Lost and found

The beach was supposed to be fun, Jess thought, as she watched the speckled sand slip silently from one hand to the other. Her mother had her bird watching, her father and Phil fished, and Ally did nothing but work on her tan and read Archie comics.   
‘We could build a sandcastle,’ Jess said, leaning over her sister.
‘You’re in my sun, brat.’ Ally dusted off a sand-coated arm and rolled onto her stomach.

‘Fine. Bake yourself to a crisp for all I care.’ Why did she get the fair skin that burned while Ally could lie out all morning and simply turn a deeper shade of brown?
Her father looked up from his bait bag at the sound of their bickering. ‘Take this sinker down to Phil will you, Jess?’ 

‘Why do I always have to be the messenger?’
‘You’re not doing anything, are you?’
She threw the sand aside and grabbed the sea-worn stick that had become her mascot. Her hand closed around a familiar groove in its silky surface as she stomped towards the water. At least now she had something to do, and maybe Phil would let her throw the line in.
The long stretch of shore was scattered with family groups, their kingdoms marked out by striped umbrellas, towels and eskies. Jess stopped to watch a father and his kids playing volley ball. The squeak of their toes on the hot sand hurt her ears but she stood, mesmerised by their delight. 

‘Mine,’ a girl called as she claimed a shot. She launched herself into the air before landing, laughing, in a heap. Jess turned back towards the sea scanning the horizon for her brother’s broad shoulders. He must be further along, she decided, as she wandered down towards the water.
She closed her eyes as the ripples washed over her feet cooling and soothing her. The sand was coarser here and she sank easily, letting the grains fill the spaces between her toes and around her ankles. I know what you do at the beach, she told herself. You explore. Retrieving her legs, she found firmer footing on the sand above the waterline. A dead crow washed up in last week’s storm was her first specimen and she poked at it with her stick, wrinkling her nose at the stink. A drift of coloured shells strewn about the feathered heap led her away on a new hunt. Every few steps she swooped to pick out a prize, and added it to the sandy clump in her shorts. The shush of waves lulled her as she meandered along the shore, her driftwood cane trailing along behind. The noises round her, the squawk of seagulls battling over a fish head, the pie man hollering to catch the lunchtime trade, fell away and became background music to her quest for the perfect shell.  
The breeze, which had blown inland all morning, changed direction now bringing with it the smell of pie floaters. She must have missed Phil somehow and it was close to lunch. She pulled a crumbling arrowroot from her pocket and headed back along the beach, munching on the salt-flavoured biscuit. The sun above her burnt hard and she was glad of the cotton shirt her mother had insisted on. She wondered what her father would say about the sinker and hoped Phil had got something for his rig by now.  At least they couldn’t say she’d been a nuisance.
At last Jess spotted the red and yellow umbrella. Thoughts of cold lamb sandwiches and lime juice cordial urged her on but she slowed at the sight of her family clustered together. Her father was waving his arms and her fingers rummaged for the sinker and closed around it. Ally looked up first and then, in unison, they ran towards her and encircled her in an embrace of tears, stubble and sun lotion. Blinking, she tried to make sense of the burble of voices. I suppose, she thought, they missed me after all.
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