’d take a run at someone as beautiful as you. You’d be remarried by now if it’s what you wanted. Ten times over.’
Amelia could feel herself passing some sort of line. Maybe her last line. ‘What are you trying to say?’
Tara sighed. ‘I should shut up now.’
‘No, go on, say it,’ Amelia instructed her. ‘Tell me all about how I feel. Tell me how I closed my eyes and waited for it to be over with him. Tell me how I was a little relieved when he died because at least I’d never have to do it again. Tell me how something changed in me when I went to the mainland and met you. Tell me how I suddenly understood the way the women talk about their husbands. Tell me how I never wanted anyone the way I want you.’
Amelia gasped and put her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock at her own admission.
Tara shifted on the chair, throwing the blankets aside. She rose slowly, her movements cautious as though any sudden gesture might shatter the fragile moment. She moved toward Amelia and knelt in front of her. ‘I don’t want to tell you how you feel,’ Tara said softly, her voice carrying a tenderness Amelia wasn’t sure she could bear.
Amelia’s chest heaved. ‘I don’t even know what I’m saying. You shouldn’t listen to me,’ she said and covered her mouth again, hoping it wouldn’t say any more stupid things.
‘I could listen to you all day,’ Tara admitted with a small smile.
Amelia’s hand dropped slowly from her mouth, and she looked into Tara’s eyes, searching for something—an answer, a reason, a way to make sense of what she had just said.
Tara’s smile faded, her expression shifting. ‘I didn’t mean for this to happen,’ she said, her voice unsteady. She glanced down, unable to hold Amelia’s eyes. ‘And If I’d been honest with myself—if I’d accepted how I was starting to feel—I wouldn’t have come to the island. It was never my intention to make anything happen between us. I wouldn’t have wanted to open this Pandora’s box for you…’
Amelia stared, her mind spinning. ‘How you were starting to feel?’ she asked, the single word heavy with disbelief.
Tara’s gaze flicked up, surprised. ‘Yes, of course.’
‘I thought… I thought this was just me. That I was the one…’ Amelia stuttered.
‘It’s not just you,’ Tara said, her voice soft but insistent. ‘You can’t see that?’
‘See what?’ Amelia asked.
‘That I’m falling in love with you,’ Tara said with imaginable sadness in her beautiful blue eyes.
Amelia couldn’t answer. She couldn’t speak. All she could do was feel the unbearable heat between them. And when she finally closed the distance, pressing her lips to Tara’s, it was like being set alight.
Tara’s hands slid into Amelia’s hair, pulling her closer as though the space between them was intolerable. Amelia’s knitting bag toppled to the floor, forgotten, as her hands found Tara’s waist, clutching at her like she was the only thing keeping her grounded.
For a moment, there was nothing else but the heat of Tara’s mouth and the wild, thrilling sensation of getting exactly what she wanted.



Forty-Six
Tara’s lips tingled and her heart raced in a chaotic rhythm as she pulled back slightly, just enough to see Amelia’s face. The glow of the fire painted Amelia’s features in soft, golden light, her large, dark eyes reflecting the flames.
Amelia’s hand was still on her chest, her touch so light and tentative it was almost unbearable. Tara’s body was urging her to do something they’d never come back from if they already hadn’t crossed that line.
What am I doing? The thought cut through Tara like a shard of glass. This was reckless—selfish, actually. Every kiss felt like a deeper plunge into something that could only end in disaster. Because whatever connection they’d found in this moment couldn’t last.
Tara cared about Amelia too much to keep touching her this way. She would only hurt them both. She knew she already had in so many ways. She couldn’t add another.
‘Tara?’ Amelia’s voice was quiet, uncertain.
Tara closed her eyes for a moment, swallowing the lump rising in her throat. ‘Amelia, I need to stop this. Before I take it too far. And if I kiss you again, I won’t have the strength to stop.’
‘Why do we have to stop?’ Amelia’s voice trembled at the edges.
Tara shook her head, pulling back even as every part of her screamed to stay. ‘Because I’m not staying, Amelia. And you’re not leaving.’
Amelia’s brows knitted, her lips parting as though she wanted to argue, but Tara pressed on before she could. ‘I’ll only hurt you. Or you’ll hurt me.’
Amelia’s hand drifted up to cup Tara’s face, her touch impossibly warm against skin that suddenly felt cold. ‘Maybe we don’t have to,’ she said softly, her gaze searching Tara’s. ‘Maybe we could…’ Amelia stopped there, unable to vocalise what it was she wanted.
‘You said that you wished you’d never met me. And you're right to feel that way. All I’ve done is bring chaos to your life. Because I’m… a shit.’
‘You’re not that,’ Amelia said.
‘You said as much.’
‘There’s more to you than what you’ve done wrong.’
‘You barely know me,’ Tara said.
‘I know you enough to know that you’re scared,’ Amelia said, her voice quiet but firm.
The words hit her harder than they should have. ‘Of course I’m scared,’ she said, her voice cracking.
Amelia’s eyes widened, but she didn’t look away. Instead, she leaned in closer, her forehead brushing against Tara’s. ‘What if we could be together? What if—’
‘We can’t,’ Tara interrupted, her voice sharp and trembling at the same time. She pulled back just enough to meet Amelia’s gaze, her eyes bright with unshed tears. ‘I’m so sorry I couldn’t keep my distance. I’ve clearly lost my mind, letting myself kiss you like this.’
Amelia hesitated. ‘Kissing me is losing your mind?’
‘Kissing you is the loveliest…’ Tara stopped. She reached up, covering Amelia’s hand with her own, holding it in place for one agonising moment. ‘But this is doomed. Right?’
Amelia sighed. It was an answer.
‘I’m sorry,’ Tara said. The word was losing its meaning.  
‘What for this time?’ Amelia asked with a wry yet sad smile.
‘For all this. For coming here. For screwing everything up. For…’ Tara left it there, finally out of words.
Amelia’s fingers curled against Tara’s cheek. ‘I wish I really was sorry I met you. But that was a lie.’ She dropped her hand and stood, rushing from the room.
Tara stayed in the dim light of the living room, the silence heavy around her. She couldn’t bring herself to move, not yet. Her fingers pressed against her lips, still warm from where Amelia’s had been.
She replayed the moment over and over, each word, each touch, trying to commit it to memory. It wasn’t enough. It occurred to her that if she were to walk into Amelia’s bedroom right this second, she would almost certainly be welcomed. Because Amelia wanted Tara as much as Tara wanted Amelia.
But Tara was done being selfish.
There had to be something she could do, something to make up for what she’d broken. She might not be able to fix everything between her and Amelia. That was complicated beyond belief. But she could do something for her. She could keep her promise.
Taking a deep breath, Tara went to her bag and pulled out an A4 pad. It was time to go to work.



Forty-Seven
Amelia woke with a start, her mind foggy from the restless sleep that had barely afforded her any relief. Her body also ached from her impromptu night swim. She felt terrible in mind, body, and spirit.
Rising from her bed, she rubbed her eyes, her thoughts disjointed. She dressed quickly and headed to the living room. She hesitated in the doorway, her heart thumping as she readied herself to see Tara.
But she wasn’t how Amelia expected to find her. She was slumped in one of the old armchairs, her body folded awkwardly against the worn cushions. She looked fragile in the pale light—her usually sharp features softened in sleep, her sleek hair in a wild tangle. Her head rested on her arm, the other draped over a notebook and pen. Loose pages surrounded her feet, scribbled over with quick, slanted handwriting.
Carefully, she picked up one of the sheets that had drifted to the floor. The heading caught her attention immediately:
Sustainability of Solhaven: Lessons for the Mainland.
She gasped, her eyes darting over the words. It was the application Tara had promised to write.
Gathering the pages into their numbered order, she began to read. The words were thorough and deeply considered, outlining not only the practicalities of Solhaven’s sustainable practices but also the immense value those practices could provide to the mainland. Tara’s words detailed the island’s innovative use of natural resources, its near-total independence from modern infrastructure, and the unique seaweed farming techniques that could be adopted on the mainland.
More than the data, however, Tara had captured something intangible yet undeniable: the soul of Solhaven. She had written about the people, their unshakeable sense of community, and the way their survival was built on mutual care and cooperation. It was all there, tied together with a compelling argument for Solhaven as a model for a sustainable future—a resource, Tara said, that no government with an eye on its public image or the planet's wellbeing could afford to dismiss.
Amelia’s fingers trembled as she turned the pages, her disbelief giving way to awe. Tara hadn’t just made the case for Solhaven; she had made it undeniable. No one reading this would question the island’s value or the necessity of its continued existence.
But more than that, the lines were alive with an understanding Amelia hadn’t expected from Tara. She had seen the island for what it was.
Amelia felt a sting behind her eyes and quickly wiped them, looking at Tara, fast asleep. After everything, after almost dying last night, she had given what little energy she had left to this. To saving Solhaven. To saving Amelia.
Tara stirred, a faint groan escaping her lips. Amelia froze as Tara blinked herself awake, groggy and disoriented. Her eyes darted around before landing on Amelia.
‘Morning,’ Tara said hoarsely, nervously.
Amelia couldn’t help the faint smile on her lips. ‘Morning.’
Tara glanced at the papers Amelia held. Her posture stiffened, panic flickering across her face. ‘You were reading it,’ she said, her tone almost defensive.
‘I was,’ Amelia admitted.
Tara straightened in the chair, brushing her hair from her face. ‘I wasn’t going to show you yet. It’s a first draft—’
‘It’s good,’ Amelia said, cutting through Tara’s self-doubt. ‘You’ve… done what I couldn’t. It’s from a mainlander’s eyes and it says things I could have never said about this place. It says… well. Everything.’
Tara stared at her, the words seemingly catching her off guard. Her expression softened, and she let out a shaky breath. ‘I’ll need to type it up and take it to Geraldine when I get back. There’s still—’
‘It’s enough,’ Amelia interrupted, her tone resolute. ‘It’s all I could have hoped for. Thank you, Tara.’
For a moment, silence settled between them, heavy with meaning. Then Amelia broke it, gesturing toward the window, where the first rays of daylight illuminated the room. ‘I should get moving soon. People will be at the shack, packing up the seaweed for the boat. I’m supposed to be with them.’
Tara blinked, still shaken, but her voice was steady as she asked, ‘Can I help?’
‘If you want to,’ Amelia said.
‘I do,’ Tara replied simply.
‘Well, I’ll go on ahead. You join us when you’re ready. You know the way, don’t you?’
Tara nodded. ‘I do, indeed,’ she said with a small smile.
Amelia headed for the door and walked out into the sunshine.
But she stopped there, finding herself turning to look into the window. She could see Tara standing up and stretching out her night in the chair. Amelia stared at her, watching the lips she had kissed. The face she’d held. The eyes she’d been intoxicated by. She was simply the most beautiful person in the whole wide world. Amelia didn’t care if she had barely seen any of it. If she’d seen a million faces, there couldn’t be a better one.
She wished…
But Tara had it right. It was only a fantasy.
Tara would be gone in a few short hours, and that was for the best. Amelia was sure of it.
But as she turned and headed toward the shack, she felt her heart cracking open, spilling a quiet ache she knew she would carry with her long after the boat left the shore.



Forty-Eight
Tara winced as she hefted another bundle of seaweed onto the pile, her arms burning from the effort. Her shirt clung to her back, damp from exertion, and the sharp tang of brine mixed with the earthy scent of the shack she knew a little too well now.
The shack, no longer a place of menace under the daylight, thrummed with quiet, purposeful activity. Residents worked in synchronicity, their boots scuffing on the dirt floor, crates thudding softly as they were filled, and voices murmuring instructions.
But no one was talking about her crime. They were being nice. It was freaking Tara out.
‘How’re you holding up, Tara?’ a man asked, his voice rough but kind as he passed her with a crate of seaweed. She thought his name was Finn.
‘I’m fine, thanks,’ she said, offering him a quick smile.
Another woman—Mary?—her hands stained green from the seaweed, called over, ‘Gave us all a scare!’
‘Yeah, I owe you all one for pulling me out,’ Tara said, her voice sincere. She recognised a few of them now from the faces that had hovered over her when she’d lay there sputtering like a beached whale.
‘You owe us nothing,’ Mary replied with a grin. ‘You’re up and working now. That’s what counts.’
A chorus of murmured agreements rippled through the shed, and Tara felt simultaneously warmed and unsettled by it. The islanders’ easy camaraderie left her feeling both welcomed and painfully aware of how much she didn’t deserve it.
‘I’m sorry you had to do that for me, after what I did,’ she said to Finn.
‘Oh, that, yes,’ Finn said awkwardly. ‘Well, it wasn’t good. But there are worse crimes, I think.’
‘Are there?’ Tara asked.
He nodded. ‘Amelia told us you’d been through enough. That you just made a mistake and, at the end of the day, you’re a good soul who’s trying to help. I’m inclined to agree. I was partial to the odd shenanigan in my youth. I once climbed a tree and fell right through the vicar’s roof!’
Tara was touched beyond belief that Amelia had gone to bat for her with the island. Not only that, but that she had forgiven her. She’d meant what she said. ‘There’s more to you than what you’ve done wrong.’
‘I’ve written the lease application, and it will be delivered as soon as I get back,’ she vowed to Finn.
‘We know, and we thank you,’ Finn said with a smile.
‘I hope it’s enough.’
He shrugged. ‘The weight of Solhaven cannot land solely on you. But fingers crossed,’ Finn smiled and went back to his work.
Tara turned to see Amelia standing on the other side of the shack, her sleeves rolled up, hair tied back, and a faint sheen of sweat catching the light. She moved with an efficiency that Tara envied, hefting bundles of seaweed like they weighed nothing. Every motion seemed effortless, her strength woven into the grace with which she navigated the space. The set of Amelia’s shoulders, the focused line of her jaw, the way her hands handled the heavy bundles with ease.
Good god, she was hot.
Tara’s distraction cost her. The ropes in her hands slipped, and the seaweed fell with a wet thud at her feet.
‘You’re gripping it wrong,’ Amelia said, suddenly beside her.
Tara was startled, her cheeks heating at being caught off guard. Amelia crouched and lifted the fallen bundle.
‘Hold it like this,’ Amelia said, stepping closer.
She adjusted Tara’s grip, her fingers brushing Tara’s briefly. The touch was fleeting, but it sent a spark down Tara’s spine.
‘Got it,’ Tara mumbled, her voice lower than she intended.
Amelia’s eyes flicked up to hers, holding her gaze for just a moment too long.
‘Good,’ Amelia said finally, stepping back, though her expression was unreadable.
Tara exhaled, suddenly aware of the tension coiled in her shoulders. She busied herself with the bundle, trying to focus, but her senses stayed attuned to Amelia—her voice cutting through the din as she gave instructions, the occasional sound of her laugh as she bantered with the others.
Amelia approached again, this time with a cup of water in hand. She gave it to Tara without a word, her fingers brushing hers once more.
‘Thanks,’ Tara said, her voice tight. She took a long drink, the cool water soothing her dry throat.
‘You’re doing better than last time,’ Amelia said with a slight smirk.
‘High praise,’ Tara replied, arching an eyebrow.
Amelia’s smirk deepened, but there was something softer in her gaze, something that made Tara’s pulse quicken.
‘You’re trying,’ Amelia said simply, her tone matter-of-fact. ‘That counts for something.’
Tara wanted to push back, to say something clever or deflect the vulnerability creeping into her chest. Instead, she nodded, the weight of Amelia’s gaze grounding her in a way she wasn’t used to.
As the morning wore on, they continued to work side by side. The moments of closeness—Amelia’s hand briefly steadying Tara’s arm as they lifted a particularly heavy crate, their shoulders brushing as they passed—seemed to linger, leaving Tara hyperaware of every small interaction.
By the time the last of the seaweed was packed, Tara’s arms were trembling with a combination of fatigue and sexual tension. Packing wet seaweed with your crush put the gym to shame.
But Amelia looked like she was barely breaking a sweat. She had a strength in her that took a while to see. But it was there. Tara was only just getting to see who she was.
Tara wished… What did she wish? It was absurd to even imagine. This was Amelia’s home. She wouldn’t leave it. And what was the alternative? That Tara moved her life here to attempt to romance Amelia and scandalise Solhaven as its first out lesbian? Laughable.
So why was Tara’s mind searching for any kind of way it could work?
‘Hey, the boat doesn’t come for an hour. Would you come back to mine for some lunch?’ Amelia said.
This was it, the last few moments of Amelia. Tara would take them.



Forty-Nine
Amelia sat at the head of the table, her chair slightly angled so she could look at Tara without making it too obvious. Across from her, Tara poked at the food on her plate, the prongs of her fork dragging lines through but never lifting a bite to her mouth.
Amelia took a sip of her tea, the cup warm in her hands. She wanted to say something—anything—to shatter the silence between them, but the words stuck in her throat.
‘This is good,’ Tara said quietly. 
‘You haven’t touched it,’ Amelia felt compelled to point out.
Tara sighed. ‘Sorry. I guess I’m just feeling a little weird about the trip home.’
Amelia nodded. ‘Yes, of course. After last night… But I promise you, you’ll be safe.’
Tara glanced at Amelia and then looked back at her plate. ‘I’m not concerned about the trip itself. That’s not what I’m feeling weird about.’
Amelia wanted to say something to that. But her mind did not offer anything sensible, so she simply nodded and went back to eating.
They lapsed into silence again. The only sounds were the occasional scrape of a fork against a plate and the creak of wood as one of them shifted in their chair. The unspoken tension between them was almost unbearable.
‘I want to tell you something,’ Tara said suddenly, breaking the quiet.
Amelia’s eyes flicked up. ‘What?’
Tara looked oddly frightened. ‘Something I didn’t put in my application draft. Because Geraldine doesn’t need to know it. But you might.’
Amelia waited for her words with anxiety.
‘Solhaven,’ Tara said, leaning back in her chair. Her gaze was steady, searching Amelia’s face. ‘It’s not perfect, and it’s not this magical paradise either. It’s not as bad as I feared, but it’s not as good as you want it to be.’
Amelia flinched inwardly but forced herself to remain still. ‘If this is about Harriet’s alcohol, I’ve decided… I have to let that go. Nothing has changed. Solhaven still means something.’
‘It’s not about that. This place, Amelia,’ Tara continued, her voice quieter now, almost tender, ‘it’s just another place with its own set of problems. And I think… I think you know that.’
Amelia wanted to argue, to defend Solhaven, to insist that it was better than Tara was saying. But the words wouldn’t come. Because it was all true.
But it didn’t change anything.
‘It’s home,’ Amelia said finally.
Tara tilted her head, studying her. ‘But is it enough?’ she asked softly. ‘Is it enough to stay here forever, to keep living in a place that’s stuck in time? A place that refuses to change because it’s afraid to?’
Amelia had no words. She’d never thought about leaving Solhaven—never let herself think about it.
‘Do you want to stay here forever?’ Tara pressed. ‘If you do, I’ll shut up. But I have to ask. I’m sorry about that. If I don’t, I’ll regret it. More than I’d regret being rejected, I think.’
Amelia’s hands trembled. She didn’t know what she wanted anymore.
‘I have to be here,’ she said finally, with exhaustion.
Tara nodded slowly. ‘OK, then.’ She didn’t press further, didn’t try to fill the silence with more questions or accusations.
The sound of a boat’s horn in the distance broke the stillness, signalling that it was time for Tara to go. Amelia rose mechanically, her movements stiff as she cleared the plates and carried them to the sink. Tara stood as well, shrugging into her coat, her expression unreadable.
‘Thanks for the lunch,’ Tara said, picking up her bag.
Amelia nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She followed Tara to the door, her heart pounding.
Tara paused in the doorway, turning to face her. ‘I’ll never forget this.’
‘I don’t suppose you will,’ Amelia said, trying to keep things breezy. ‘It’s not every day you’re the first new person to set foot in a place like Solhaven.’
‘That’s not what I meant,’ Tara told her. She leaned forward and kissed her cheek. The sensation was like a lightning bolt. ‘Goodbye, Amelia,’ she said softly.
‘Goodbye, Tara,’ Amelia said, and she was glad her voice remained steady. The lump in her throat had been kept at bay.
Tara turned and walked away, the sound of her boots fading as she disappeared. Amelia closed the door slowly, leaning against it as her knees threatened to buckle.



Fifty
Tara's feet felt leaden as she walked down the path. She’d given it one last try. But in the end, there was only a door closing behind her.
The village was lively as she made her way to the docks. Residents bustled about with their daily tasks, a quiet industriousness that didn’t falter at the sight of her.
‘Leaving so soon, Tara?’ an older woman asked, her arms laden with baskets of freshly washed greens.
Tara smiled tightly. ‘I’ve done what I needed to do here.’
The woman hummed, her expression knowing in that frustratingly cryptic way Tara had come to associate with Solhaven. ‘Safe journey, then.’
‘Thanks,’ she said, turning. She could see the trawler’s tall mast visible between the houses. But Tom would wait for her, wouldn’t he? If there was one last thing to do. ‘Oh, which house is Harriet’s?’ she asked the woman.
She pointed at the house. ‘She expecting you?’
Tara grinned. ‘I wouldn’t have thought so.’
***
Harriet’s house stood on the edge of the village, a low, weathered building with wide windows. The door was ajar.
Tara popped her head through to find Harriet sitting at a workbench, her back to the door, focused on the delicate mechanism of a clock she was repairing.
‘Harriet,’ Tara said, her voice sharper than she intended.
Harriet glanced over her shoulder, her brow furrowing slightly. ‘Tara. Shouldn’t you be on your way?’
‘I’ve got a minute,’ Tara replied, crossing her arms. ‘I wanted to talk to you.’
‘Say your piece, then,’ Harriet said, crossing her arms.
It was as close to an invitation as Tara would get, and she took it, walking in. Harriet motioned to a chair, but Tara remained standing.
‘I want you to know I’ll do exactly what I promised to do. I’ll do what I can to make sure you can keep your island.’
Harriet’s expression didn’t change, though a flicker of something—relief, perhaps—crossed her eyes. ‘Why?’
Tara paused, unsure.
‘You didn’t come here to help us. That was plain,’ Harriet went on.
‘That’s true. I didn’t. I came here to exploit you. To write a story about the weird little island no one’s ever been to. To sell that story.’
Harriet laughed without mirth. ‘Mainlanders,’ she muttered to herself.
‘This mainlander is going to help, though,’ Tara told her. ‘I have the application in my bag, and I’ll deliver it to the government. I’ll give them Tom’s address for the correspondence. He can deliver the decision to you. You’ll never have to hear from me again.’
Harriet looked annoyed. ‘You’d like a thank you, I suppose.’
That made Tara laugh. ‘Not at all.’
‘Then why come and tell me? Why do this at all? It’s not like anyone here can make you do anything you want after you leave.’
‘Because Amelia cares,’ Tara said. ‘And because this place… it’s flawed, but I think it’s worth saving.’
Harriet’s lips pressed into a thin line. ‘So you’re trying to play the hero. Is that it?’
‘No,’ Tara replied. ‘I’m trying to keep something good from being destroyed. But there’s one thing I want in return.’
Harriet raised an eyebrow, her scepticism palpable. ‘And what’s that?’
‘Be kind to Amelia,’ Tara said firmly. ‘She deserves your respect, Harriet. She’s doing everything she can to keep this place together, even when you make it impossible for her.’
Harriet’s face darkened, her jaw tightening. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. Amelia’s a dreamer, a fool. She doesn’t understand what it takes to survive here.’
‘She’s no fool,’ Tara shot back, her frustration bubbling over. ‘She’s the reason this place still has a chance. And if you care about Solhaven as much as you claim, you’ll stop making her life harder.’
Harriet’s eyes burned with defiance. ‘I don’t need you telling me how to look after my own.’
‘Then stop acting like she’s the enemy,’ Tara said, her voice sharp. ‘Because she’s protecting you even though it’s hurting her to do it.’
The room fell into tense silence. Harriet’s face remained set, her mouth a thin line of bitterness. Tara waited, hoping for some sign that her words had landed, but Harriet only shook her head.
‘I’ll do what’s best for Solhaven,’ Harriet said coldly.
‘I’ve said what I needed to. Do what you want, Harriet,’ Tara said.
She turned on her heel and walked out, not waiting for a response. As she made her way to the dock, her fists clenched at her sides. The crisp sea air did little to cool the heat of her frustration, but she forced herself to focus on the path ahead.
She saw the boat. It was halfway through being loaded with packages of seaweed.
‘Tom!’ she called.
He turned. ‘You survived Solhaven then?’
‘More like it survived me,’ she told him.
He smiled and didn’t ask. He checked his watch. ‘About twenty minutes till we shove off.’
She nodded. ‘Can I wait on the boat?’
‘Eager to go?’
‘Yes and no,’ Tara told him honestly.



Fifty-One
Amelia was sitting near the yarrow patch on the hill, the wind tugging at her hair. She’d told herself she wouldn’t cry, but her throat was tight. Her fingers twisted in the fabric of her skirt, her knuckles white with the effort to hold herself together.
‘Exactly where I thought I’d find you,’ said a voice.
Amelia’s head whipped around, startled. Harriet stood a few paces away, her arms crossed, her wiry frame silhouetted against the grey sky.
‘I was just here to think,’ Amelia replied tersely, looking back at the waves.
‘Doesn’t seem like it’s doing you much good,’ Harriet said, her voice cutting as usual. But there was a pause before she added, ‘I brought you something.’
Amelia glanced at her warily as Harriet crouched down slowly and placed a weathered satchel on the ground between them. Her hands lingered on the clasp, fingers trembling slightly as though she wasn’t sure if she should go through with whatever she’d come to do.
But eventually, Harriet undid the clasp and pulled out a bundle of yellowed papers tied together with a faded red ribbon. She held them out to Amelia, who hesitated before taking them. ‘These,’ Harriet began, ‘belonged to Bel.’ She blinked. ‘Mabel.’
Amelia turned the bundle over in her hands. The top letter was addressed in her grandmother’s familiar hand. It was addressed to Harriet. She glanced at the first page, parsing a few words.
‘I don’t understand,’ Amelia said, though her heart was already pounding with the realisation. ‘Why does she—?’
‘Because we were in love, Amelia,’ Harriet said, her voice quiet and trembling.
Amelia’s fingers tightened on the letters as she stared at Harriet, her mind racing.
‘You and my grandmother?’ she whispered.
Harriet nodded, her face unreadable. ‘We were together before you were born, before your mother was born. But this place…’ She gestured around them, her hand sweeping toward the village. ‘It wouldn’t have understood. So we hid it. We hid everything.’
Amelia opened her mouth to speak, but Harriet cut her off.
‘When we were young, Mabel wanted to leave,’ Harriet told her. ‘She begged me to go with her. She said we could start fresh on the mainland. But I couldn’t do it. I was too scared.’
Amelia’s breath caught in her throat. ‘She wanted to leave?’
‘She wanted to leave more than anything,’ Harriet said, her gaze distant. ‘That’s why she wanted to be the one to take the trip every ten years. It was her chance to see the life she could have had.’
‘She could have just gone. Why didn’t she?’
‘Because I was here, and she loved me.’ One tear rolled down Harriet’s cheek—the first Amelia had ever seen. ‘I kept her here. And then your mother kept her here. And then you. And then, I suppose, time kept her here.’
Amelia was wide-eyed. ‘Me?’
Harriet nodded, her expression hardening. ‘Since you were young, she had high hopes for you. She wanted to see you grow. She thought you would be the one to change things here. That you would lead us into a better time.’
Amelia shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. ‘But she was always so unforgiving of my mistakes.’
Harriet nodded. ‘She was hard on the people she loved. When she found out about my still, my goodness, she threw a fit.’
‘But she let you keep it.’
‘Yes. She did.’ She frowned. ‘I think by then she knew I couldn’t be any more than I was.’
Amelia stared down at the letters in her lap, her vision blurred. ‘Why are you telling me this now?’
Harriet let out a heavy sigh, her shoulders sagging. ‘Because I’ve been angry for so long. Angry at her. Angry at myself for being too much of a coward to leave with her. And angry at you because you remind me of her.’
Amelia was startled.
‘You’re so much like her,’ Harriet said, her voice thick with emotion. ‘Seeing you—so full of fire—it’s like seeing her all over again, just as she was. And it hurts. That’s why I’ve been so cruel to you.’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t undo that.’
She gathered herself, and she was the usual tough Harriet once more. ‘But you don’t have to make the same mistakes we did, Amelia. You can live a life I was too afraid to choose.’
‘What do I do?’ Amelia asked, discombobulated.
Harriet gave a sad, weary smile. ‘You can stay and try to change this place from within, or you can leave. Go with your mainlander.’
‘But what should I do?’ she demanded, her voice cracking.
Harriet shook her head. ‘That’s for you to decide.’
With that, Harriet turned and walked away, leaving Amelia alone with the letters and far too many emotions.
Amelia stared at the bundle in her lap, the weight of her grandmother’s unlived life pressing down on her. For the first time, she wondered if staying on Solhaven was what she truly wanted—or if it was just what she thought she owed.
Suddenly, she was on her feet, clutching the letters in her grip.
Amelia’s heart thundered in her chest as she bolted down the hill. She didn’t know what she was doing, so she let her body make the choice. And what it did was keep going.
The cold air stung her face, and the world around her blurred into motion—trees, cottages, and familiar faces all melting into a single, rushing streak.
‘Where are you going!’ Her mother’s voice rang out behind her, sharp and insistent.
‘I’m leaving!’ she shouted over her shoulder, slowing a little. ‘I’m getting on the boat.’
‘What!?’ her mother nearly screamed.
Amelia turned, walking backwards but refusing to stop moving. ‘Bye, Mother!’ she called, realising how happy she was.
This is what she wanted, and she was doing it. Not even her mother could ruin that.
‘Amelia!’ her mother cried. ‘You’ve lost your mind.’
‘I know. I hope to find it on the mainland,’ she said and started running again.
Her mother was still yelling, she thought. But she was too far to make any of it out, thank heavens.
Amelia pushed on, the thudding of her heart and the roaring of the wind drowning out everything else.
The dock came into view. She could see the trawler now, the wide wake of the boat cutting through the grey-blue of the sea, and Tara. She was standing at the railing, her silhouette outlined by the sun.
The boat was pulling away. Amelia’s feet moved faster, desperation pushing her past her limits. The gap between the dock and the boat widened, but Amelia’s body didn’t stop. She reached the edge of the dock and launched herself into the air, arms outstretched, her fingers grasping for the trawler’s side.
It was just a little too far. Amelia went into the water.
She came up quickly, gasping. ‘Amelia!’ Tara cried, leaning over the railing.
Amelia swam the last foot to the boat. Her grandmother’s letters floated around her. She looked up at Tara as arms reached down, gripped her, and hauled her awkwardly up onto the boat.
Gasping, wet, and wild-eyed, Amelia lay out on the deck. Tom was looking down at her in astonishment. ‘Jumping Jesus!’ he muttered, tipping his hat back.
But Amelia barely noticed him. She looked up at Tara, now handing her a towel. It was like the world had gone still as she saw the face she thought she’d never see again, the sound of the boat’s engines and the waves fading away.
She pushed herself up, her body trembling from the cold and the adrenaline. ‘I’m coming with you,’ Amelia said, her voice firm despite the chaos inside.
She wasn’t going to let Tara slip away. Maybe it was a mistake. But Amelia had to make it.
Tara blinked at her. ‘You’re serious?’ she asked.
‘I tried to jump onto a boat that wasn’t there,’ Amelia said, by way of proof of her intentions.
‘I noticed that,’ Tara said, still stunned. ‘But what’s changed?’
‘I have,’ she told her. ‘I tried not to, but it happened anyway. And I’m glad.’
Tara looked fearful. ‘Are you sure this is what you want?’ she asked anxiously.
‘Did you mean it when you said that you’re falling in love with me?’ she asked tentatively.
At first, Tara froze, and for a terrifying second, Amelia wondered if she had made a mistake. But then she nodded vehemently. ‘I thought I’d said too much. You didn’t say anything…’
‘I’m falling in love with you too,’ Amelia said immediately. ‘It took me a moment to recognise what the feeling was, that’s all. I should have thought to pick up Shakespeare. I’d have understood perfectly,’ she added with a smile.
Tara’s eyes widened in shocked delight.
Without thinking, Amelia reached for Tara, pulling her close. She felt her pulse in her throat, in her chest, in her fingertips as she kissed Tara with everything she had left.
When they finally pulled apart, breathless, Tara’s forehead rested against Amelia’s. ‘You see? Completely unpredictable,’ Tara whispered, her hands still holding Amelia close.
Amelia smiled through the flood of emotions surging inside her—relief, exhilaration, fear, hope. She didn’t know what came next, didn’t know if this was the beginning of something or the end of everything, but she knew she had taken a leap she could never undo. And didn’t want to.
‘Actually, I think this was always going to happen,’ Amelia said softly, her thumb tracing Tara’s jawline. She wanted to touch it forever. She hoped she might.
However, there were a few matters of housekeeping that would have to be dealt with. ‘Umm, the thing is… I don’t have any money. Or a job. Or a place to live. Or a change of clothes, come to think of it. So, would it be… Could I stay with you?’
Tara’s eyebrows shot up. ‘My god. You’ve only been a lesbian for ten minutes, and you’re already trying to U-Haul with me.’
Amelia blinked, a little lost. ‘What does that mean?’
Tara chuckled, the sound rich and warm, and shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter. Yes. Stay with me. We’ll figure it out.’
Amelia’s heart soared. ‘You’re sure?’
‘I’m sure,’ Tara said with the biggest smile Amelia had ever seen her wear, her hand slipping to Amelia’s waist, tugging her closer.
Tom suddenly cleared his throat. Amelia turned, almost surprised to see him.
‘I don’t mean to interrupt,’ he said sheepishly. ‘It sounded like you’re worrying about money?’
‘I suppose I have to now,’ Amelia admitted with a small laugh. ‘I don’t even know where to start on the mainland. I don’t have anything to offer…’
Tom straightened. ‘You’ve got more than you think. The seaweed farm makes money.’
‘Yes, but the profits are used for supplies. What little is left is to cover your trouble.’
He gave a nervous little chuckle. ‘It’s not a little. The cost has been steadily rising for the last few years.’
Amelia frowned. ‘Still, Tom—'
‘I’m not asking,’ Tom interrupted, his voice firm but kind. ‘That money came from Solhaven’s efforts. You’re part of that, Amelia. You deserve your share.’
‘I don’t want to take advantage—’
‘You’re not,’ Tom said, cutting her off again. ‘I’ve always thought the lion’s share of the profits should go back to the people who built the farm, the people who’ve lived and worked on the island. But Solhaven wouldn’t take it. But now, you can. So I’ll split the profits with you. No arguments.’
Amelia hesitated, still unsure.
Tara placed a reassuring hand on Amelia’s arm, her smile gentle. ‘Let him help you. It’s not charity—it’s fairness.’
Amelia swallowed hard, her emotions swirling. Finally, she nodded. ‘Alright. Thank you, Tom.’
Tom looked relieved. ‘Good. Great.’
Amelia was amazed at how quickly her life was changing, and for the better. For the first time in a long while, Amelia let herself feel like she was exactly where she was supposed to be—on the edge of something new, uncertain but full of possibility.
‘Amelia, I think you need a change of clothes,’ Tara pointed out. ‘I’m worried you’re gonna get pneumonia.’
Amelia looked down at her soggy skirt. ‘Oh. Yes.’
Tom was already holding a small, well-worn duffel bag that had seen better days, and he opened it. ‘Probably a little loose, but better than nothing.’ He pulled out a navy-blue flannel shirt, a grey t-shirt, and a pair of sturdy denim jeans. Underneath was a set of well-worn boots with scuff marks, and the salt stains of countless trips out on the water that completed the ensemble.
‘Thanks, Tom,’ she said, accepting the clothes. It was nice how he didn’t seem to care that she’d kissed Tara on the lips in front of him. But she supposed that as a mainlander, he’d be used to such sights. Amelia supposed that, in time, she would be too.
Behind her, Tara started laughing.
Amelia turned. ‘What?’
Tara was looking at the clothes in her hands. ‘The transformation to mainlander lesbian is coming at lightning speed.’
‘This is another one of those things I’m going to need you to explain later,’ Amelia said happily. Because now, she and Tara had a later.



Fifty-Two
Tara leaned against the cool metal wall of the lift, her hand gently clasping Amelia’s. Amelia’s presence beside her was steady and comforting, like she belonged there. Tara had to remind herself they’d known each other less than a week.
Tara glanced at Amelia. ‘You’re not going to fart again, are you?’ she teased.
Amelia looked at her, a blush creeping up her neck. ‘Not unless you feed me more McDonald’s.’
Tara chuckled softly, squeezing Amelia’s hand. ‘You haven’t even tried a Big Mac. You wait. It’ll blow the roof off.’
But even as she laughed, a quiet thought lingered just beneath the surface. Amelia had given up Solhaven for her. She had walked away from everything she had known, from the life she had built, just to be here with Tara. The enormity of it swirled in her chest, and for the briefest of moments, Tara’s smile faltered, overwhelmed by the gravity of what Amelia had done. She didn’t know how she could make herself worthy of this, but she knew that she wanted to be.
‘I can get the application in by this afternoon, by the way,’ Tara assured her. ‘If I crack on right now.’
Amelia smiled. ‘We have some time. Let’s worry about it tomorrow.’
Tara was surprised. ‘Yeah?’
‘Yes.’ She inhaled nervously. ‘Today is ours.’
Tara felt a flutter in her stomach. It was a new experience to feel this.
The elevator opened, and they walked down the hall, exchanging nervous looks. Tara couldn’t wait to get in and kiss Amelia again. This time, there was nothing to stop them.
Tara unlocked the door to her flat, her excitement at getting Amelia alone evaporating. Paige was sitting on the sofa. Her arms were crossed, her face set in a mask of simmering anger.
‘Paige,’ Tara said, her voice tight, hand still on the door. ‘What the hell?’
Paige stood, her gaze flicking past Tara to Amelia, who froze in the doorway.
A bitter smile tugged at Paige’s lips. ‘I came to talk to you. It’s the wedding in a few weeks, and I wanted to give you the chance to firm it up. But I see you’re… busy.’
Tara glanced at Amelia. ‘Go into the bedroom,’ she said gently. ‘I’ll deal with this.’
‘Tara—’ Amelia started, but Tara shook her head.
‘I’ve got it.’
After a moment’s hesitation, Amelia nodded and disappeared into the bedroom, the soft click of the door shutting far too loud in the tension-filled flat.
As soon as they were alone, Paige’s mask cracked. Her voice was sharp, slicing through the space between them. ‘You’re shagging, aren’t you?’
‘No,’ Tara said honestly. And it was looking like she wasn’t going to get the chance any time soon. ‘Paige, I need your key back.’
Paige stepped closer, her movements sharp and deliberate. ‘How dare you ask for my key?!’
‘You don’t need it. It’s over between us.’
‘So that’s it? No wedding?’
‘I would never have married you. And you shouldn’t have wanted me to.’
‘This isn’t fair. I love you! I was waiting for you to get your shit together. And now you’re walking out on me like I meant nothing! And I find you playing house with someone else?’
‘It’s not like that,’ Tara said, her voice low but firm.
‘Then what is it like?’ Paige snapped. ‘Explain it to me. Because I’m struggling to understand how you could throw us away for someone you barely know!’
Tara swallowed hard, her hands trembling as she clenched them into fists. ‘We’re over, Paige.’
Paige smiled as though Tara had said something funny. ‘You still pick up the phone. You don’t really want to leave me. You want this. You’re just scared because you’re a sad little orphan who doesn’t understand love. But this is it. It won’t get any better than me. And I will forgive your little indiscretion, but you need to make her leave. Now.’
Tara sighed, tired and done. ‘Paige. We’re over. This is the last time we’ll speak.’
Paige’s lips curled into a sneer, her eyes flashing with anger. ‘It won’t be. You love me.’
Tara nodded. ‘I thought I did. But I can see now that I just didn’t know what it felt like to want more for myself.’
Paige laughed bitterly, the sound cold and cutting. ‘And now you do? With her?’
Tara’s voice was steady, even as her chest felt tight. ‘It’s not about her. It’s about me.’
Paige’s eyes narrowed, her body tense with frustration. ‘You think you’re better than me now? That you’ve outgrown me?’
‘I didn’t outgrow you, Paige,’ Tara said. She considered her next words carefully. And when they came, they were right and true. ‘I outgrew the version of me that needed you.’
Paige’s face twisted with something like rage and heartbreak. For a moment, Tara thought she might lash out. But instead, Paige grabbed her bag, her movements jerky and uncoordinated.
‘You’re a coward, Tara,’ she spat, her voice trembling. ‘You’ll never have the guts to be happy.’
She stormed past Tara, chucking the key onto the floor with a clink and slamming the door behind her.
Tara stood there, her pulse racing, the silence of the flat heavy in the aftermath. She closed her eyes and exhaled, long and shaky.
When she finally opened the bedroom door, Amelia was standing near the window, her eyes wide with concern.
‘Is she gone?’ Amelia asked softly.
‘She’s gone,’ Tara said, leaning against the doorframe. Her shoulders sagged, but the weight that had pressed on her chest for so long was finally gone.
Amelia stood, hesitant. ‘Are you OK?’
Tara nodded. ‘I am now.’
She crossed the room, her steps unsteady but certain. When she reached Amelia, she took her hand, their fingers intertwining.
‘Sorry you had to be witness to another row with Paige. But I promise, it was the last. I just wished she hadn’t ruined the, erm, moment.’ Tara stopped talking, realising she was implying that they were about to have sex. And it wasn’t a given.
But Amelia got it anyway. ‘Oh, well, I mean… I’m still sort of in the moment.’
‘You are?’ Tara asked.
‘Are you?’ Amelia asked nervously.
Tara nodded and then realised something. ‘Wait, can I just check we’re talking about the same thing?’
Amelia started blushing. ‘Well, I thought that maybe…’ She glanced at the bed. ‘I mean, I suppose I was sort of hoping…’
Tara smiled and leaned in, brushing her lips softly against Amelia’s. She felt Amelia smile into the kiss, and it began to build into something tender and warm and needed.
Tara's hand slid to the small of Amelia's back, guiding her gently towards the bed. Amelia’s hands found Tara’s waist and kept moving down, her touch a mix of hesitant and sure, tracing the outline of her body as though she were mapping it.
Tara's fingers trembled as they worked their way down to the edge of Amelia’s shirt, lifting it over her head and revealing the smoothness of her skin beneath. For a brief moment, Tara could only drink her in—studying the curve of Amelia’s collarbone, the softness of her chest, the vulnerability in her gaze as their eyes locked.
‘Amelia, are you sure... are you ready for this?’ Tara asked softly.
‘I’m not a virgin, you know,’ Amelia murmured with an eyebrow raised.
Tara smiled at her ruefully, and her hand gently cupped Amelia’s face. ‘I know,’ she said, her tone gentle. ‘But we don’t need to rush. We’ve got time now.’
‘I’ve waited long enough,’ Amelia whispered.
‘We’ve known each other a week.’
‘I’ve been waiting longer than that,’ Amelia said. ‘I just didn’t know it.’
She pushed Tara back on the bed. Concerns melted quickly. Clothes disappeared, skin meeting skin in a quiet exploration. Tara’s hands roamed, memorising every inch of Amelia, while she listened to Amelia moan in response, a sound that went straight to Tara’s core.
The world outside the room ceased to exist. There was no Paige, no Solhaven, no past. There was only the softness of Amelia’s skin beneath her fingertips, the warmth of her body against hers, and the way they fit together as if they had been made for this. For this moment, for each other.
And as they finally found stillness, the room humming with the unspoken promise of what was to come, Tara knew, without a doubt, that this—this connection, this moment—was everything she had been waiting for. She just hadn’t known it.



Fifty-Three
Eighteen Months Later
Amelia’s bare feet glided over the wooden floor, the soft hum of the record player filling the room. She twirled, her amber curls catching the light, her body moving to the strains of Mamma Mia.
Amelia had heard a lot of music since she’d moved to the mainland. But nothing could compete with ABBA. And it was all about vinyl. After a serious audiophile phase, she knew it was the only way to listen to music. Even though she’d lived in the modern world now for a while, culturally, she’d only made it as far as the seventies.
At least that was what she said when someone asked her why she didn’t have a smartphone yet. She loved modern convenience. But smartphones, Amelia had decided, were dreadful things. She’d borrowed Tara’s once and gotten sucked so deep into TikTok that day had turned into night without her realising. She didn’t need that in her life. She had things to do.
Tara stood in the doorway, arms folded, a lightly lascivious smile playing on her lips. ‘I love to watch that body move.’
Amelia stopped, a playful gleam in her eyes. ‘I wish you’d bring yours over here,’ she pled, spinning again, more slowly this time for her girlfriend’s benefit. She wanted Tara’s eyes on her as much as Tara wanted to watch.
Tara shook her head. ‘I’m more of a rock girl.’
Amelia smirked at her. ‘Are you afraid I’ll outdance you?’
Tara scoffed, stepping closer. ‘I’ve got moves you wouldn’t believe. But I’m saving them for later.’
Amelia stopped and grinned, flicking her hair over her shoulder. ‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’ She pulled Tara into the centre of the room. ‘Which is now.’
Tara rolled her eyes, but she grabbed Amelia’s hand anyway. She swayed, starting to move with the beat—awkwardly, at first, but with more confidence as she went.
Amelia laughed, the sound bright and genuine. ‘There it is! I knew you had it in you.’
Tara chuckled, her cheeks flushing with the exertion of trying to keep up. ‘I don’t get how you’re so good. You’ve only been dancing for five minutes.’
Amelia rolled her eyes. ‘We had dances on Solhaven all the time.’
‘Yeah, but like, Jane Austen-type stuff,’ Tara said breathlessly. ‘You shouldn’t be doing all these fancy moves already.’
‘Then you shouldn’t have let me see Saturday Night Fever.’
Tara nodded. ‘I regret that now.’
She pulled Tara a little closer, and for a moment, they simply swayed together, letting the music wash over them. This was part of what Amelia had come to love about modern dancing. The chance to press up against someone you wanted.
The record finished, and Amelia took a breath as she looked around the living room. Did she have enough chairs for everybody? Six kids, six chairs. Oh, wait! What about Amelia and Tara?
Amelia slapped her forehead, feeling like a fool. ‘We have to go to Ikea,’ she announced.
Tara’s eyes brimmed with horror. ‘What? Why?’
‘I miscounted the chairs. I forgot that you and I need somewhere to sit too.’
‘We can just stand,’ Tara begged. ‘I’m good with that. They say sitting is the new junk food now, anyway.’
Amelia shook her head. ‘Come on. I could do with a few more lamps anyway, for the bedrooms.’
‘They’re used to candles and oil lamps. You’ll make their eyeballs explode,’ Tara warned her.
Amelia shook her head, looking at the house she and Tara had completed the sale of only a month ago. It had seven bedrooms, and it was on the outskirts of the city. Seaweed money went surprisingly very far, but it wasn’t massive-house-in-the-city-centre far. Still, it was a wonderful place, and it was hers and Tara’s. And soon, others would call it home. ‘We’ve got to go. The place has to be perfect.’
Tara rolled her eyes. ‘Any bloody excuse.’
‘It’s just convenient and cheap,’ Amelia said with a shrug, grabbing her denim jacket.
Her wardrobe was getting very denim-heavy. She liked its hard-wearing practicality. She also liked how it made her bum look.
‘Admit that you love Ikea, and I’ll go with you,’ Tara said.
Amelia groaned. ‘Fine. I love it. Get your shoes on.’
***
Amelia stood in the IKEA showroom, breathing it in, content. The faint clatter of flat-pack boxes being wheeled on big metal trolleys, combined with the occasional sound of couples snapping at each other, provided an oddly comforting air. It reminded her of the Long Hall on exchange day.
She glanced down at the shopping list in her hand, which had expanded far beyond what she'd planned. The very first Crossing weekend needed to be perfect, and it was on her to make it so. Her role as guide and chaperone was a duty she took seriously. The programme was her brainchild, after all.
It had begun a few weeks after Amelia had left. She’d paid a visit to the island to let them know that the lease was renewed for another ten years. It wasn’t hard to understand why.
‘So, maybe we could talk more about this seaweed business?’ Geraldine had asked a few days after Tara submitted the application. ‘When you say it could be adopted by the mainland… Did you mean in general or specifically here in Harborbrook? And this Dulse, where does it grow? Exactly?’
Hoping to ride the goodwill of the lease extension, Amelia pled her case to the residents of Solhaven that she not be locked out of the community forever. She wanted to be allowed to visit Solhaven regularly. Because she still loved it, even if she needed more than it could give her.
After some back and forth, it was agreed. As she’d saved the island, she would be allowed to be a visitor.
Her mother had started crying in front of everyone. ‘I thought I’d lost you forever,’ she’d wailed.
Amelia had patted her back and told her, in no uncertain terms, that if that was really a concern, she’d have to start being a bit nicer. Her mother, snot-faced, had said she’d try and asked her to stay with them on her visits now her cottage had been given to a young couple. Amelia had agreed. Her dad hadn’t said anything, but he had smiled, a rare expression on his normally stoic face.
On one of those visits, the kids had clustered around her, brimming with curiosity about the mainland. They wanted to know about the buildings, the food, the trains. One of them had asked if it was true that there were cities so large you couldn’t see the end of them.
Amelia had answered as best she could. But then the youngest of them, a bright-eyed girl called Sally, had asked, ‘Do people love each other out there? Or are they just on their own?’
The question had caught Amelia off guard. She paused, her mind sifting through the complexity of the relationships she had witnessed on the mainland—the rush, the detachment, the constant shifting. There was a certain speed to it all, a way people sought connection without always understanding it.
But then she thought of Tara and what they had.
‘They do love,’ Amelia said softly, her voice distant. ‘But sometimes they forget how. When they remember, though, they love just like we do. And in some ways, better.’
‘Better?’
Amelia hesitated, then nodded slowly. ‘There are lots of different kinds of love,’ she said. ‘Some you might not expect. But when you can see all the different kinds, when you can experience those loves, the world inside you becomes so much bigger than you could have imagined.’
The kids had seemed moderately satisfied with that answer, though their faces still held a thousand more questions. As Amelia arrived back to the mainland, their questions echoed in her mind. They weren’t just asking about the mainland—they were asking about life, about love, about their future. It made her realise that they were already dreaming of what was beyond Solhaven. They needed to know about it—not just the surface, but the realities, the choices, the struggles.
And that was when the idea of the Crossing had truly taken root.
The programme was Amelia’s attempt to bridge the gap between Solhaven and the world outside. It offered a new path for the younger members of the commune—an experience beyond the island. She’d pitched it to The Elders as a sort of Solhaven version of the Amish Rumspringa, explaining how it strengthened their community by making staying a more educated choice. People would be happier members of Solhaven if leaving didn’t seem so taboo. If they knew exactly what was good about it by comparison.
It hadn’t been easy. She’d argued for it through countless Long Hall meetings, where voices had risen, and accusations of betrayal had been hurled her way—mainly by her mother. The Elders had questioned her motives. But Amelia had stood her ground, knowing Solhaven wouldn’t last another hundred years without compromise.
Harriet, usually the first to attack any kind of change, had stayed unnervingly quiet, letting the debate rage. Amelia had been grateful for her, if not exactly support, then at least her lack of vitriol.
In the end, she’d worn them down. The Crossing had been approved as a trial—a weekend for the first batch of newly minted eighteen-year-olds to see the world beyond the island. To choose for themselves. The first one started tomorrow.
But this weekend wasn’t just their trial—it was hers too. She had to nail it.
Tara appeared beside her, picking up a brightly coloured cushion from the trolley. ‘Do you think they’ll actually use this, or is it just going to end up shoved in a corner somewhere?’ she asked, raising an eyebrow.
Amelia gave a small laugh. ‘Even if it does, it will be such a lovely corner.’
Tara sighed and tossed the cushion back into the trolley. ‘Are you nervous?’
Amelia hesitated, her gaze drifting to the towering shelves that loomed over them. ‘Not really.’ She pushed the trolley past some ferns. ‘No, that’s a lie. I’m bricking a shit.’
Tara nodded. ‘Umm… It’s shitting a brick, Honey.’
Amelia looked at her. ‘Are you sure?’
‘Yes. But say it your way. I prefer it,’ she assured her, kissing her cheek.
Amelia supposed the transition to mainlander was not fully complete after all.
Tara’s phone beeped.
‘Go on, check it,’ Amelia encouraged her.
‘I know you hate it. I thought it was on silent,’ Tara said.
‘Check it,’ Amelia smiled.
Tara looked at her phone. And then her eyes widened. ‘Well. OK.’
‘What?’ Amelia begged.
‘My article. It’s being optioned,’ Tara said with a baffled smile.
Amelia cleared her throat. ‘Umm…’
‘Some film production company wants to adapt my articles about you and Solhaven into a movie,’ Tara explained quickly, grinning. Somehow, no matter how often Amelia asked for translation, Tara never seemed to mind.
‘They do?’ Amelia asked, amazed.
The article Tara had ended up writing was a personal essay about how she had gone to Solhaven expecting a story she could sell to a tabloid, something sensational that would get her clicks, attention, and money. She wrote about how she had arrived on the island, cynical and eager to uncover some dark, gritty truth. Her mind was set on a story about a backward, insular community, perfect for a tabloid headline.
Then Tara wrote about how, as her journey progressed, it took an unexpected turn. Tara found herself less interested in the community’s secrets and more drawn to the people. One in particular. And then, somewhere along the way, in the middle of that rigid, antiquated world, she had stumbled into something she didn’t expect to find at all: herself—not to mention the love of her life.
The Guardian had bought the article, something Tara had been deeply proud of. Then they asked for a follow-up article about Amelia, their relationship, and her adaption to the mainland.
Tara hadn’t been sure about that. She didn’t want to exploit their relationship like that. But Amelia had told her she wanted her to do it. She knew Tara would write something beautiful and meaningful. And she did.
The article was a joyful tale about how Amelia had thrown herself into mainland life, trying everything, seeing everything, eating everything. The love in it was clear. Amelia had read it many, many times.
She wasn’t the only one who loved it. The article trended globally. It had made Tara’s career as a journalist. These days, she never chased work. It chased her.
And now, there could be a movie about Tara and Amelia.
‘That’s incredible,’ Amelia said, the awe in her voice impossible to mask. ‘So, who’s going to play me, then?’ she teased.
Tara snorted. ‘I’m seeing… Emma Stone.’
Amelia chewed the inside of her cheek. The name rang no bells whatsoever.
Tara smiled. ‘I’ll put on La La Land later. You’ll see what I mean. She’s almost as sexy as you.’
Amelia tutted. ‘Stop it.’
‘Look,’ Tara said. ‘You should probably know the movie won’t necessarily get made. They just bought the rights to the story.’
‘Really?’ Amelia asked, disappointed.
‘Sorry to disappoint. But the good news is, there’s a decent option fee. It’ll probably pay for your sustainable development degree.’
‘Oh!’ Amelia exclaimed, excited anew.
‘Yes. You could start this September,’ Tara said, almost as excited as Amelia was.
‘You think I could fit it in around the Crossing?’ Amelia asked anxiously.
‘When were you ever afraid of hard work?’ Tara asked with a smile.
Amelia nodded happily. ‘True.’
They carried on around Ikea, filling the trolley with items for the Crossing. Each choice felt weighted with meaning—new beginnings for the young ones leaving Solhaven and for Solhaven itself.
‘You can’t blame me for being nervous,’ Amelia admitted as they paused near the checkout. ‘It’s a big change. For them. For us all.’
Tara leaned against the trolley handle, her sharp edges softening. ‘It is. But sometimes, you have to shake things up.’
Amelia nodded. ‘You don’t have to tell me that.’
Tara suddenly cleared her throat, a glimmer of nervousness appearing on her beautiful face. ‘In the spirit of that, I, um, did something that I hope you’re going to not hate.’
Amelia stopped the trolley. ‘What have you done?’ she asked nervously.
‘I booked a trip to Paris.’
Amelia blinked. ‘What?’ Her heart pounded at the idea of another country. ‘Paris?’
‘It’s just a holiday,’ Tara replied, her tone light but encouraging. ‘You’ve been adjusting so well, and this is the perfect next adventure. A ferry, a train, and voilà. It’s not as far as it feels.’
‘It’s not that I don’t want to go,’ Amelia said. ‘It’s just… I’m still adjusting to this city. A whole new city feels… overwhelming.’
‘It must,’ Tara said compassionately. ‘But I’ve been thinking about what you said. About the kids needing to see the world beyond Solhaven. You’ve fought so hard for everyone else to have that chance. You should get it too. Because there’s so much more to see.’
Amelia felt the tension in her chest ease slightly. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I’ll think about it.’
‘Take your time,’ Tara said, her tone teasing now. ‘Well, take six weeks. That’s when it becomes non-refundable.’
Amelia laughed despite herself, feeling a flicker of excitement rise through the lingering doubts. As they stepped up to queue for the till, Amelia let the idea of Paris settle in her mind. With Tara by her side, perhaps the journey didn’t need to feel so daunting.
After all, love had brought her this far. Why not see how much further it could take her?
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