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			Dedication

			For Sabrina, my actual first-favourite Irish person

			(but don’t tell Sara).

			Remember who you are.

		

		
			Prologue

			I suppose I was meant to die.

			My life should have ended, torn apart by shards of metal and crumpled fibreglass as viscous puddles darkened from red to black.

			I felt Death’s cold fingers stroking my arms, persuading me to release my grip on life and be guided to a warmer, kinder place. It was too tempting, that comforting embrace beckoning me, and I felt myself being drawn into the darkness.

			The weak kick barely registered amongst the more urgent sensations – the white-hot darts stabbing through my nervous system, the rasp of ragged breath in my throat, and the acidic stench of petrol – but it was enough.

			My baby was not ready to follow me. She needed me to stay with her.

			My eyelids refused to open but I could see the blue strobe lights even behind them. I heard the crunch of running footsteps, sensed the bulk of big men clad in heavy clothing that smelt of smoke and soot. A hand pinched my ear, knuckles rubbed briskly across my sternum. It hurt and I tried to cry out, to pull away, anything to make it stop.

			‘Non-responsive,’ was the last thing I heard them say.
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			Tamsin – Now

			My brain instructs my little finger to move.

			Just the slightest twitch. A flicker of motion. Anything.

			But my body is as ignorant of the order now as it has been for years, and the effort of trying to produce an action only brings a weighted cloud of exhaustion.

			I am awake, but I’m not. I exist in a land of perpetual stillness while the world carries on around me as if nothing has happened. Invisible but present. Ignored yet considered. A half-life, neither dead nor alive.

			The doctors call it a permanent vegetative state. I call it limbo, an uncertain borderland between the heaven of a second chance and the hell of an eternity trapped in my own mind. I will soon turn forty but the frozen recesses of my mind are stuck, perhaps forever, at the age of thirty-seven.

			Morning announces its presence via the swish of the heavy curtains as they are yanked opened. I know by the overpowering aroma of daisies that it’s Hannah on the early shift. She always spritzes her uniform tunic, which I have decided is baby blue, with fake Marc Jacobs in an attempt to disguise the stale smell of damp which always permeates her washing.

			It is hard to be sure what day it is – my internal calendar is easily disrupted, especially on days when no visitors come to break the monotony. I try to track the weekly routine: physio, movement therapy, sensory stimulation, visits from Jamie, Lucia and Dan. Occasionally there are others but not often, not like in the early days after the accident, when a steady stream trooped into my ICU room to offer a morale boost or stare in horror.

			Wednesday evening and Friday morning are Jamie’s visiting times, when we pretend our marriage is still functioning and he doesn’t resent the constraints I put on his time. He used to come with Lucia, my best friend, but now he’s usually alone and Lucia has switched to Tuesday afternoons.

			Monday is Dan, my boss of sorts, who comes out of hope and stays exactly ninety minutes. The routine helps them, like it does me. It’s human nature, the need to organise our lives into compartments of time we can control.

			I always know when Jamie arrives, even before he speaks. His shower gel and aftershave combine pine forests and icy, crystal-clear streams, as if we are walking together through the Scandinavian wilderness of our honeymoon. I sense his agile movements, easy strides and even, steady breathing. When his hand takes mine, I can picture the olive tones of his skin from the warmth of his touch, mentally trace the smooth, toned definition of his arms as if I am caressing them with the fingers I cannot move.

			It is only in those moments that I feel like my past self, happy and secure in the life we had created, never for a moment believing it would ever be different. A past that had been a distant memory even before the crash changed everything.

			I have no recollection of the events that led to my current predicament. They are lost to a grey, stormy sea of swelling emotions, unidentifiable voices and whispered rumours. On occasion, crystal-clear images pop into my mind, but they are lost before I can absorb any details.

			Sometimes, Jamie brings Elise. Every few weeks or so. It is confusing for her. She doesn’t know who I used to be. It hurts when I hear her little voice call me Mummy, the uncertainty in her tone, as if she has been told this motionless figure gave birth to her but she doesn’t fully believe it.

			Does she understand what happened? Why I can’t smile or tell her I love her?

			Does she even realise, beneath the tubes and wires, that I am a real person?

			Today, it feels like a Thursday. When my room door opens and closes as Hannah sweeps about, I catch the faintest whiff of Mexican spices telling me it’s fajita day, even though lunch must be hours away and I know from the conversations that happen around me that only a few residents are on solid diets. The staff enjoy their meals – Milena, my favourite carer, often brings her plate to my room and talks to me as she eats, describing the flavours in her lyrical accent.

			I know a lot about a place I have never seen.

			I sense Hannah’s presence beside my bed. She blocks the light in a way Milena never does. Her breathing is always slightly laboured, as if the physicality of her job is a constant challenge, and I can feel her warm breath on my skin as she raises me to a sitting incline and begins the daily tasks. The peppermint tang of her toothpaste just about prevents the nausea that regularly rises from the pit of my stomach. I have never liked people invading my personal space, but dignity is a distant memory for me now.

			Hannah’s hands are cold and, although she isn’t rough, she performs every movement with a sharp efficiency that makes me feel like a machine being maintained. She doesn’t talk to me. She never does, only whispers the occasional reminder to herself as she follows the routine to the letter or issues an instruction to a junior staff member if they dare interrupt her.

			The smell of artificial flowers is replaced by the fresh, subtle fragrance of the genuine article and a glass vase thuds onto a wooden surface close by my ear. If Milena was on duty, there would be rustling as she arranges the flowers to her satisfaction, but I doubt Hannah has even snipped the band binding them together.

			They call this a rehab facility, even though I know they don’t think I can be rehabilitated. Maybe it’s difficult to label a place people are sent to await death. That is what they’re really expecting. They are waiting for me to catch an infection or for my lungs to shut down or for my heart to simply give up. They don’t know me very well, these medical experts who peer and prod and talk about me in the same confident, well-educated tones I used to use.

			When I arrived here, all those months ago, I had assumed we were still in London as the ambulance curved across crunching gravel, drawing to a gentle stop as if I were a precious artefact. I hadn’t been sentient long enough to have adjusted to the loss of vision and I was still learning how to interpret my dark environment, too many details still escaping me.

			It was only when I was carefully unloaded that the breeze ruffled my hair and I smelt freshness – cut grass, newly sawn wood and spring flowers. I heard the rustling of branches laden with bright young leaves and I realised we had left the city behind. Free of traffic’s steady drone and the fug of pollution, my senses sparked and a rush of joy snaked through me at my new-found ability to enjoy such simple pleasure.

			As my stretcher was wheeled inside, I pictured a manor house, sandstone, with double oak front doors and sash windows, its Georgian features carefully preserved alongside the necessary modern amenities and medical equipment. The scent of original floorboards and the airiness of high ceilings guided the mental image I swiftly sketched. The rubber soles of my guardians’ footsteps echoed and padded softly by turns, telling me of woven rugs and large rooms.

			Later, I would find out the place is called Rushmore. Ironic, considering the residents within it will probably never rush anywhere again. Not that I’ve met any of them. I have gathered from the conversations that go on around me that, not only is this facility small, only six beds, but it is wincingly expensive. I think of Jamie’s money woes and wonder how he can possibly afford this place when creditors had been relentlessly pursuing him.

			I can’t ask him, and he gives me no information – not that he ever liked to talk about money before the accident. I just have to hope there will be enough left for our daughter.

			Our daughter. Elise. Jamie remembered my preferred name as he was left to organise the birth certificate alone. He calls her Els and, even though I have never seen her, I know what she looks like. I know she has silken blonde hair, several shades darker than my own, and bright cerulean eyes. I can picture her peachy-soft skin and her willowy limbs. I have missed two birthdays and am about to miss another. I have missed first steps, first words, the start of nursery and the end of nappies. Elise has lived her entire life without ever having a kiss from her mother.

			Sometimes, I think it would have been better if I had let the darkness claim me that day.

			Most people have a set idea of what emerging from a coma is like, whether based on TV dramas, books or their own imagination. They expect the slow fluttering of eyelids, a gasp around the ventilator, a clenching of fists or a sudden strike from a previously useless limb. Like waking from sleep, dull-minded and slow, brain thick with fog as realisation gradually dawns.

			My experience was nothing like that. It was sudden, abrupt. One moment, it was the blissful suspension of light and sound, a black void in which I had been drifting, without thought or feeling, for what seemed to be a few moments. The next, I was there.

			I was aware. And I was petrified.

			The darkness was no longer absolute; it had become shadows. Soft, like rippling velvet, with gradients and movements. When I tried to move, it seemed I was trapped beneath its steady trickle, drowning slowly. I had no idea where I was, no idea what had happened to me.

			I would later learn the only physical signs of the storm erupting within me were from the monitors – pulse, respiratory rate, brain wave activity all sending their alarms into panicked shrieks.

			I heard pounding shoes and urgent whispers, sensed frantic movements all around. Hands touched me, strangers’ voices called my name, asked me questions I couldn’t answer, gave me instructions I couldn’t follow.

			Can you hear me, Tamsin?

			Open your eyes.

			Can you squeeze my fingers?

			Tamsin, do you feel this?

			I tried to nod that I could hear them. I tried to open my eyes and squeeze their fingers and tell them yes, I could feel the testing rod running along the soles of my feet.

			I tried.

			I failed.

			At first, I thought I was paralysed. My brain was sluggish, reluctant to fire. The void of inability scared me as much as the paralysis.

			There was a moment’s silence in the volley of urgent discussion going on around me, a relief from the sudden assault that had been launched on my senses.

			Senses.

			I couldn’t be paralysed. I was able to feel. I just couldn’t move. My skeletal muscles were frozen, as if the neurones were failing to carry the increasingly frantic messages my brain was sending.

			My terror began to escalate, a rapid tick of a clock inside my skull as my pulse thumped a tattoo. The strangers’ voices asked more questions, issued more instructions, implored me to respond.

			Why couldn’t I do as they wanted?

			I tried to lash out. Cough around the tube I could feel running down my throat. Anything to show them I was here.

			Nothing.

			The darkness implored me to return, a heavy blanket of exhaustion settling over me. I wanted to fight, screaming at my brain to keep trying.

			I failed.

			The next time I was aware of anything, the frenetic activity in the room had ceased. I could hear two voices, both male. I got the sense it was later in the day; there was no sunlight caressing my closed eyelids.

			‘Look, activity is registering again,’ one man said, the sound becoming clearer, as if the stranger had turned towards me. He was well-spoken, sure of himself, his words delivered in such a way that told me he was used to being in charge.

			‘So she’s awake?’ Jamie. That was Jamie’s voice, but not like I remembered it. Uncertain, tentative. I heard his fear. What he was afraid of, I didn’t know, and I didn’t have the capacity then to find an answer. ‘Her eyes aren’t open.’

			‘Open eyes aren’t always the key indicator. We need to organise tests, but the signs are all suggesting Tamsin is no longer comatose.’

			‘Can she hear us?’

			‘We’ll know more after the scans. I’ve notified the consultant at the Royal London. We’ll arrange transfer back there as soon as we can.’

			Did that mean I wasn’t in hospital? Where was I?

			I heard a finger tap insistently against a screen. ‘She’s definitely responding. Talk to her, explain what’s happening. Her vital signs suggest she might be agitated.’

			I heard a chair creak, felt warm skin against mine, a hand touching my forearm.

			‘It’s OK, Tam,’ Jamie said. ‘You’re in a rehab centre in Lewisham. You’ve been here since you were stable enough to leave the ICU.’

			I waited for more. I had always hated receiving scant information. Details were important to me. I needed to have all the facts.

			‘You were in an accident. A car crash.’ Jamie’s voice caught, gravel scratching at his throat. ‘It was pretty bad. You suffered a traumatic brain injury.’

			That would explain why I had been comatose. But how did I crash the car? I had always been a careful, alert driver. I treated driving like a chess match, always several moves ahead, spotting hazards long before they became an issue.

			Questions crowded my mind. Where did it happen? Was Jamie in the car with me? What caused it? Was I even driving?

			I examined each query in turn but there were no clues in the dusky recesses of my memory. I couldn’t even remember what car I used to drive.

			‘You’ve been in the coma a long time, Tam. The doctors weren’t sure if you’d ever come round.’

			How long? I tried to shout the question, urgency throbbing in my throat as this new issue snatched my attention away from the accident’s details. Weeks? Months?

			‘But don’t worry,’ Jamie continued, not noticing my disconcertion. ‘Elise is safe. She’s doing fine.’

			Again, I searched the shadows for clarity. That name was familiar, yet I couldn’t put my finger on it.

			Comprehension dawned, a sun reaching its peak above a cloudy sky. I had been pregnant. I remembered the feeling of tiny feet drumming against my ribcage, the pulse of a second heart beating in tandem with mine, the skin taut across my swollen abdomen.

			I could feel the difference now, the emptiness where there had previously been life, movement, feeling. Even without being able to see for myself, I knew I was no longer pregnant.

			Elise. My baby. My reason to live.

			I wondered if she would be the one to realise. Whether she would understand the true situation that no one seemed to have grasped.

			That beneath my wasted muscles and useless nerves, inside my bodily prison, my brain was as capable as ever. I could hear, smell, think and process, just like I always did.

			I was in full control of my senses.

			I just didn’t have any way of showing it.
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			Tamsin – Now

			‘Good morning, Tamsin.’ The ever-cheerful voice of the physiotherapist floats across my room. ‘Happy Thursday! How are you today?’

			I have known this woman for the year I have been at Rushmore, and she always greets me in the same positive way, as if certain that one day I will reply to her. She always takes care to tell me which day it is and what the weather is like, and I wish I could let her know how I appreciate her thoughtfulness.

			‘It’s a beautiful day. The sun’s lovely and warm.’

			Her strong, supple hands pick up my right forearm, flexing and straightening the elbow. She raises the whole arm in the air, rotating the shoulder, stretching my hand towards the ceiling. Her fingers glide the length of the wasted muscles in firm strokes, sending warmth flowing through my skin.

			She chats away to me as she moves to the other arm and repeats her actions, carefully avoiding the thick, raised scar on my left palm as if she can sense it is still sensitive to the touch. She will believe it is from the crash.

			Next, she starts on my legs, the long levers I had always kept toned and strong with runs and spin classes and boxercise. Now my knees creak as she bends and straightens them, and the definition to my calves and quads I had worked so hard to maintain is lost. When she leans her weight on her palms to work the big muscle group, I can feel the pressure against my femur and know just how emaciated they have become.

			These sessions are never rushed, not like some of the other therapies that are done as a duty, a routine, without hope. This woman believes she is helping me, preparing me for a recovery most of the other professionals don’t think will ever come.

			I enjoy her visits because I can relax with her. I don’t have to analyse and second-guess every move. Too often, my own medical knowledge is a curse rather than a gift. I understand too much, and the blissful ignorance of laymen would be welcome when I am faced with my own very fragile mortality.

			Maybe if I had followed my professors’ advice, taken the path to neurosurgery and risen to the top of my speciality by treating the brain as a mechanism instead of an entity, I wouldn’t have found myself in this mess. If I had listened, if I hadn’t chosen to become a psychiatrist, if I had studied CT scans instead psyches, perhaps it would all have been different.

			I have a lot of time to question some of the choices I made.

			The physio has finished rubbing oil into my limbs, leaving a lingering scent of calming lavender, and is methodically packing up her bag.

			‘Good morning, Milena,’ she says as the door hinges groan. ‘Hi, Hannah.’

			Milena returns the greeting with her usual brightness, but Hannah is silent, and I imagine her merely nodding in response. I wonder if there is anyone here she does talk to.

			The faintly damp smell of her reaches my nose. I consider her home life, picturing a small flat, perhaps in a tower block, windows clouded with condensation as she hangs her uniform tunics over an airer. She can’t put the clothes on the Economy 7 heaters for risk of fire, though she will turn them on once darkness falls to try and speed up the drying. Too expensive to run in the daytime. Despite all the luxuries of Rushmore, I know the staff are paid a pittance. I often listen to them complain about struggling to balance their minute budgets.

			The physio says her goodbyes to me and leaves for the next room, the next unresponsive body. I can guess it is a shower day by the presence of both of my assigned carers and, sure enough, I hear the whirring of the electric hoist being brought to the bedside.

			This is the most humiliating part of my week, when I am stripped naked and shipped to the ensuite wet room to be hosed down like a racehorse. I am exaggerating the cruelties; I am treated gently and humanely, as much as it is possible, but I cringe throughout the whole sorry procedure. I was a private person before all this and the sensation of strangers touching my bare skin is nauseating.

			When Milena has time, she shaves my legs for me, as if she understands my dislike of the stubbly regrowth. She is a good carer, instinctive and patient. She has told me she had intended to pursue a new career when she left Poland for the UK, after several years caring for dementia and stroke patients. I’m glad she didn’t.

			Today Hannah hurries us through it, then orders Milena to change the bed.

			‘We have five more patients to wash, get a move on!’

			I am lowered back onto the clean bed. This is one of my favourite sensations. Who doesn’t love fresh sheets?

			‘I’ll make a start next door,’ Hannah loudly bundles up the old linen. ‘Finish off in here and come through. Be quick.’

			Milena doesn’t reply, snorting softly as the door closes briskly behind her superior. Moving with deliberate slowness, she dresses me in a soft merino jumper. She is tiny, much smaller than Hannah. I can tell the height difference when she leans over me, and I can hear the lightness of her footsteps. She tells me each time she changes her hair colour, painting vivid pictures with her words so I can see the magenta, the electric blue, the bubblegum pink as she brushes my own platinum locks, murmuring wistfully of her desire to have my natural colour instead of her own boring dark brown.

			A phone buzzes and I hear Milena search her tunic pockets to locate it. She gives an impatient sigh before she taps the screen. She speaks rapidly in a language I don’t know. I recognise the sounds as belonging to the Slavic group, but it isn’t Polish. I always liked to learn the polite necessities for any country I visited, and I had taught myself enough phrases when I’d stayed in Warsaw, a city I had loved in a past life, to know the basics.

			Milena’s voice becomes sharper, words spilling in a torrent, barely pausing for breath, very different from her usual relaxed tone. I can feel her tension, the abrupt tightening of her muscles. I don’t need to comprehend her words to understand their meaning.

			I wonder who she is talking to. Her lack of hesitation suggests familiarity but there is cold rage in her words, and she barely gives the caller a chance to respond. She is close to the bed, and I can just catch enough of the quiet voice on the other end of the phone to be sure it is female.

			She ends the call while the other woman is still speaking, cutting her off in mid-sentence. She is rough with her pocket as she stows the phone safely away.

			‘Sorry, Tamsin,’ she whispers, her accent stronger from the abrupt switch back to English. ‘I am not so calm today. You know how that feels. The ants when they are under your skin.’

			I know exactly how that feels.

			Milena leans over to adjust my pillow. ‘You are trapped, and so am I.’

			Trapped in a job she doesn’t like? In a country not her own? By a failing relationship? My mind automatically begins to analyse her words, weighing up the possibilities. People often struggle to say what they really mean but, if you are paying attention, the words they unconsciously choose can give the game away.

			She sighs softly. ‘Life is never easy.’ She clears her throat and I sense her straightening up, drawing her shoulders back. When she speaks again, there’s a forced positivity in her tone. ‘You have a quiet day now. Shall I put the music on? It can keep you company till I come back for lunch.’

			As if she has heard my agreement, she taps the iPad that lives on my bedside table, brought by Jamie when he had decided I wouldn’t enjoy silence. In the evening, the wall-mounted TV will be switched on and I cannot explain I hate having no control of the remote.

			For now, the sounds of Chopin soothe me as I set my mind to deconstructing Milena’s secrets.

			It is a relief to have a brief respite from my own.
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			Jamie – Now

			Jamie Shaw dreads Fridays.

			He has to take the whole morning off, which he’s come to resent as the months creep by. He prefers being at work, where he is in control. His career in commercial property lettings suits him well. He has the easy chat and ready smile that relax his clients, reassure them that he is the same as them – sociable and socially acceptable in equal measures.

			He prefers not to remember the darker days when the opposite was true, when he didn’t dare answer the phone and cringed every time the doorbell rang. Things are different now. It is easier to pretend those times never existed, just as he pretends he was saved through hard work and dedication.

			He always makes an early start on Fridays, far earlier than when he’s in the office, keen to get his task done for another week. He can’t summon guilt that it has become a chore after so long. Next week it will be three years since the accident. Wednesday will be both the anniversary and his daughter’s birthday. 

			It takes nearly two hours to drive to the North Wessex Downs, his thoughts his only, and distinctly unwelcome, companions. He manages to hold the distractions at bay on the busy motorways but, as soon as he hits the country lanes, his concentration wavers and the voices surround him.

			By the time he pulls into the long gravel driveway that leads to the gault-brick manor house, his head aches from replaying the same old arguments with everyone he has wronged.

			There is no relief as he approaches Rushmore’s front doors and pulls the bell cord – the convenience of an intercom would spoil the pretence of luxury. The stately dong announces his biweekly sentence, and he is as conditioned to it as Pavlov’s canines. He can feel himself starting to sweat, and his shoulder muscles bunch in readiness for the fight-or-flight battle that inevitably rages within him.

			Hannah answers the door today, with a generic greeting. She is tall and stocky, broad-shouldered and thick-necked, with calves that strain against her uniform tights. Her hair, so black it is surely dyed, is always slicked back in a bun tight enough to tug her eyes up at the corners, making her look like she is slyly amused. Jamie is wary of Hannah.

			She only looks at him for a moment before she presents the visitor book for him to sign. He does so mechanically, not bothering to glance at the other signatures he knows will be listed under Tamsin’s name for the week.

			He always prefers it when it is Milena who meets him, with her ready smile, her vibrant hair dyed a different colour every few months, her graceful, effortless movements that remind him of Black Swan, Tamsin’s favourite film. Milena’s accent makes the English language sound beguiling, and she is quick to laugh at herself if she uses the wrong word or her pronunciation slips.

			He has barely removed his coat when the facility’s director appears at the top of the wide, sweeping staircase, her high heels soundless on the thick carpet as she descends like royalty meeting their adoring public. Her suit jacket is buttoned, her lipstick too bright for her pale complexion, but she moves with the authority of her position.

			‘Good morning, Mr Shaw.’

			He has asked her to call him Jamie on too many occasions now, so he doesn’t bother to say it again. ‘Good morning.’

			‘Do you have a few moments before you see Tamsin?’

			He feels like a troublesome schoolboy as he follows her very straight spine up the stairs. The first floor has been converted into offices; the ground floor exclusively for patients who will never be able to ascend. The director’s office was presumably the master bedroom in a former life, a large room with a sweeping bay window and the original cast-iron fireplace.

			Jamie takes the offered seat in front of her mahogany desk.

			‘How are you, Mr Shaw? How’s little Elise?’

			‘We’re both fine,’ he replies stiffly. He is asked the same questions every three months or so, when the boxes need to be ticked.

			‘And you’re happy with the care Tamsin is receiving?’

			‘Yes, Milena and Hannah look after her well.’

			‘You have a long drive here every week. Not easy to juggle family life and visiting hours.’

			‘The distance isn’t an issue.’ In fact, it has been an advantage. ‘We manage. Lucia helps.’

			‘It’s nice that friends still visit.’ The director shuffles a sheaf of papers, drawing a line under the small talk. ‘The matter I wanted to discuss with you is about the next steps for Tamsin.’

			Jamie isn’t aware there are any next steps. ‘Her diagnosis was a permanent vegetative state. That seems pretty definitive to me.’

			That sounded passive-aggressive, but he has no expectation of the Rushmore staff to perform a miracle. He doesn’t believe Tamsin will ever open her eyes, no matter how good her care is.

			‘Tamsin was in the coma for a considerable amount of time.’ The director chooses to explain anyway. ‘They rarely last more than four weeks – hers was nearly eight months. Her brain function tests showed less than fifty per cent of normal brain activity at the time.’

			Jamie can feel his legs growing restless and he begins to fidget in his chair, struggling to keep his attention focussed as the monologue continues.

			‘Tamsin has been here for twelve months. She is an extremely dependent case, which means she cannot survive without medical intervention. Once a patient has spent over a year in a vegetative state without improvement, guidelines state that options should be offered to family members, to decide whether it remains in the patient’s best interest to continue providing care.’

			Jamie frowns. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘After so long without any sign of recovery, you can choose to withdraw Tamsin’s treatment.’

			‘What?’ He still doesn’t get what she’s trying to tell him. He feels himself sit more upright as he tries to decode the formal language. ‘Let her die? Is that what you’re saying?’

			‘In cases where there is little chance of recovery, it’s a choice that some relatives consider when prolonged intervention may not be practical.’

			Jamie has no idea how to respond appropriately. This is a conversation he had never imagined would happen, and he is entirely unprepared for it.

			‘I know this must be a shock, but Tamsin’s quality of life needs to be taken into account. She spent six months in the Royal London’s ICU before she was stable enough to move to the Lewisham rehabilitation centre. Then an eighteen-month stay there, before she came to Rushmore. To keep her alive indefinitely, when her outlook is so poor, may not be advisable.’

			Jamie nods dumbly, robbed of speech as his mind races in circles, a hamster on a wheel. A shiver runs through him as comprehension finally sinks in.

			‘I appreciate that,’ he forces himself to say.

			‘I understand how difficult this must be. But it’s our responsibility to offer options and try to help patients’ families.’

			‘We don’t need help,’ Jamie interrupts. ‘We’re fine … as fine as we can be in the circumstances.’

			He won’t reveal he still sees a counsellor once a month, to try and atone for his guilt. Nor will he admit that Elise goes to play therapy because sometimes she wakes in the middle of the night, screaming, ‘No, Mummy!’ at the top of her little lungs.

			He braces his hands against the chair arms, preparing to stand. ‘I need to think. I should get down to see my wife.’

			‘Please update me on your long-term wishes once you’ve had time to consider.’ The director begins unnecessarily tidying her desk, and Jamie takes that as his cue to leave the office.

			As he stands at the top of the stairs, a wave of vertigo strikes so unexpectedly that he nearly loses his balance. Possibilities fly through his mind as he imagines sitting by Tamsin’s bed, watching her heart tracing gradually flatten, her chest ceasing to rise and fall. He sees himself, calm, composed, trying not to show his relief when the solemn confirmation is delivered.

			Three years of limbo. Could it be over soon?

			Can he really be free – of the guilt, and of his marriage?
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			Tamsin – Now

			Jamie has arrived late today.

			Even though the exact hour is always a mystery, unless it is a feed time or someone happens to read their watch aloud, I have learned to use sunny days as my timepiece. Usually, the light can be detected on my ear from the right-hand window when Jamie arrives and, by the time he leaves, it has moved to the left-hand window and my left cheek.

			Jamie settles in the armchair beside my bed and his smell envelops me, as familiar as the smooth, symmetrical planes of his face. He drops a kiss onto my cheek as usual. He never used to have this long stubble he favours now, which smarts when it scrapes against my skin. He always preferred to be clean-shaven, but I imagine the beard suits him, a sandy scattering below his defined cheekbones.

			I wonder if his hair is still short back and sides, if it remains precisely razored into the nape of his neck where I loved to caress the bristly strands, if the cowlick still falls over his forehead.

			‘You look exhausted.’ I only realise Milena is in the room when her rolling accent sounds.

			‘Too much stuff in my head,’ Jamie says, his voice quieter than usual, a weight to his words. Milena’s clean scent fills my nose – no perfume, just fresh linen and soap, telling me that she has moved closer. I hear her palm run across clothing and imagine her giving Jamie’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

			Her gentle fingers brush a few strands of hair from my eyes as she leans over me, monitoring the equipment that surrounds the bed as if she expects it to fail me. Her voice is slightly muffled, telling me her head is turned towards Jamie.

			‘Something is bothering you.’

			‘I had a meeting with the director.’

			‘About what?’

			Jamie takes too long to answer. ‘Tamsin’s care,’ he eventually sighs. ‘I need to think about it.’

			Think about what? Whether to continue paying a king’s ransom for my comfort? I can only hope he’s not considering choices other than Rushmore. I don’t think I could bear another upheaval.

			Milena doesn’t press him for answers he is clearly not prepared to give. ‘The director has to update the care plan every year Tamsin is here. She will know it is the anniversary soon. Of the crash.’

			‘And Elise’s third birthday,’ Jamie says heavily.

			My daughter’s birthday. The seventh of October, just nine days before my own date of birth. How I wish I remembered the moment she was born, even if it was behind a surgical screen. Had they laid her on my breast as the ventilator expanded my lungs? Or was she swept away immediately, denied even a glimpse of me?

			I have worked backwards to ascertain Elise was born prematurely. I have regained enough memories of scans and appointments to join the dots and I am certain she was around eight weeks early. I hope she breathed unaided, screamed for me after her abrupt entry into the world, but I can’t be sure.

			There is a pause that tells me Jamie’s mind is elsewhere, still fixed on whatever the director had said. He has never been able to focus on a conversation when preoccupied. His brain compartmentalises by default. Mine is the opposite, always seeking connections.

			‘It was in the news today,’ Milena says. I hear her lift the iPad from my bedside table.

			‘In Kent Online?’ Jamie is dismissive. ‘They’ll take any excuse to rehash the story. The crash was the most exciting thing to happen in that village in decades.’

			‘Don’t you want to know what it says?’

			I hear Jamie huff a sigh, but he is always patient with Milena, considerate, and he tells her to go ahead with a note of fondness in his voice that tells me he is humouring her.

			‘Almost three years on from the catastrophic road traffic accident on the Hoo Peninsula, which left a man dead and a woman with life-changing injuries, victim Tamsin Shaw still lies comatose in a hospital bed.’

			The lazy description that Milena haltingly reads enrages me. They can’t even be bothered to fact-check the difference between a coma and a vegetative state.

			‘Celebrated Michelin-starred chef Benicio Aguero, a London-based Argentine with a second home in Cliffe, was pronounced dead at the scene. Mrs Shaw, an eminent psychiatrist, was ejected from the vehicle on a lonely lane, sustaining massive head injuries.’

			Did they do any research before publishing the article? The slapdash content needles at me, sharp prods to my brain as I register each medical inaccuracy as much as their failure to even use my correct title. More infuriating is the fact it provides me with almost no memory aids. It tells me nothing I didn’t already know, except that I was thrown clear of the mangled vehicle.

			This is the first time anyone has read a report of the crash aloud within my earshot, and it should be an opportunity, a chance to learn what I cannot recall, not this clickbait.

			Jamie doesn’t speak immediately. Tension radiates from his silence in powerful waves I can almost physically feel.

			I wait. I have never known why Lucia’s husband, not Jamie, was my passenger that day, and the promise of new knowledge calms my frustration.

			‘Bad memories,’ Milena says quietly. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘It had been nice, that weekend,’ Jamie murmurs, as if talking to himself. ‘All of us together in the countryside, me and Tam, Lucia and Ben. I was hungover, wasn’t in any rush to head back to London, but Ben and Tam had stuff to do, so they left first.’

			The explanation jars me. I don’t remember Jamie or Ben ever joining us in Kent. It was mine and Lucia’s place, where we escaped our responsibilities for lazy weekends of wine and charcuterie and reruns of Sex and the City. There was no reason we’d have all been there together.

			‘Sometimes it is fate, these things,’ Milena says, with the certainty of faith. She went to church back home in Warsaw. She has told me about the peace she found there.

			Jamie laughs weakly but offers no further comment, as if he wants the conversation to end as quickly as possible.

			Silence sits for a few more moments as Milena continues with her tasks. Jamie always struggles to find things to say, and looks to Milena for help to talk to me like I’m still a human being. He has never been comfortable with quiet – extroverts rarely are – unlike me, who could tolerate it indefinitely, a trait that has undoubtedly saved my sanity in recent times.

			‘When are you next bringing Elise?’ Milena asks.

			‘Not sure. She gets upset sometimes …’

			‘It’s important, though, that she knows her mother.’

			Another sigh. ‘Maybe I’m making it worse by bringing her to visit. Since she’s started nursery, she’s realised she’s the only one whose mother lives in a hospital bed.’

			I feel my heart rate quicken, bird wings fluttering beneath my sternum. Elise has already learned we are different, that other families don’t exist like this. How bemusing it must be for her, how painful, to see her nursery friends being collected by their mothers, lifted onto their hips and smothered in kisses, laughing together as they head for their cars.

			Yet, selfishly, the thought that Jamie might stop bringing her to visit makes my throat constrict with dread. There is so little in my life that brings me pleasure, and my daughter is a ray of hope that I have come to depend on.

			‘It’s all she has ever known,’ Milena says. ‘She’s strong, that little one. She will cope.’

			I can only hope she is right, this perceptive woman who always seems to know if I’m in pain or distress, who reads my daughter in the same way she does me. She will have noticed the rise in my pulse rate. Sure enough, her cool hand comes to rest on my wrist, a reassuring touch.

			As Milena bustles about, Jamie sits quietly as if staring into space, lost in his own thoughts, though I am sure his eyes are on me, watching for any sign that his wife knows he is there. Without the calming sound of his voice reading aloud to me, usually one of the classics he remembered I love, time seems to stand still, and I lose track of how long he has been there, drifting away into my own little world.

			I startle back into vigilance when a new arrival suddenly announces their presence with an awkward clearing of their throat. This is rare, unless another visiting doctor has come to make a case study of me. A man, standing in the doorway, if the direction of sound is anything to go by. I can hear change jingling in a trouser pocket, agitated by restless fingers.

			Jamie stands too quickly, his thighs pressing against the edge of my mattress as he steps closer to the bed. ‘I thought you came on Mondays,’ he snaps.

			That tells me it is Dan, my literal partner in crime, although we used to fight the causes rather than commit the acts. Dan is the probation service executive who deals with the people society would rather pretend don’t exist. And I was his link between depravity and justice, a psychiatrist determined to reset minds that knew only danger.

			I have already identified him by the smell of leather from the jacket he always wears. That is why Jamie has stood. Dan’s six-foot-four height dwarfs his five-foot-eleven and Jamie doesn’t like being made to feel small.

			‘I didn’t know it was your visiting day,’ Dan says tightly.

			That is a lie. There will be a visitors’ book to sign, if only for fire regulations, and Dan is too astute not to have checked the names written there. He will have known exactly when Jamie visits.

			‘I can’t make it next week, so I thought I’d stop by today.’

			‘I’m sure Tam wouldn’t mind if you missed a visit,’ Jamie mutters, his voice muffled by gritted teeth. He does not like Dan. I understand why, but it is uncomfortable, lying here listening to the loaded silence, knowing they are
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