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Three separate lives. Three broken hearts.


Haunted by his wife’s death, Matt arrives on Seal Island determined to be alone and unable to escape his grief.


In the island’s hospital, a young woman named Rose lies in a coma, trapped by the memories of events leading up to her accident.


Grace, the island’s doctor, is at the heart of the community. Only she knows how much she regrets turning down the chance of love and a family years ago.


For these three people hope seems gone.


But life is about to offer an unexpected new beginning. . .




To Sorley, my dreamer – magical, clever, kind.


To Luca, my musician – deep, loyal, loving.


I didn’t just make you, you made me.
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I have cooled the flames of summer,


Her red fires soothed in ice.


Light’s anvil now sleeps in silence,


A foundry of dark and brittle dreams.


I have whispered songs in autumn’s ear,


Berried notes of frosted airs.


She sits by the hearth now, sewing.


Her blanket of leaves, unfinished.


Solemn and still are watchful stars.


All is as should be, a cold, wordless peace.


My bones ache now child, having carried you far


I must rest awhile on white sands, adrift on the wind.


Sleep now Mother, dream in night’s dark ocean


The hum of works stirs within, a waking heartbeat.


For you I will weave a dress of bluebells and violets,


A wren’s nest, a crown for your silver hair.


Ross Walker, ‘Winter and Spring’







Prologue


Rose


Where am I?


What do I remember? I list my memories, like an inventory of all things me. White hands resting on jeans-clad legs. Swings moving in the wind. Rain. Freezing rain. Boots in a puddle, step after step, a place full of mirrors and music. Running down the street, cold air all around me. Branches in the wind, buttered toast, warmth, something pink and gossamer-thin hanging in my room, like a cloud . . . Little girl asleep, little girl lost. Somewhere in this blackness there’s a path, a path that leads back to me. I must find the way. I must take the first step. The first step is a memory . . .


My room. Dolls on a shelf, dancing lights. A magic lantern.


But where am I now? I toss and turn, there are sounds and pain, and something cold is poured inside me. Calm returns. Slowly, slowly. Don’t get upset, remember, it will come.


Dark walls, the floating images of my magic lantern, the warmth of blankets, and a soft voice. My brother’s voice. I can see his face, and every feature of it makes my child’s heart sing with contentment. With him, I am safe. My eyelids fall, and his voice seems to come from far away as sleep claims me slowly, slowly. His words take shape in my memory –




dark,


danger,


lost,


monster,


thread,


safe,


daylight,


girl.





The words fall onto me like rain, and I piece them together. Jacob is telling me a story, one he’s told me many times before, because I couldn’t have enough of it. Yes, I remember the familiar words cradling me like a lullaby . . . A girl, a labyrinth, a monster. She searches for the right path and leaves the red thread behind her, like a spider spins her silk. The monster is after her and she runs, she runs. The story has an ancient flavour, it fascinates me, and I want to hear it every night, which is why the book sits on my bedside table, the image on the front cover vivid in my memory: a goddess running, a white deer beside her, the full moon in the sky and a little moon on her forehead. Artemis, the goddess of hunting. It’s a book of Greek myths and we love it, Jacob and I.


My brother’s voice is clear in my memory and this moment is limpid, as if it happened yesterday, while the rest of my life is blurry and vague and tangled up like unspun wool. A thin red thread in my mind, rootless and flickering, for a girl with no body and no identity. I grab the thread and follow my brother’s voice. Maybe I’ll find my way out of here . . .


There is a light, a blinding light that interrupts my thoughts. I cry inside, I try to squirm and move, but my body doesn’t comply. I don’t want this light hurting my eyes, I don’t want these black shadows over me. I want to go back to where I was, I want to go back to Jacob. Please, go away . . . and they do, and I can start my work again at last – my work of casting the red thread that will lead me out of the labyrinth, like the girl in the myth.


Here we go.


I remember . . . I was a child listening to a story, lying in a warm bed. I open my eyes and again I find my brother’s face, dark and sweet with his hazelnut eyes and his dark curly hair, and beyond him a magic lantern dancing on the walls, turning, turning; a golden light in the far corner, shaded with cream fabric; the dark window with a smattering of raindrops on the glass; a small, fluffy pink thing that seems to be floating in front of the wardrobe. This is my room, white furniture and light blue walls and a duvet decorated with butterflies. My parents gave me the room of my dreams, exactly like I wanted it. This was back when we were all together, my parents, Jacob and I, and I was still the centre of their world. And there, hanging from the wardrobe door, is my tutu – so that’s what the pink fluffy cloud was! Yes. That seems like an important recollection – my tutu. The happiness I felt when I wore it . . .


The red thread of memory flickers in the darkness, and I follow. The little girl I used to be loved dancing, and I went to a special place to do it, somewhere full of mirrors, where piano music played. I’d just graduated from the white leotard the younger children wore to the pink one with a tulle skirt – a milestone for me. Here comes another memory – oh please, don’t interrupt me now, no lights, no voices! I can see myself on a stage with many other girls, and a boy, I think. I am a slight, small girl with hair in a bun, dressed in white. We’re like a line of angels. A young woman plays the piano, and we dance. The sound of applause, and I know my family are there, in the audience, though the lights shine in my eyes and I can’t see them. We bow, and then the lights come on.


On the piano there is a pile of medals painted gold, with red ribbons. The young woman – the teacher – calls us one by one to receive them. Finally it is my turn. She must have spoken my name, but I can only see her lips moving. I run towards her with a smile. She slips the medal around my neck, and a wave of happiness washes over me – then, and now too, as I remember. A golden sphere of light shines inside my brain so lost, so lost. I remember what it’s like to be happy. Happiness, joy, comfort, shelter – yes, that is who I was, that is how my life was. I was a girl enchanted, a girl who had nothing to cry about, nothing to fear.


And then I turn towards the audience, and I see him standing alone. My brother Jacob. My mum and dad are nowhere to be seen, I don’t know why. Jacob is standing against the wall, away from the others. And when we are finally released and run to our families, I run to him. I show him the medal, the red ribbon threaded in his fingers . . .


All of a sudden, behind my closed eyes, things happen. People move, shadows dance, lights appear and move, then disappear again. I hear voices and noises, and from the left of me come words of alarm, together with a beeping voice. And I’m not there any more – for a moment, all is black and I don’t exist. Am I dead? Is this the end of everything? I soar over land and sea, in a sky full of stars. And then one of the stars comes circling me, circling me, and I see her face. I hear her voice.


The star has a face – she’s a woman, long blond hair and blue eyes, just a little older than me. She speaks to me. Please find him. Find him and tell him.


I try to listen, I gather all the words she says in my hands, like grains of sand. She tells me her name, and it burns itself in my memory. And then she says my name – but I’m wrenched away, and the words I gathered so carefully and kept close to my breast slip through my fingers – and as I return to the grey, silent place that is my home now, gasping for breath and half dead, all I can remember are two words: her name, my name. The message is lost, but I know I will find it again, I will recall every word, find the man she spoke of and deliver the message she whispered.


I know my name is Rose, and I have a message for him.




1


Matthew


‘Best of luck,’ the guard in a blue uniform said, signing me off, not really looking at me as I walked out, into the outside.


I blinked, and again, and again. No, the prison wasn’t dark, and the light was not that strong that English summer morning. But I had to blink after three years of not setting foot in the outside world. Everything threw itself at me, the noise, the sights, the smells, and I swayed and trembled. An image flashed in my mind – the boys and girls I’d helped during my years at the shelter, the community where young men and women with addictions worked hard to heal themselves and their relationships, began projects and courses, restarted their lives. I coordinated the various aspects of their care, from doctors to psychologists to sports coaches to their bosses at work, and I thought I knew. I thought that sheer empathy and dedication and my studies would be enough to make me understand what they were going through.


I didn’t, not by miles.


Only now did I truly realise what it was like to be thrust from a prison cell back into the world, alone and weighed down by guilt and self-loathing. Only now did I fully understand the irony of it all: that the terrible experiences those men and women described would one day be mine – me, the man who’d always played by the rules.


My sentence had come to an end. I was free. Apparently I’d paid my debt to society. The three years I’d spent in a cell had expiated the moment of distraction that led to my wife, my Mia, being killed on a frosty afternoon just before Christmas, as we drove to her parents’ house with a boot full of presents. Other people were involved in the accident; I’d destroyed them too.


Society said I’d atoned. Except, of course, I hadn’t. I never could. This remorse I carried with me would weigh on my shoulders forever.


The man who walked out of prison wasn’t me, but half of me. I’d been broken in two, the best part of me taken away, the person I’d never been without since we were four years old gone. And all that went with it – I could never go back to the job I’d given my heart and soul to, my family had rejected me, my face had been in the papers as that of a killer, and people would not forget. Not that those things truly mattered, given that my Mia was gone. Nothing mattered without her.


Her absence meant the end of my life anyway; nothing else was of any importance.


There was nobody waiting for me outside the square grey building, with bars at the windows and barbed wire on the walls; nobody across the street. No family or friends waiting for me as I stepped out of the system and into the world.


I hadn’t told anyone that I was coming out of prison. All the blood family I had left were an aunt and uncle with whom I was never close – I was an only child, my parents had me late in life and they’d both passed away before I even got married. Mia’s parents had passed on the message that I was dead to them, that they never wanted to see me or speak to me again. Only Mia’s sister, Hannah, had offered me words of forgiveness since the accident, and she’d tried to be there for me while I served my sentence – but I couldn’t let myself accept her help, I couldn’t face her, I couldn’t cope with the shame and guilt. The thought that maybe she needed me too to help her work through Mia’s death just wasn’t enough to shake me out of my voluntary isolation. I had nothing left to give; I was empty but for self-loathing.


I had to be alone as I stepped out of my cage and into another, self-imposed one. I wasn’t supposed to be held and comforted, I wasn’t supposed to get into a comfortable car and be given a bed somewhere safe and warm, or provided with meals and support until I got back on my feet. No. I didn’t deserve any of that. Three years hadn’t really paid my debt, and nothing ever could. I was out of the damp, claustrophobic cell I’d shared with three other disowned, cast-off men like me, but I would continue to make amends as long as I lived.


I inhaled the tepid air, the smell of petrol fumes and fried food, and felt hollow. Invisible. The first step of my life outside would be purgatory, my own private place of punishment . . . my old home, the home I’d shared with my Mia.


I wandered for a bit, overwhelmed by the noise, by the crowded streets, my backpack over my shoulder, until I found the right bus to take me where I wanted to go, where I’d longed to go since I’d been locked up. As I looked out of the window – shops and people and cars and vans and the landscape running, moving, making me feel slightly seasick, after such a long time without going anywhere but the prison courtyard – I finally saw an estate of new houses, red bricks and tidy gardens, nothing special, nothing unique.


But one of those houses was mine, mine and Mia’s.


That house had held all of our dreams.


I’d been advised to sell it, of course, but I’d refused. That was my family home. And during my thirty-six months – one hundred and fifty-six weeks, one thousand and ninety-two days – in prison, I dreamt of going back. Every time my rational mind whispered, She’s not there, there’s nothing left, nothing left, I blocked it out.


I wanted to go home. And I would go home.


I stepped off the bus before the right stop, the Acacias visible on top of the gentle hill I’d walked hundreds of times. When I finally saw the house that was mine – simple and inconspicuous, a house like many others and yet unique – my steps became faster and faster until I couldn’t contain myself, and I ran. I was nearly there, nearly there. Nearly home. Oh, how I’d dreamt of this moment . . .


Finally I stood in front of the empty driveway and I looked. I looked at the building.


Because that was what it was, a building.


Not a home, not any more.


This place, this empty, forlorn, house-shaped construction used to be the Shearers’. This was where Matthew and Mia lived; MatthewandMia, one entity, like we’d been since we were teenagers. A part of me, the part that had refused to acknowledge reality, believed I would somehow find them there – my Mia, and the Matthew I used to be. Or a part of them at least, a scent, a memory, anything that would bring them back to me even for a second.


The second window on the left – there, behind that window – was Mia’s studio, with the white walls and the screens, the lighting equipment and reflection boards, the tripods and cameras and even a small darkroom, tucked away from any source of light. And all around, Mia’s beautiful, beautiful work, some framed, some pinned up to create a wall-wide collage. All the things I couldn’t see and she could – the hidden, the secret, dug out and revealed in her photographs.


Oh God. The house looked dead. The house was dead. And still I had to see for myself. I had to make sure Mia wasn’t waiting for me, as absurd as it might sound.


It took a few attempts to open the door, after three years of being untouched. The noise of the key and the door scraping on the floor broke the silence, an ugly sound, the sound of something long forsaken. A moment, just a moment where I thought I would call, I’m home, and she would come to me barefoot and smiling, and once again it would be Matthew and Mia, as always, for as long as I could remember.


But in the house that was ours, now there was only silence.


What was I expecting? How absurd can the human mind be, denying the evidence, denying reality in order to survive? I could have fallen to my knees – I felt them giving way – but there would be no such dramatics. Just a soul dying, after all. No big deal.


Souls died all the time, whether the body was alive or not.


I was a dead man, still standing, still breathing.


The house was half empty. Mia’s half. My things were still there – T-shirts in the drawers, books on the shelves, and anything Mia’s family hadn’t been interested in taking back, like plates and the toaster and the umbrella stand and all those everyday things that meant nothing to anybody now. Hannah had sent me messages while I was in prison, asking me what I wanted done with my belongings; her generosity, her love towards me astounded me. I could not find it in myself to even reply. What belongings? Who cared? The real work was inhaling and exhaling air in and out of my lungs – that in itself required all my effort.


And anyway, I was in denial.


Everything of mine lay untouched. My work bag in the hall where I’d left it that day, the Chinese menu we’d taken out the day before on the kitchen counter. It was like one of those abandoned places you see after a natural disaster, the dinner still on the table, a child’s bike in the garden, post on the doormat, everything stilled in time. I could smell Mia’s fresh, flowery scent in the air – but that was an illusion, of course, my mind playing tricks on me. I wandered around like a ghost – somewhere between dumb and desperate – and then I saw something that broke through the dumbness and made the first tears fall. Our toothbrushes – still there, one beside the other, one green, one red. I was hypnotised by those toothbrushes, sitting there like nothing had happened. They’d survived the house sweep, forgotten.


I forced myself to move, meandered in and out of the rooms, opened and closed cupboards and drawers, sat on the carpeted floor, my head between my knees. I cried and reasoned with God, with the person I was before, with Mia. I stood looking out of the window into our garden – and there she was, perched on the back of our little bench, taking photographs of ladybirds, wearing an old pair of my jeans rolled up on her slender ankles, and a T-shirt that was too big for her. There she was, standing on our bed and hammering a nail in the wall to hang a framed photograph of our wedding – there she was, brushing her hair slowly, hypnotically, in that calm way of hers – drinking coffee by the window, dancing with earphones on, sitting on the floor among wires and cameras and laptops, empty cups lined up on the windowsill behind her, engrossed in her work . . .


Part of me wanted to run from the house, part of me wanted to never leave, to live there with a beloved ghost that only I could see. What if I extended my hand to touch her, what if I spoke to her? Would she answer, would she feel real under my touch? A web of memories and longing was being spun around me, too intoxicating to leave, too painful to bear, and all of a sudden, fear was stronger than longing.


I had to get out. Down the stairs and through the door and away from all that ruin, all that loss. I was about to step out into the fresh air, away from the honey and poison of all that had been taken away from me, when I remembered. There might be a piece of her left behind, something only I knew about. A little habit of hers . . .


I turned back and opened the white laminate cupboard above the dishwasher. I blinked and blinked, hoping but not quite believing . . . There was a splash of green leaning against the side of the cupboard. Mia’s bag, the one she kept ready to go. It was there. They had forgotten it, they hadn’t taken it away – her ‘emergency kit’, a small Canon she carried whenever she didn’t need her proper equipment. For a moment I was frozen, my heart beating hard and painful.


I touched the fabric, light and soft and without dust, and for a second I thought I would meet her fingers, soft and warm as they used to be. I took the bag and ran, ran like a thief from my own house.


I loved you so much, and I cut your life short. You can’t possibly hate me more than I hate myself already.


‘I hoped you’d never come back,’ a voice behind me called as I locked the front door, my own backpack on one shoulder, Mia’s precious bag on the other. I turned around to see a short-haired woman in a denim shirt standing on the road a few yards from me. Paula, my former neighbour – she’d come to check who was sneaking in next door. She was a good friend of Mia. They used to go running together, and I’d find them in the living room chatting over a glass of wine when I came home late from work. ‘You’re not coming back to live here.’ It was a statement, not a question. I looked at her evenly. Her chest was rising and falling in a mixture of rage and remembered pain.


Keep it coming, I thought. It’s what I deserve.


She had this thing, Mia – she never sat on a chair, or the sofa, or anyway where she was supposed to sit. She sat on the floor, or on the windowsill, or on the armrest. It wasn’t restlessness, the reason why she always seemed to be out of line with everyone else, inhabiting the space around her in a different way – on the contrary, she was the calmest, most serene person I knew.


Once, as she perched on the kitchen counter reading a magazine, her legs dangling like a child’s – and we were so young, just turned seventeen, really not much more than children – I laid my hands theatrically on the back of a chair.


‘Let me introduce you to this great invention, the chair,’ I said with a smile.


She laughed. ‘How boring,’ she replied, shrugging her shoulders.


Everything she did, her mannerisms, from the way she brushed her hair to the way she frowned over a grocery list, was irresistible to me. She was my first girlfriend, the girl I loved. And every day I thought, this sunny, shiny woman chose me, an awkward boy who looks at life from the outside in, who’s most at ease with people at the edge of things, even at the edge of society, like the kids I worked with. Everybody wanted Mia. But she’d chosen me.


We’d just moved into our first home, the attic of a Victorian house with meter electricity and the relic of a coin phone on the landing, with Irish students living on the first floor and a colony of cats in the unkempt garden. We loved it, because it was ours. I remember that moment, when the sun was setting behind her and playing in her hair, and she was reading an interior design magazine even though our budget was more Argos than Habitat. Is it a cliché to say that with her in art college and me in a social work job at the bottom of the ladder, we had no money to speak of, but we were happy?


Yes. We were happy.


Sitting on that counter, she’d shrugged and threaded one of her braids around her finger – she wore her hair in two braids for a while, and with a fabric flower behind her ear, and long skirts, she was like a modern-day flower child. ‘I like a different point of view,’ she told me. ‘I like seeing things from every angle. It changes your thinking, you know. Everyday things become special if you look at them from above or below . . . or the side.’ She tilted her head and closed one eye, an imaginary camera in her hands. ‘It’s what I want my photographs to do. See the world from a different angle.’ I took the magazine gently from her hands then, and began to kiss her the way we did, slow and sweet and for a long, long time.


Mia and I went to school together, all the way from nursery to high school. And all that time, I’d been in love with her. The funny thing is, I can remember exactly when I fell for her.


We were on a nursery trip, and we were playing a game called Bluebird, Bluebird, out in a green grassy field. We played that game all the time – our teachers were obsessed with it. It was so boring. A boy called Seb fell and began to scream – Seb always fell, even off his own feet, and usually it was me running to him, the way I always did when someone needed help, but not that time. While all the attention was on Seb, Mia had found a way to escape the teachers’ watchful eyes. I saw her crouching under a bush, making herself tiny, in a small tent made of twigs. I was a shy, insecure child who always did what he was told, and her escape was to me the height of rebellion. I was scared and yet in awe of someone who would defy the teachers this way and set herself up for a row, just for a moment of solitude and freedom from the noise and the instructions and the endless organised games that left no time for mischief. Or individual thinking.


To this day, I can’t believe I did it, because it was so unlike me, a boy who mainly aimed at being invisible, but I went and hid with her, running as fast as I could so they wouldn’t see me. She didn’t look up when I joined her and crouched beside her, my face on fire, half elated, half horrified by what I’d done.


‘We’ll get into trouble,’ I whispered.


She shrugged. She kept tracing lines in the dirt and making minuscule mounds, then she snapped a twig into little pieces and positioned them here and there, following a pattern in her head. Outside our leafy refuge, voices were beginning to rise. ‘Mia! Mia!’ The teachers and helping mums had noticed she was gone. Soon they’d realise I’d disappeared too. My heart was pounding, thinking of the trouble we were in, but I didn’t move. She seemed oblivious to the calls.


‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m making a play park for bugs.’ She had a smudge of mud on her cheek and her hands were brown with soil. Her hair was all tangled up.


When a pair of big feet appeared through the small thicket and we were dragged out by the hand, I was so ashamed to be in trouble, but Mia was . . . no, not defiant: indifferent. We were made to sit on a bench while everyone else played, and she leaned back, nose to the sky, like a sunflower facing the sun. ‘Dinosaur. Truck. Cat,’ she murmured.


I was staring at the other children still stuck playing Bluebird, Bluebird and trying to cope with the entirely new feeling of being a rebel, savouring it and fearing it at the same time, my heart beating like crazy in my little chest.


‘Biscuit. Baby. Shoe . . .’ Mia turned her head from side to side, still gazing up at the sky.


‘What are you doing?’ I asked.


‘Finding shapes.’


I looked up, but saw only straggly white clouds, immobile in the blue expanse.


Mia saw things from another point of view. And yes, in an innocent four-year-old way I fell for her that day, with her muddy hands and her tangled hair and her eyes that saw the infinitely small and the infinitely big while the rest of us seemed to focus midway, on things that didn’t really matter.


‘Are you hungry? Can I make you anything? What about toasted cheese? Nice and light.’ Jasmin touched my back for a moment, gently. I stiffened, melted a little, toughened up again. Nobody had touched me for three years, except to push or shove me.


‘No thanks. You’re being kind enough letting me stay.’


‘You know it’s not a problem. You must stay as long as you need to.’ Greg’s hair was nearly all grey now, and he was a bit heavier around the middle, but he was still Greg, polished, forceful, groomed. ‘We tried to contact you while you were in prison, Matthew. We didn’t just desert you, you know . . .’ There was a hint of reproach in his words. It was me who’d chosen not to speak to Greg and Jasmin, not to see them. I couldn’t bear to see anyone. I was too ashamed. But loneliness seemed to have trumped shame now.


In despair, half regretting my refusal to have anything to do with Hannah – I couldn’t bear to hear her voice, so similar to Mia’s, or remember the way she’d looked at me in court, with an absence of hate that destroyed me more than blame could – I’d dialled Greg Briers, the only person I could face at that moment. Someone who’d seen such weakness, such self-destruction in his only son that I knew he would understand how lost I was now.


Simon Briers was one of the first boys I’d worked with in the Neuss Shelter. He was different from everybody else: no broken home, no violent childhood, just an extreme rejection of everything he was, a hollowness inside that had no explanation, or none that we could find. He was a talented musician whose family had the means to help him with his career, an eighteen-year-old who’d always been at the top of the class, a boy any parents would want to have as a son. Drugs had come to him like thieves in the night, until he’d become a ghost of who he used to be. Prison, a therapeutic community, another fall into addiction and then a slow, painful recovery. A year with us, and the return to the surface. The last thing I heard before I entered prison was that he was back at university, studying music.


For some reason, Greg and Jasmin seemed to think I was the one to thank for their son’s rebirth, but truth was, it had been a combination of efforts from him, the whole staff and his parents too. When I phoned Greg after three years of silence – struggling to get the words out, confused, clutching Mia’s camera bag – he simply asked me where I was, came to fetch me and brought me back to his house. That was it.


I’ll never forget that, never.


‘How’s Simon?’ I asked.


‘Great, actually.’ Greg opened his hands. ‘Studying, working, girlfriend, the lot.’ He spoke casually, as if he were making small talk. As if they hadn’t sweated blood to help their son back from the brink – giving him money for drugs when they were terrified he’d do something stupid, then denying him money, taking him in, then throwing him out, and all the while Greg’s hair had turned grey and Jasmin’s eyes were dry from too much crying. But it was all behind them now. Studying, working, girlfriend. Three words to signify salvation.


‘Look,’ Jasmin said, and handed me a photograph they kept on the fridge. It was Simon at his piano, taken from the back, his head turned enough to see his profile, his long nose, his young forehead, the slight, uncoordinated figure of someone very young.


I smiled.


‘You did so much good, Matthew. You really did,’ Jasmin said.


‘Yeah.’


‘Your job at the Neuss Shelter . . .’ Greg shook his head, as if asking me a question.


‘I can never go back. Criminal record,’ I said drily. There was a pause.


‘So. What’s the plan?’ he said, perched high at his breakfast bar. He couldn’t help it, it was his very way of being – looking forward all the time, to the future. What’s gone is gone, surely now we must succeed, surely we know it will all go well. That was how he’d built his considerable success – stubbornness and optimism in the face of anything that life threw at him. That was how he’d helped his only son out of darkness.


‘Greg, leave him alone. He needs to recuperate. He just came out . . . you know, out today . . .’ Jasmin was too diplomatic to say the word prison.


‘Of course. Sorry.’


‘No, no, it’s okay.’ I ran my hand through my damp hair. I’d just had the longest shower in my life, trying to wash away the years of imprisonment and the humiliations that came with them. I suppose water can’t wash away memories, the stains of the soul. But it had relaxed me somehow, and I was exhausted, tired to my bones. I couldn’t remember a night of uninterrupted sleep in three years. My eyes were closing, but I was afraid that once in bed, insomnia would ambush me once again.


‘Well, Matthew always has a plan, don’t you?’ Greg smiled, determined to lighten the mood. I could see the pity in their eyes, and I hated it. But hey, I couldn’t blame them. In their shoes I would have pitied myself.


‘Not this time, no,’ I said simply. ‘Apart from keep breathing. That’s as far as it goes for now.’


‘Well, like Jasmin said, you need to recuperate . . .’


‘I just want to get away from Bennington. As far as I can go. You know, somewhere nobody knows me . . . where nobody knows what happened, and blames me or feels sorry for me. Somewhere I don’t see ghosts at every corner.’


There was a moment of silence. I hadn’t spoken so much in a long time and I had surprised myself, almost cringing at the sound of my own voice.


‘Your toasted cheese,’ Jasmin said to break the moment, and under the LED spotlights I saw that her eyes were glistening.


‘Hey, hey . . . I’ll be fine. Don’t be sad.’


She laughed through her tears. ‘You haven’t changed, Matthew. Always thinking of other people.’


I smiled back. Oh yes, I had changed. The old Matthew had disappeared, and all that was left was an empty, Mia-less shell.


‘Hey, Matthew. Can I bother you for a moment?’ A wedge of light shone through the doorway, and Greg’s grey head appeared in the gap. I was in one of his guest rooms, lying uncomfortably in a very comfortable bed – if that makes sense. I’d grown accustomed to a narrow, hard bunk bed with rough sheets and the perennial feeling of being too warm; the grunts and moans of troubled, fretful men all around me. I didn’t know how to deal with luxury, or even just comfort.


I didn’t know how to sleep without Mia at my side.


I still felt the space beside me sometimes, thinking I’d feel her slumbering form, her hair, her warmth – but there was only emptiness.


How do you live if half of you is gone?


‘You couldn’t come to my study, could you? I’d like to discuss something with you.’


Maybe he was going to offer me a job, a chance to rebuild my life.


A life I didn’t want any more.


‘Sure,’ I answered, out of politeness really. I didn’t think Greg could offer me anything that would help me, except for tonight’s comfort and kindness; anything that could help me breathe again.


I followed him into his study – exactly how you’d imagine a lawyer’s office would be; all dark wood and leather and expensive furniture. Greg and I were two people who had nothing in common, who would never have become friends, or probably even met, had it not been for Simon. I would never have imagined that our unlikely friendship would one day lead me here, to his study, in the middle of the night. That it would lead to me sleeping in his guest room, carrying all I had with me in one small rucksack.


Suddenly I realised that he was gazing down at my hand. My wedding ring, a simple silver band with an M carved inside. I would not take it off. Never. I hid my left hand in the other and looked away.


‘Sit down. Drink?’


‘Go ahead.’


‘There. A nice Scottish whisky. Lagavulin. You still like Scottish whisky, don’t you? Because really it’s the best in the world.’


‘Yes, of course,’ I said half-heartedly.


‘Me too. Which leads me to . . . this.’ He handed me a heavy glossy brochure.


‘What is it?’


‘Have a look,’ he said, thrusting out his chin. Molleson Cottage, it said on the cover, above a photograph that immediately captured my attention. It was a strange shot to be on an agency’s brochure. Usually they shoot houses in bright daylight, possibly in the sunshine, to make them look as appealing as possible. But this was a photograph taken in half-light, lilac sky and black land, and the brightly illuminated cube of the house shining golden in the gloom. Its walls were all glass, and the roof, strangely enough, was covered in grass, like a suspended garden.


‘Open it. Keep going,’ Greg encouraged me.


On the stunning island of Seal, Repetto Luxury Estates in collaboration with Eilean and Seal Estate Agents offers this unique property and the surrounding grounds to an equally unique buyer. Designed by New York architect L. J. Molleson, Molleson Cottage stands on one of Seal’s most stunning beaches, famed for their white sands . . .


‘Wow. It’s beautiful,’ I said, and I felt a strange stirring in me. Something not quite like life reawakening – that would have been too much. But loosely related to that. Yes. Loosely related to life.


‘It is, isn’t it? Two hours’ ferry ride from anywhere.’


I turned the pages slowly. The island of Seal, in the Outer Hebrides, sat like a baby island underneath a bigger one, Eilean. A few hundred people lived on it, the brochure said. A strong sense of community, but also total privacy; superb facilities for golf and surfing, and . . .


‘Why are you showing me this?’ I asked.


‘Because I bought this place. Last year.’


‘Congratulations,’ I said without irony. I really didn’t see where he was going with this, which, looking back, was probably a bit dim of me.


‘Thanks, but . . . well, it wasn’t the best of ideas. I thought I’d love it, but turns out I really don’t. As for Jasmin, she positively hates it, and you know the way she is . . . compromise isn’t exactly her middle name.’ He smiled as he talked about his wife. A thousand little pinpricks in my heart.


‘How can she hate this?’ I said, pointing to the undeniable beauty of the photographs.


‘Because it’s in the middle of nowhere. She loathes golf, and as for surfing, the water’s bloody freezing. She can’t even dip a toe in! Nah. Simon went up there to study for a while, though he took his girlfriend with him, so I don’t know how much studying got done . . . You know, it’s just amazing the way I can let him go now without worrying constantly about what he’s up to.’


I smiled. ‘I can imagine.’


‘He came back with lots of material to submit – you know he wants to write scores for films, documentaries? He said it was a great place to concentrate, but just too isolated for him. And Rowan, his girlfriend, she’s an actress. She said she’d go mad if she had to spend time there again.’


‘Oh well, you’re really selling it!’


Laughter again. ‘Well, you’re not a nineteen-year-old aspiring actress who wants to be somewhere she can be seen.’


‘True. So, the place is like an albatross around your neck?’


‘Yes. We rented it out for a bit, and that was okay, but . . . I don’t need the money, I don’t need the extra work either. So, well, Jasmin and I talked about it earlier, about what you said about wanting to get away. A break from everything. And we thought Molleson would be ideal for you. You can have it.’


‘You’re offering me a cottage worth . . . let me see . . . Sale price reserved . . .’


‘Not much short of a million pounds.’


‘Right. And you’re giving it to me.’


He laughed. ‘Not as a present! I’m not that generous. To live in for as long as you like. You want to go to the middle of nowhere. I have a house there. Fate, isn’t it? Or maybe karma.’ He looked down. ‘For all you did for Simon. For us.’


I was silent for a moment. If karma really was a thing, better not think about what would happen to me after what I’d done.


‘Greg . . .’


‘Look, you don’t have to give me an answer right now.’


‘Thank you.’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘But no thank you?’


‘Just thank you. I accept your offer. I . . . Really, I’m grateful.’ I lowered my eyes to the brochure and took in a windswept beach, waves lapping the shore, the profile of the hills, soft under the white sky.


Somewhere inside me, the stirring was still there. If anything, it was because a friend was offering me something from the heart. Something I desperately needed – a getaway. Somewhere to hide, at least for a bit. To try and recover what was left of myself.


‘You know I can’t pay you any rent yet . . .’


‘Do I look like I need rent?’ Greg said, and I saw in him the hint of arrogance that was part of him, always largely compensated for by his fundamental kindness. That arrogance that had once, unwittingly, nearly destroyed his vulnerable son.


‘No. But I will pay my way, as soon as I can.’


‘Well, it’s not a problem for me. You’re coming to work with me as soon as you recover anyway.’


I smiled and looked down. I couldn’t think about that. I couldn’t think of anything.


‘Look. You’ll love it there. I promise you. It’s a very Matthew and Mia . . . Oh. Oh my God. Sorry. I’m so sorry.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said, and I asked myself what did.


Alone in Greg and Jasmin’s guest room, I sat on the bed with the glossy brochure and Mia’s bag in front of me.


The future I didn’t want to come, and the past I didn’t want to let go.
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