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PRAISE FOR THE ECHOES OF US

‘Spellbinding and unforgettable’

HOLLY MILLER

‘Unputdownable, utterly romantic and gorgeous’

JENNY COLGAN

‘The Echoes of Us has just broken me . . . if you love The Time Traveler’s Wife or One Day then you’ll love this’ 

EMMA COOPER

‘Heartfelt, romantic and compelling’

PERNILLE HUGHES

‘A glorious, epic love story’

EMILY STONE

‘This warm, wise and weep-inducing read will stay with you’

FABULOUS MAGAZINE

‘A time-travel mystery and an enduring romance . . . extremely enjoyable’

GUARDIAN




PROLOGUE

Dear Recipient,

It’s with great sadness, and some hope, that I’m writing you this letter. One I never thought I would have to write. One no mother should ever have to write. 

My daughter, my life – my heart – died unexpectedly almost a year ago now, on a bright summer’s day in July. She was just thirty years old, at the start of what should have been a long and beautiful life.

This past year has been worse than anything I could have imagined, and we are still trying to find a way forward without her. Because it is unfathomable that she’s not alive; that she isn’t somewhere in this world.

She was such a dreamer, my Stella. So full of ideas and colour, but very smart and determined too. She excelled at everything she did – her studies, sport and music – even as a child. And she was infinitely kind. I remember when she was about twelve, and found a stray kitten. She cared for it around school hours – until we made her give it up, that is. She called it Polly, because she used to call everything Polly when she was younger. I think she would have loved a little sister to look out for – to be close with – and I’m sorry we never gave her that.

She had many friends, though. Everyone who knew her loved her, because she had that kind of magnetic effect on others. She loved being around people, socialising, and parties too, but I’m afraid she didn’t get to go to many. I regret restricting her; I regret so many things. I know I’m rambling on now, but I’ve written a hundred versions of this letter and I’m not sure I can do it again. There is an endless amount I want to say about her, but each time I bring pen to paper, it’s an awful reminder that she is no longer here. 

I do have something to ask of you though, so if you can, please read on.

After school she went on to study at the best university, attained a placement at a prominent firm thereafter, and rose quickly to the top. She did everything we hoped she would do, and more. 

And then, something changed in her. Something I don’t yet understand. Because the truth is, I hadn’t seen her for six months before she died. We had an argument about some decisions she’d made, then she moved up north, to this little flat above a bakery of all places, and when I went to see her – convince her to come back – we had another argument. I was too stubborn to hear her out, and said some things I shouldn’t have. For that I will be eternally sorry. 

I still dream of her though, every single night. Then I’ll wake up and realise once again she’s not here, and never will be, my darling girl. 

The reason I lived.

I just wish I knew more about her life before she went. I wish I knew what she was doing, and who she was with. I wish I could connect those final missing pieces of my only child’s life. But more than anything, I wish I could hold my Stella one more time and tell her I love her – tell her how she was my whole world, and always will be.

There have been so many dark days since the moment I found out she’d died, so many times when I felt there was no point in going on; and there will be more to come, I’m sure.

It’s all I deserve really, after what I did.

But then I realised something recently, something that gave me some shred of hope again – maybe she is still alive in the organs she wanted to donate, in the lives that she saved. 

And most particularly in her heart, the heart that you now carry. Because she had such a big one, my Stella – the biggest you can possibly imagine. And so, I want to tell you about her. I want you to know how special her heart is, so that you can keep her alive in you too.

Would you do that for me? 

Would you keep her alive for me?




CHAPTER ONE

Late morning light shines through the canopy of leaves above, dappling the pebbled pathway ahead of me. It should be beautiful, yet all I can think about is that letter in my pocket again.

Like a blow to the heart.

‘You OK?’ Jess says beside me as we walk along. I glance at her dark blonde hair and sunglasses, three yellow balloons bobbing up from her hand for today’s celebrations.

‘I’m doing absolutely fine,’ I say cheerfully, even as I recall the moment the post came a week ago. 

But there’s no need to talk about it now, no need to get into it today. 

I focus instead on my four-year-old nephews firing ahead in their matching navy shorts and white t-shirts, russet hair flapping as they go. All around us are thick, aged trees and secret passages leading to hidden patches of grass, and I can’t help remembering how my sisters and I used to play here in the Botanics when we were kids too. Cat would be shouting loudly and leading the game, while I would be going along with whatever she said, even though I was only eleven months younger. And a three-years-younger Jess would be trailing somewhere behind, trying desperately to get involved.

‘Hunter, Sebs, don’t go where we can’t see you,’ Jess calls from beside me. ‘Graham, go after them.’

Obediently, my brother-in-law jogs ahead in his chino shorts and blue shirt, his geek-chic hair waving in the breeze. He growls and the boys screech with delight, scattering like rabbits as they try to escape his outstretched claws.

I hear our parents’ laughter from somewhere close behind and smile. 

And then, in a rush of light, we come out from under the leafy awning again. I feel the sun on my face and immediately put on my wide-brimmed sun hat. On one side, the skyline of Edinburgh rolls majestically across the horizon, from the jut of Arthur’s Seat on the left, all the way along to the castle on the right. On the other side, an apron of green is set in front of the sandstone Georgian house, the heart of the Botanics. Children turn cartwheels in the late July sun, and families wander around, coffees in hand. The air smells of warm pine and grass; rhododendrons from the bushes beyond.

‘So,’ I say mock-innocently, as we wander along, ‘did you get those fabulous silver trainers in the end?’

Jess shoots a guilty smile at me. ‘I’m sorry, but I had to. They matched with everything I had too well.’

I let out a laugh and point down at my feet. ‘Of course, they bloody do, I picked them first.’

She grins, and I give her a gentle nudge.

‘So,’ Jess says, in the same light note as mine, ‘are you excited about your big day?’

I glance up at the balloons in my favourite colour. ‘Yes, of course.’ I say brightly, even as my stomach contracts. 

Because exactly one year ago today, I got a new heart. Due to a progressive genetic heart disorder. 

‘More to the point—’ I say, pushing the anxiety away ‘—are you excited about your big adventure coming up?’ 

Jess pauses, her face unreadable behind her sunglasses. 

‘I guess so,’ she says eventually, ‘but I’d be much happier if I knew you were coming to visit. You could come help us get settled in even, see the sights while you’re there?’ 

‘Come on, Jess,’ I try to say in an upbeat voice, ‘you know I can’t go anywhere yet. Maybe next year, though.’

She looks disappointed, her brow furrowed in that way she does, and I can’t help feeling bad. 

It’s not like I’m not desperate to visit her when they move to Amsterdam in two weeks’ time for her teaching job. Jess is my sister – my best friend too, these days – and I’d love to go away somewhere, anywhere, after not being able to for pretty much the whole of my life. But there are consequences to pushing myself.

And she knows that better than anyone.

‘But how can you not come visit us in the house that you found us?’ she continues. ‘Which, by the way, is amazing. Did you see the open-plan space for the boys?’

I laugh as I catch a glimpse of them in the wooded area ahead. Hunter launches himself out of a tree he definitely shouldn’t be on. ‘I had them foremost in mind, if you can believe it.’

Jess puffs out air, looks ahead, and I get that weird sense again – the one I’ve had a lot recently – that she’s not telling me something. At first, I put it down to the move, but more and more recently she’s felt sort of distant. And we’re never distant from each other – argumentative sometimes, yes, but that’s different. It’s not the same as it was with Cat, of course, where we finished each other’s sentences and called at the exact same time – I could tell Cat needed a packet of her favourite peanut M&Ms just by looking at her, and she knew when I needed to put my head on her lap and just stop. But Jess and I are still close. We had to be, after everything.

Heading up on to the pathway next to the lawn, the green grass seems to glow in the sun. There’s a steep slope ahead of us, and I find myself pausing. 

I start walking up, but, just as fast, an image of Cat appears in my mind. My breathing quickens, heart pounds; I come to an abrupt stop.

‘You all right, Maggie?’ Jess says, appearing beside me. She grips my arm, gives me a determined look. ‘Come on, I’ll do it with you.’

‘No, it’s OK,’ I say, smiling at her. ‘I’m just going to walk around the side.’

A flash of worry crosses Jess’s face, and I hate how pathetic I sound. But I don’t want to strain myself. 

Not today of all days.

Footsteps crunch over the gravel behind us, and I turn around to see Mum running across. 

Shit.

‘What’s happened? Are you OK?’ Mum’s voice is tense and breathless, and I realise now how that must have looked – me stopping dead in my tracks like that.

‘I’m absolutely fine,’ I say quickly, and walk back down the hill. ‘I was just saying I’m going to go around the other way, that’s all.’

‘All right,’ Mum says, ‘all right.’ She takes a deep breath herself. ‘I’ll come with you.’ Turning back, she yells, ‘Iain, she’s OK!’

With the picnic basket and chairs tossed somewhere behind him on the path, Dad nods, but I can see the strain and sweat on his face as he turns to go back for them.

Slightly deflated now, I head around the long way with Mum and Jess. We walk across the lawn, past picnic blankets and sunbathers, before Mum inevitably stops at a shady patch – I can’t be in the direct sun for long with my immune system the way it is these days.

‘Let’s set up camp here,’ she says, her voice that bit sharper now, and I feel bad for her – it’s her day out too. She’s even wearing her big straw hat and her favourite white dress with the poppies on it. She bought it for a holiday a few years back, which inevitably got cancelled. 

‘I’ll go round up my brood if everything’s OK now,’ Jess says, bounding back off down the slope, and I watch her go wistfully. It’s not that I’m not used to being left with Mum and Dad – I’ve always lived at home, after all – it’s just I’d really like to be in her shoes for a moment. 

In front of me now, Dad sorts the logistics as usual, laying out the tartan picnic blanket and a couple of deck chairs for ‘the oldies’, while Mum and I take out all the other stuff: I yum at the sandwiches and ooh at the nibbles from M&S – salami and cheese, fat olives and velvety hummus – before Mum takes a Tupperware box out and passes it to me. 

‘Thanks,’ I say, smiling. Through the white plastic I can vaguely make out the shape of my brown bread sandwiches and I can’t help sighing as I look back up.

Pop.

I look up to see Dad holding an open champagne bottle. Fizz bubbles over the glass lip, and I feel warm at the sight of him in his favourite checked shirt today. His white hair is almost transparent in the sunlight but the big silly grin on his face makes him look years younger today.

‘Here you go, Small,’ he says, passing me the glass, and I light up briefly at the pet name. But in a flash, Mum is there. 

‘Don’t be silly, Iain,’ she says, taking the glass from him. ‘I don’t even know why you brought this stuff anyway.’

Dad’s face immediately falls, and I feel annoyed on his behalf. 

‘It was just a little sip,’ I try, but she’s not listening. 

‘Exactly,’ Dad says, ‘a little half glass isn’t going to kill anyone.’ 

A horrible silence falls between the three of us, and I’m about to say something to ease the tension, when I see a couple strolling our way across the lawn. And there’s something about the man that makes me stop. He’s all shorts and t-shirt vibes, sunglasses on, but I would know that firm jawline anywhere, that sweep of dark hair. My stomach drops.

Nick.




CHAPTER TWO

A few moments later, I’m still mentally processing who I’m seeing. I try to look away but he’s already clocked me sitting here and I know it’s too late.

We’re going to have to do this whether we want to or not, and panic floods me.

As he approaches, I can better see who he’s with too – an equally attractive girl with long golden hair and long tanned legs in denim shorts. He whispers something to her, and she smiles curiously at me, which makes me burn up inside. 

As quickly as I can, I stand up, suddenly conscious of how pale I look in my loose dark dress, my red hair pulled back out the way. It’s only when they’re almost in front of me, that I see – the hard curve of her stomach below her fitted vest, the sparkle of the ring on her left hand. I swallow.

‘Maggie,’ Nick says, coming to a stop. Propping his shades on top of his head, those sparkly blue eyes I used to adore focus in on me. ‘I thought it was you. How have you been?’

‘Oh, good,’ I say immediately, heart racing, tongue thick with nerves. ‘Great really, we’re just here celebrating . . . a thing today.’ I don’t want to get into it.

‘Nice,’ he says, and turns to the girl. ‘This is Sophie, by the way.’

‘Hi, Sophie,’ I say a bit too enthusiastically.

‘Lovely to meet you, Maggie,’ she replies genuinely, which makes it all even worse. I glance briefly at the bangles down her lean arms, the well-worn flip-flops on her feet.

‘Nick,’ a voice behind me says, and I die a bit inside as Mum appears smiling beside me. ‘I thought it was you.’

‘Hello, Sue,’ Nick says, ‘how have you been? Lovely weather for a picnic.’

‘Oh yes,’ she gushes, ‘isn’t it? And how are you, dear? Where are you based these days?’

‘Geneva, actually. We’re running our own ski company there now—’ he and Sophie glance briefly at each other ‘—but we’re back visiting my parents while we can.’ He indicates at the bump, and even though I smile and immediately say congratulations, my chest is pulling so tight. Why is this happening today of all days? And why did I have to be having a bloody picnic with my parents?

‘Oh, that all sounds lovely,’ Mum says.

‘And you, Maggie?’ Nick says. He glances behind me at the blanket where my dad is rummaging about in the cool box. ‘Are you still . . . here?’

‘Yup, in Edinburgh, as always,’ I say, trying for chirpy but it ends up landing flat.

‘At the same agency too,’ Mum quips, and my eyes start to burn.

Nick nods, as if he’s not remotely surprised. ‘Well, if you’re ever in the Alps . . .’ He trails off, something like regret crossing his features. ‘Anyway, it’s been great seeing you again.’

‘You too,’ I reply, and a second later they wander away across the lawn.

Once they’re gone, Mum turns to me, a slightly sad expression on her face. ‘Well, that must have been a little painful. He was quite a catch, that one . . . though I’m not sure it would have ever worked out.’

‘Mum,’ I say, throwing my hands up to my face in frustration, and I wish in that moment that I was anywhere but here.

‘What? What is it?’ she says, but I can’t even answer.

A moment later, Jess appears beside us. ‘Just in time for the champagne, I see,’ she says, then looks between us. ‘What happened?’

There’s a strangled pause, as Mum goes to get a glass of bubbles for Jess. Before I can say anything, Hunter and Sebs rush over, no doubt to argue over who gets the blue cup. Two peas in a pod. Just like Cat and I were. She would have made this whole situation lighter somehow; a story to laugh about during the continuing celebrations later.

God, I miss her.

As my heart rate finally starts to slow again, we all settle down with a glass of something, at long last – Mum and I with our Pellegrino, the boys with lemonade and the others with their contraband bubbles. Awful moment with my ex forgotten, for everyone else at least.

‘Well,’ Dad says eventually, ‘I think it’s about time we toasted our darling Maggie. And what a perfect place we’ve picked for it. I can still remember when the three of you were just little things pelting around here,’ he says, looking at me with watery eyes. ‘Happy one-year heart anniversary, Maggie.’

Jess gives my hand a squeeze, and I take a breath in. 

‘Happy heart anniversary,’ Graham chimes in from his lounging position on the blanket. He raises his glass. 

‘Happy heart anniversary,’ they all say.

Jess smiles down at me, mouth trembling, as if to say, you made it.

Yet all I can think is: but Cat didn’t.

Because of me.




CHAPTER THREE

Later, once everyone else is happily fed, I move to a bench across the lawn to keep an eye on the boys playing. But I’ve been distracted, scrolling through my phone since I saw Nick, finally allowing myself to look at his page again – at all his travel pictures after we broke up, then ones of meeting Sophie: the two of them trekking in jungles and hanging out on beaches, their glorious wedding in what looks like Bali – and I wish in that moment that I hadn’t banned myself from looking at his account a few years back. If I’d just been a bit more prepared, then I wouldn’t have been caught out like that. But I did it out of self-preservation.

I had to. 

Seeing Nick has also made me think about when I still used to go into the office. I wouldn’t now, of course – too much risk of infection, too much strain going in and out every day – but I work all the hours I can at home. And I like working as a tour organiser well enough; at least in one way I’ve already explored the grand hallways of the Rijksmuseum and wandered down the glittering canals of Amsterdam. I’ve jumped out of planes and swung across canyons in New Zealand; I’ve looked out across Mont Blanc and scaled the Dawn Wall. The people are nice too, albeit transient in the travel industry – everyone leaves except me. And the money’s decent, not that I go out much anyway, so there’s nothing to complain about. Not really. 

But still, what might it be like to be one of my clients? To decide to go somewhere and then actually go; to surf a turquoise wave or jump into a crystal-clear lake; to climb a sun-soaked mountain or float up and away in a hot-air balloon. To do all these things in real life and not just on a screen.

Right now, I wonder what it might be like to be the one in Geneva with Nick.

I think about the letter again too; pat my pocket down for it before remembering I moved it to my bag for safekeeping earlier. It’s not like I didn’t know it was coming of course – the Donor Family Care Service team told me after all. It was all anonymous at this stage, and I had no obligation to read it, they said. The truth is, I’ve read it so many times this morning already, I could probably recite it off by heart.

Dear Recipient, it starts.

I’d considered writing first, of course; started a hundred letters and emails to them to say thank you. They’ve given the most amazing gift a person could possibly give, and gone through their own incredible hurt, just like ours. 

It’s just—

I have no idea what to say, no idea what they could possibly want to hear from the person who took their loved one’s heart. I just feel so guilty about benefiting from someone else’s death, about wanting them to die. Because that’s effectively what happened, isn’t it? When I dreamt about getting a new heart, I was dreaming about someone else’s life ending. But when I spoke to the doctors about it, they told me that I shouldn’t think of it like that; that the person whose heart I have was going to die anyway, and there was nothing I could do about it. 

The best I can do, apparently, is make the most of the gift – keep her alive, like Stella’s mum has asked me to do.

And I am, I think, by staying healthy, by looking after this heart in the best way I can.

Graham appears now with another glass of bubbles Jess must have snuck him, and I muster a smile for him. For all his digs, he’s become like a brother to me. I’ve known him for most of my life and he loves Jess like nothing else, which makes him a hero in my books.

‘So,’ he says, ‘survive the day OK?’

‘It was a hummus-covered dream, Graham,’ I say, placing my phone on the bench. ‘Though I do feel a little bad for the boys; this can’t be too exciting for them.’

‘The boys are happy to be wherever you are, just like their mother,’ Graham says. ‘So, they had a great time.’ 

‘Well, maybe you guys could do something more adventurous before you head off. Maybe you could go to the cottage or something? Mum and Dad didn’t rent it out this month.’

‘And you could come too?’ 

I pause.

‘You know I’ll only slow you guys down.’ I try to sound light about it. 

But when I look up, he’s looking right back at me, an almost annoyed expression on his face. ‘You need to stop worrying about what other people need, Maggie, and just go do. For everyone’s sake.’

I don’t respond immediately, because I’m slightly surprised by the tone, and I’m not even sure what he means – for everyone’s sake? He can definitely get a bit loose-lipped with a drink, but although he was around when it happened, he just doesn’t understand what it’s like to actually be the one who got it wrong.

To cause that level of devastation for everyone.

And anyway – I haven’t been able to go back to the cottage since it happened.

‘The boys will be shattered later at least,’ I say, in an attempt to move the conversation along.

‘I should bloody well hope so,’ he laughs. ‘They’ve been running around for hours.’

‘Well, you and Jess can sneak back home for some wine later?’ I say. ‘The boys could have a sleepover at Mum and Dad’s.’

I feel a little bad about still being there too; taking over their dining room like I have. But I couldn’t keep going up and down the stairs in the condition I was in before the transplant, and it’s probably sensible to keep avoiding it now, I guess. Sometimes I like to imagine what my own place would be like; what my own life might look like – perhaps I’d live in a cabin on a far-off mountainside and teach yoga for a living, or take off around the world in a campervan and start a travel blog, or live in a penthouse in the city and have an exciting job and international travel – I’d go out for dinner every night and work my way through all the cuisines in the alphabet, I’d date anyone I pleased and do anything I want, knowing that no two days would ever be the same. 

But that sort of life isn’t something that I can have. What if something went wrong and I got sick? I couldn’t do that to everyone again.

‘That sounds good actually,’ Graham says with a sigh. ‘Maybe it’s no bad thing if we don’t end up moving.’

I stop; look at him.

He must read my expression, because all the blood seems to drain from his face. 

‘Oh god . . .’ he says, glancing around. ‘I thought Jess had spoken to you earlier.’

‘Graham, what are you talking about?’ I say, utterly confused. ‘Why wouldn’t you be going?’

And why wouldn’t Jess have spoken to me about it?

He opens his mouth again to speak, when I suddenly realise I can’t see Jess anymore.

And I have a strange feeling.

‘Hang on,’ I say, getting up and walking back across the lawn. Weaving between children running and adults smiling, I scan our blanket set-up. Mum and Dad are off somewhere, but Jess is there. She’s staring at something white in her hand.

The letter.

‘What the hell is this, Maggie?’ she says, looking up as I approach. 

‘What are you doing?’ I say, heart pounding. ‘Why are you going through my stuff?’

‘I wasn’t going through your stuff, Maggie. It was laying out on the picnic blanket for anyone to see.’ 

Shit, it must have fallen out. 

‘But why didn’t you tell us you’d got this? After everything we’ve been through together.’

Frustration courses through me. ‘Because I only got it a week ago and I’m still processing it.’

Her eyes widen. ‘But did you even read what it says?’ 

‘Of course I did, Jess.’

‘Do you agree with it?’ She holds it up to my face.

‘Yes,’ I repeat, but more hesitantly this time. 

Jess throws her hands up. ‘Then I don’t understand why you’re not doing it all.’

‘All what?’

‘Everything, Maggie. You’ve got a new heart. You’re healthy now. So why aren’t you making the most of it?’

‘You know why,’ I say annoyed now. ‘You know I can’t do any of the stuff I really want to.’

Jess just stares at me, like I’ve said something crazy.

‘But why not?’ she says. ‘You did when Cat was around, and—’ 

‘And look what happened,’ I finish. 

A silence passes between us in the warm air, and I know we have the same images in our minds.

The hospital, everyone weeping.

A darkness like no other.

‘Maggie,’ she says, softer now, ‘Cat died, and it was awful, for everyone, but that doesn’t mean you stop doing anything.’

I’m about to repeat the fact that this new heart is only 70 per cent well, that I will always have to take far less risks than other people, or I could die, pulling down everyone else with me, when she starts up again.

‘This heart was supposed to give you a second shot at it all, Maggie. Hell, it was supposed to give you a first shot,’ she says, ‘and you’re doing nothing with it.’

It feels like I’m being punched in the stomach. 

‘Nothing?’ I snap. ‘I’m out today, aren’t I?’

‘Barely! This was a picnic for a few hours, before you go back to Mum and Dad’s for some grilled chicken.’

Something hot rises in my belly now.

‘What exactly do you want me to be doing? Necking alcohol and climbing mountains? Do you even understand what the doctors say? I’ll have to be careful for the rest of my life if I don’t want something to go wrong.’

‘I’m not asking you to climb mountains, Maggie, far from it. But what about art school? What about fun and friends? What about love? Because I heard about Nick, by the way – I know you saw him earlier.’

I close my eyes briefly, the image stinging again. ‘Don’t talk to me about love, Jess. You will never understand what it was like for me after Cat.’

Immediately, I regret my words. 

‘So, what you’re saying is her sister wouldn’t understand?’ Jess says, her voice strangely quiet. ‘Because you guys were always closest, right?’

‘Jess,’ I say quickly, ‘I’m sorry; that’s not what I meant at all.’

‘Then what the hell did you mean?’ 

I don’t know what to say – how can you explain losing your other half the way I had? 

Eventually Jess throws her hands up in the air when I don’t reply. ‘Jesus Christ, Maggie, how can I help you if you don’t tell me anything?’

‘Oh, you’re one to talk,’ I say without thinking. ‘How come you never told me you were reconsidering Amsterdam?’

Jess stops; her face falls. 

‘Look, I’m sorry about that. I told Graham not to say anything,’ she starts. ‘It’s just . . . it’s just—’

‘Just what?’ 

She says nothing, and I have to close my eyes as a heat starts to build behind them. 

‘Jess,’ I say, opening them again, ‘you don’t have to worry about me anymore. I’m doing everything in my power to keep this heart healthy, so everyone can go live their lives and I’ll live mine.’

‘But that’s the point, Maggie,’ Jess cries now, ‘you’re not living.’

My breath catches, like I’ve been winded. But she doesn’t stop.

‘To be honest,’ she says, a fire in her eyes now, ‘I’m not even sure you deserved to get the heart.’

The words are like a slap in the face, and my whole body stiffens with the shock of it.

‘I’m going for a walk,’ I say, and before she can utter another word, I turn on my heel and head across the lawn.

As I go down the pathway again, I think I can hear Mum calling my name from somewhere, but the words muffle, then evaporate into the sky. 

Blood rushes in my ears.

Heading along the gravelled walkway under the trees, the area is quieter here. I stride as quickly as I’ll let myself, finding that my feet know where I’m going before I even do. 

I keep going until I hit a crossways, the sycamore and the ash trees beckoning gently in the summer breeze above me. But then I stop. 

I go no further. 

And in this moment, I know I never will. 

Because I was right – I can never have the life I truly want. I gave it a shot before, and my sister died.

Then a wonderful woman called Stella died too, so I could live. There’s no way I’m risking this heart now.

Turning back on the path, I feel a pull at my chest, sudden and sharp. And in seconds it’s tearing across the whole of me, and I’m slumping to the ground. 

My head hits the sand with a silent thud.

Pain soars. 

I grapple to say something, call out to anyone who might hear, but nothing comes. I stare up at that endless blue sky, one solitary yellow balloon rising up through it, and I cannot breathe.




CHAPTER FOUR

Light. 

Soft material against my face. 

I take a moment to open my eyes. Turning over, the scent of jasmine floods my nose; a washing powder I don’t know. 

Weird. 

It doesn’t smell like home, or the hospital.

Hospital.

Collapsing on the pathway.

My eyes snap open, body instantly rigid. I frantically scan my surroundings to find that I’m in a bedroom, but not one I’ve ever seen before. It’s small and airy, with a large window raised open to the breeze. A dreamcatcher is hanging down the glass pane, its beaded tassels fluttering back and forth above. An old desk is crammed in below.

Where the hell am I?

I place a hand against my chest. Up, down, up, down. It’s beating insanely fast. Oh god, why am I not in a hospital? Or home?

Think, Maggie.

Did a passer-by find me in the Botanics? Maybe they took me back to theirs and then called the ambulance. 

But it shouldn’t take this long. 

It never takes this long. 

I just need to stay here, stay calm. What time is it?

Turning to the white-washed bedside table beside me, I spot a radio alarm, one of the modern ones with the time and date on its face. I must still be groggy because the date in the corner of the radio alarm doesn’t make any sense. It’s saying it’s the twenty-sixth of July, but that’s tomorrow. 

And the date is behind by two years.

Blinking away from it, confused, I turn my attention to the time now – 11 a.m.

Shit!

I must have spent the night here; Mum will be so worried.

‘Hello?’ I call out desperately, except my voice comes out half a step lower, smoother and in a different accent – as though I’m from the South of England or something. I reach for my throat.

What the hell is wrong with my voice?

With shaking hands, I shove back the flowery sheets to find I’m wearing a stranger’s pyjamas – silky blue ones, with little fireflies on them. 

But why did someone change me? What’s going on?

Oh god, what if someone drugged me? But then, surely someone who did that wouldn’t change me into nice pyjamas. No, that can’t be it.

Sitting up in bed, I step out and on to the cool wooden floor. I keep waiting for those stabbing pains again, some sign that my body is failing me, but nothing comes, thankfully.

‘Hello?’ I try again, upright now. Oh god, where am I? Glancing back at the window, there are more flats opposite – old Edinburgh tenements. But I’m in a completely different part of town from the looks of it.

None of this is making any sense.

Walking out of the room now, I find myself in a narrow, whitewashed corridor. What looks like a small living room sits at the end and I stumble towards it. 

I pass a main door on the right, with a row of coats hanging beside it. I’m in a flat then. I keep going blindly to the end, clasping on to the slightly uneven walls like I’m drunk, even though I never really have been. In the living room now, I take in the small tatty sofas, the worn wooden floor. Sample pots of paint sit beside one white wall, like someone’s been trying to pick a colour, and a big bay window at the back casts shimmering light across an old circular dining room table. A warm breeze drifts in from outside and, though it’s all sunny summer skies on the other side of the pane, a tingle goes through me.

This isn’t right.

Just breathe, Maggie.

A small internal kitchen sits at the back of the living room and I head there next. It’s a bit haphazard, with jars of pasta and spices all about the place; a box of pans on the floor like someone’s just moved in. Looking back to the living room, I notice something on the mantlepiece. Walking over, I pick up what appears to be an invite. It’s on stiff letterhead and across the top, in gold lettering, are the words Toby and Fran. 

To Emily, it starts, followed by information about a wedding somewhere in London next year. OK, so an Emily must live here then. But who is she? And where has she gone? Why has this Emily person left me here?

All I know is I have to get to a hospital; I have to get checked out. Turning back out of the room, I head towards the coat rack. Please let my stuff be there. 

Rifling through yellow rain jackets and colourful coats, my hand eventually hits something cold and hard, and I pull the clothes aside to find a mirror behind.

A reflection stares back out.

My throat catches.

And everything around me stops.




CHAPTER FIVE

When I was a child, I found a small window in the attic. I used to pretend my reflection was another child sitting on the other side of the glass, playing in a mirror house, in a mirror attic. That girl was called Tina, and after I got sick, I would go up there again sometimes, alone. I’d wish so hard that I could become that girl for a day, living in her healthy body and having exciting adventures, so I never had to worry about hospital appointments and surgeries and making everyone sad all the time.

Now, as I stare into this other mirror, I wonder if by some wild imaginings of my brain, I’ve finally taken myself to the other side of the glass. Because standing in front of me is someone I don’t know – someone with long dark hair and golden tanned skin. She has bow-shaped lips, a small freckle above one arched eyebrow and ridiculously long lashes. The only thing that’s the same is the eye colour: a warm hazel. 

And that’s how I know I’m in the hospital.

It’s the only rational explanation for what’s going on: I collapsed in the Botanics, someone called an ambulance and now I’m in an induced coma. 

There’s nothing I can do but sit it out.

Wait to wake.

Feeling numbly calmer now, I take a better look around the flat in my dreams. It’s incredible how real it all feels, with the clear light shining in past the dreamcatcher and this citrus-sweet perfume permeating the air, like lemons and roses. Curious, I look inside the old wooden dresser. There’s lots of colourful clothing in the drawers – pink vests and yellow t-shirts, chemical-blue leggings and ripped denim shorts. Crossing to the wardrobe now, I find an equal number of loud, fitted dresses, the type I would never have the confidence to wear; a range of trainers and boots and bags beneath them. 

I feel a pretty realistic kick of hunger now, so I wander hazily back to the kitchen. Opening up a cupboard, I spy a packet of tortilla crisps. It’s funny how, even in a dream, I can feel myself hesitating over them, wondering what I should do. I never eat crisps, obviously, but given this is a dream, it seems vaguely ridiculous to quibble over it, so I pull them down, start eating them hungrily and without restraint.

God, they’re good. All salty and cheesy and crunchy in one. 

With the packet still in my hand, I check in the fridge next and find it’s bizarrely cool on my skin when I open it, like it would be normally. I’m delighted to find a large bottle of Coke, half a bottle of Prosecco and what appears to be a half-eaten bowl of ramen inside. With a slightly heady feeling now, I pull them all out too, already hoping I don’t wake up before I can get through it all. Taking a glug of the Coke, I grab a fork from a nearby drawer and unclip the top of the plastic container. The scent released is incredible – garlic and chilli and pork rolled into one; the literal stuff of dreams. I eat standing up, wolfing it down so fast that a little broth ends up on the firefly pyjamas.

Should I change?

The clothes.

With a buzz of excitement, I head back to the bedroom. A moment later, I track back and pick up the Prosecco.

Standing in front of the wardrobe a minute later, I take a little drink of the bubbly liquid straight from the bottle, feel it slip into my system in the most realistic way. Then I gently run a hand through the clothes, across a pink sweater and a turquoise skirt, a yellow summer dress fluttering in the breeze from the window. One dress in particular catches my eye, a floaty one in splashes of red and blue and green, like a butterfly’s wings. It has a low V at the front and the skirt flares out at the sides. Placing the Prosecco down with a clunk, I strip off the pyjamas, slip the dress over my bare shoulders. Turning to the long mirror in the corner, I can’t help thinking how pretty I look, or rather my dream body looks, standing here in what appears to be a flat of my own. It’s not exactly how I’d imagined my dream home, this small flat in Edinburgh. It’s no penthouse in the city or cabin on a lake, it’s more like a blank canvas to play with. But perhaps that’s what I’m meant to be doing in this dream?

‘The paint pots,’ I whisper, and with another fizz of excitement, I head back along to the living room. It’s flooded with a hazy morning light, and, for a moment, I imagine what it might be like to wake up here every day, and drink a cup of coffee, or five, all by myself, before doing whatever I like with the day. 

Walking back over to where the pots are, I kneel down to check the colours. I’m delighted to see they’re all bright and vibrant, sunshine yellow and ocean teal, fuchsia pinks and clementine orange. It’s not that Mum ever stopped me making the dining room my own, of course, but it’s hard to get overly excited about decorating one small corner of your parents’ home.

Opening the teal pot first, I dip one of the brushes into the vivid paint, before applying it straight to the wall in one luxurious stroke. The colour immediately pops against the white and I marvel yet again at the realness of it all. I do the same with the next colour, then the next, dunking the brush in each time and dragging it across the clinical white expanse. Before I know it, the whole wall is covered in stripes and swirls, circles, and dots and rainbows of technicolour madness. I’m splattered in paint, but there’s something about it all that fills me with joy.

And I’m not done yet.

Because I’m not in my limited body, and the sun is shining, and right now I think I need to run free in it. Taking a final drink of the Prosecco, giddiness entering my mind, my body, I head across to the front door and look down at the array of shoes there – flip-flops, rainbow wellies and hiking boots. I opt for some neon-yellow trainers, and a second later, I’m out the door. It looks like an old tenement building out here, which makes sense since that’s the sort of building I’ve always imagined myself in. I appear to be on the top level, opposite another flat with a freshly painted white door and large, muddy trainers outside. It’s cool and dimly lit, the only light coming from a murky glass skylight above, and looking down through the dark centre, I calculate that there’s maybe three floors below.

I bound down the circular stairwell now, two at a time, so fast I’m almost gliding down it, and as I reach the bottom, I have the most incredible fluttering in my heart. Opening up the flat door, sunlight floods down on a busy Edinburgh street – tenements, shops, cars – and I pause, as I try to process what’s happening.

Because the problem is, it feels pretty bloody real.

And my dreams never make sense like this. I don’t know what exactly I was expecting when I walked out that door, but it wasn’t anything quite so . . . true to life.

Unnerved now, I head down the road, as the door swings firmly shut behind me.

As suspected, I’m across town, in Tollcross, it appears. I used to come to this area occasionally to get art supplies from the shop nearby, maybe have a green tea at Victor Hugo on the Meadows. I haven’t been since the transplant, come to think of it. But then I haven’t been anywhere really. 

To the right of me, tall trees sway in the breeze above the green fields, and I walk towards them, drawn by a place I know at least. It’s busy out here, realistically so, and a bubble of panic starts to rise up through me. When I arrive at the Meadows, I sense people glancing across at me and realise I’m still covered in paint. 

I feel groggy and strange from the Prosecco, and eventually I sit down on the grass, uncertain what else to do. I lie back flat on the feathery blades now, stare up at the wide expanse of blue above, and with the sounds of kids playing and mowers going, I let my eyes fall shut.

I wake blearily sometime later to cool air on my face and the scent of trees. I’m still in the Meadows, except now the light has changed and the blue sky has drifted into pink. Most of the kids have left.

Pulling myself off the grass, I find myself covered in tufts of green, and it strikes me harder how very lifelike it is that I would have grass stuck to me. Also, that I’ve woken up still in the dream. My heart starts to pound lightly, and all that gleeful joy I had earlier evaporates entirely. 

Everything seems really strange.

Walking quickly back across the Meadows, the paint-splattered dress flutters about my legs, and I feel even more outside of myself than before. Passing a now darkened deli, I pause to stare at the reflection: same medium height I saw before, same kind of lightly curved body shape, but with dark hair flying around in the breeze, and a pretty heart-shaped face. 

What’s going on?

With more urgency now, I pick up my pace. By the time I get off the Meadows, I know where I’m headed, because it’s the only place I can think to go now. I have to just get back to where this all started. I have to get back to bed, and when I wake up, all of this will be gone.

It has to be. 

As I hit the street I came from, I start walking faster, back up to Tollcross where I started this morning. But what door was it? Which number? 

Shit. 

I left in such a spin this morning because I never thought I was coming back. Walking past the little restaurants and cafés, it all slides together loosely again – the tapas bar, the newsagent and the café with the purple front. That card shop with the jewellery display in the window. I came out of the door beside it – the dull red one with a rusted seven on the front.

But how the hell am I going to get back inside? I didn’t take any keys.

Shit, shit, shit.

I just need to get back to that flat – if I could even get into the stairwell. 

Staring at the row of flat buzzers down the side, I pick one at random and press it.

Nothing.

Tentatively, I press the next one, and a voice comes out angry and sharp, ‘I’m not due a delivery, I don’t want pamphlets, I’m not going to buy anything, so just bugger off.’

I stop short.

But I have to get in.

I press the next one, then the next, my heart rate rising with each responding silence. 

Finally, I press the buzzer at the top right – for what must be the flat opposite with the muddy trainers.

A crackle.

‘Hello?’ a friendly male voice says. 

Relief floods through me.

‘Hello,’ I start, ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve forgotten my key and—’

To my surprise, the
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