[image: cover-image, Every Atom Leaves]
 
 
EVERY ATOM LEAVES
 
Peter Vijgen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
M O O N H O R S E
 
 
First published in 2026 by Moonhorse.
 
Copyright © Peter Vijgen 2026
 
The right of Peter Vijgen to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted.
 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.
 
This is a work of fiction. All characters and events are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
 
 
 
D/2026/16357/01
ISBN: 978-90-8370-691-7
 
Typeset in Charter. Cover design by Barbora Votrubová.
 
Moonhorse is an imprint of Solstice VOF, Terhove 140, 3840 Bommershoven, Belgium
 
www.moonhorse.press
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For my girls Bara and Grace
 
For my boys Andreas and Lowie
 
For my dog Cookie
 
For the sea

			
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I have been a drop in the air. 
I have been a shining star. 
I have been a word in a book.

           – The Book of Taliesin

1
 
The human body needs two hundred grams of salt to survive. The ocean needs far less to erode an island. It is easier to know here than at home. As Friday evening fades, the underfloor heating turns the house into a dry, airless box smelling of warm dust. Anne sorts the mail at the granite counter with quiet efficiency. She hears the water running over the cup I washed. She sees me pause in the hallway, eyes fixed on family photos, our faces pale and doubled in the glass.
A heavy heel strikes the floor in a sharp, hollow thud. By the door, Esther hops on one leg, forcing her foot into a leather boot as she meets her own gaze in the mirror. She claims no space. She steps into whatever space exists as if it belongs to her.
“I’m wearing the green ones,” she tells her reflection, her voice landing on the polished boards with room-filling finality.
Leo blocks my path, holding a tall, shaking Lego tower against his chest like a primary-coloured wall. He looks up with narrowed eyes, waiting for an answer before letting me pass.
“If this breaks while you’re gone, who fixes it?”
I reach for his shoulder, but he pulls back. The plastic corner scrapes my palm, leaving a thin white mark on my skin. He wants no goodbye; he seeks the logic of a world built from instructions.
“I’ll fix it when I return,” I say.
He looks at me for a moment as if checking whether I mean it. Then he decides I do.
“That’s three nights,” he says, glancing at his digital watch, counting down the seventy-two hours of it being broken.
I nod as if the numbers alter anything. Children believe the world pauses where they leave it. Leo steadies his Lego tower against his chest and waits. The place I am going offers no manual. Even here, in a kitchen smelling of bleach and toasted crumbs, the island is already present, a pressure behind the eyes. Bread takes butter. Fruit is cut clean. The coffee stays bitter, a chemical necessity for the hour. Anne provides these in the gaps between her tasks. She avoids formal goodbyes, letting the ritual of our leaving rest on the counter beneath her hands.
She examines the worn bag: scuffed corners, a zipper that catches when pulled. I know her thought because it mirrors mine.
“You have the notebook?” she asks, voice light.
I tap my pocket. I always do.
“And…” she starts, then stops, as if checking whether the question is still allowed.
The rest goes unsaid. We have learned that protection means not questioning each departure. I pull on my shoes and kiss both children, who take it as a brief interruption. Anne stands on the doorstep, arms folded loosely, hair damp from a rushed shower. Steam from the house curls round her shoulders in the cold morning air as she watches me walk to the car.
“Message me when you land,” she says.
Land belongs to birds and wreckage. I tell her I will.
 
The drive west gradually unravels the world into simpler choices. Roads start as multi-lane motorways and narrow into country roads where trees lean over tarmac and buildings recede into weathered stone. Shop signs grow rare, then vanish. The land has been left alone long enough to recall itself. Hedges turn purely functional. Air grows cold and heavy, settling as weight rather than breeze.
Beyond the last supermarket, the phone signal wavers. It drops and reappears, uncertain whether connection is worth the effort. I park in the field and leave the car. It waits for my return.
I lift the bag from the boot. The cold grips at once and strips the last warmth from the car. The footpath to the bay runs slick and dark, bordered by grass pinned low by the gale. When I reach the water, the first thing I look for is colour. Yellow. It is the blunt, utilitarian yellow used for emergency gear and rain jackets. The boat sits low in the water, its paint a stark warning against the grey. It looks built to demand return.
Gethin waits by the slipway. He leans against the hull with the patience of a man who knows tides wait for no one and that the moon keeps its time better than people do. He serves as ferryman for this stretch of water, an official of the current. He treats the crossing with quiet reverence.
His shoulder rests against the hull as if the water were a workplace rather than a mood. His skin is like cured leather; his eyes a thin, watchful line fixed three miles past the horizon. When he turns his head, his face closes into neutral competence.
“All right, Five?”
He checks the mooring line’s tension, humming in the wind.
“All right,” I say.
I drop my bag onto the deck, and the hull answers with a dull knock. He nods and glances skyward out of habit, then back at me, faint amusement in his eyes.
“You’ve brought your weather again.”
It is only half a joke. I take out the gifts: a small tin of strong coffee and a bag of oranges.
“For you,” I say.
He accepts the gifts like tools handed over for work. He weighs the oranges in one hand, testing their heft against the sea’s own measure.
“Good,” he says. “Vitamin C stops you thinking you’re immortal.”
I laugh, though it comes closer to a sigh. He turns to the engine housing and runs his hand along it, the gesture of a man patting something that bites.
“Thirty quid,” he says. 
Notes and coins carry their own satisfaction for a crossing so entirely physical. He pockets the money and eyes the other passengers: a couple with daypacks, a man with a crate, a woman whose binoculars hang at her waist. Gethin raises his voice just enough to reach them.
“We have a window,” he says. “A window is not a promise.”
He squints towards the Sound, where the water moves in patterns that take time to read.
“Lively,” he says. “The current has its own ideas.”
Then, lower, to me. “You’ll feel it halfway. Don’t fight it. Let it take you, and you’ll arrive in one piece.”
“As opposed to two,” I say.
“As opposed to wet,” he replies, and steps aboard. 
 
The boat sits low and narrow. My body tightens as I sit close enough to feel the engine through the seat. He starts the motors and the sound fills the bay like a door closing behind us. Conversation stops. Words are wasted against it. 
We pull away. The mainland falls away behind us. The cliffs take on unfamiliar shapes. Spray lifts in cold flicks that touch my face. Air tastes of diesel and the oily grit of mooring lines. Gethin steers with minimal movement. His wrists stay steady. He scans the water for small changes, for pockets of calm.
Halfway across, the current finds us. A thought arrives with it: that I might not cross back. It stays longer than it should, turning quietly under everything else the way a tide moves beneath a hull, not dramatically but with the decisiveness of something that has already decided. I hold the rail. Gethin keeps his eyes ahead.
“See?” he says to the water. “She’s awake.”
 
The island looms larger as arrival turns certain. Its eastern face rises sharp and dark, green-streaked rock cutting the sky in ways the mainland never matches. It feels close yet out of reach, distance set by permission, not miles.
As we enter the inlet, Gethin eases the power back and the engines soften to something almost bearable. The yellow hull glides towards the slipway, where the concrete lies wet and darkened from use. Beyond, a pale gravel track climbs upward. The island extends one quiet proposal. I step forward to meet it.
We bump gently against the quay while Gethin orders disembarkation. Supplies go first, humans second. The boat always bears cargo more vital than people: a crate, a container, a bundle tied with rope. This place runs on what hands lift. Gethin leaps to the slipway with practised ease. He steadies a crate, then extends a hand to the first passenger. Efficiency drives him, not gallantry. On my turn, he glances over, checking me.
“All right?”
“I think so,” I answer. Anything more is a lie.
 
My foot finds the slipway and then the gravel. The ground feels solid right away, less uncertain than the mainland. Air presses on my shoulders with a weight the city never knows. They drop. My face relaxes. I stop bracing. Behind me, Gethin secures the boat with knots pulled tight against the cleat. Ahead, low stone houses sit at the hill’s foot like shelters placed by someone who understood. Slate and granite walls divide the fields into narrow strips running to the western sea. I set off up the track.
The gate latch is cold under my hand. That is enough. I move without haste along the curving track while the hill rises broad-backed to my right, protective in its solid bulk, and in the distance the lighthouse stands square and pale, indifferent to anything beyond the beam it casts into the dark. The west lies empty enough to contain any story whatsoever. Then a gull cuts through the air and the spell breaks.
I stop to face the wind head-on, letting it press against my face and stay there. It moves through me and rearranges my thoughts, the way a door might shut quietly in the distance, sealing off what came before. Ahead a bird calls out once, then again, insistent and indifferent to my existence, while the week I left behind grows distant and strange and the day still hanging in the air waits for nothing. I walk on towards the cottage, back into the quiet that has been waiting.
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The key sticks, then gives. The door is heavy. It was built to face sky and storm, the wind’s force and the damp’s relentless heave. The lock turns slowly. Metal bites metal. No chime sounds. Nothing.
Inside, the air is colder than the gale outside, a preserved chill that has been here since I left. Chimney soot mingles with the sourness of wet wool and something faintly sweet that catches in the throat, dried herbs perhaps, or simply the way air changes once the walls close around it. The bag drops and lands with a soft scrape on the floor. Silence gathers close, wrapping the room and me along with it.
The house stands built to endure, carrying a monastic austerity in every corner: a table scrubbed down until the grain lies bleached and bare, scarred by meals that vanished long ago; a chair that rocks unevenly because the floor will not yield to symmetry. Mismatched mugs line a shelf above, sturdy enough to outlast the end of things. The window frames the same field as always, the same low wall beyond it, and a strip of sea that appears and fades with the changing light. I have been coming here long enough that the house no longer adjusts to me. I adjust to it.
There is no main electricity there, not by deliberate choice but simply because that is what it is. You do not choose the dark so much as live inside it. A small solar unit keeps the fridge humming and will charge a phone if left long enough on its own. The rest runs on gas, candles, and whatever strength still lingered in my legs when I stepped off the boat.
The coat comes off. It hangs on the hook and thumps once against the stone. I fill the kettle from a plastic container that carries the taste of minerals and set it on the hob. I turn the gas with care. When the flame catches, it burns blue and steady, and something close to gratitude arrives for no reason I would name. On the mainland fire serves mostly as ornament. Here it turns into ritual.
I think of the coffee tin I brought for Gethin and realise I have given it away. I picture him later in his kitchen, peeling an orange with hands that have tied knots all day. The image pleases me. I open my notebook and leave the page blank. I do not speak.
I spent years learning to read what rooms withhold. The pause before the answer. The hand that stays too still. Here there is nothing to read. The island does not perform.
From the track, voices reach, low and practical. I hear the scrape of a wheelbarrow over gravel. A gull calls. Nearby, a sheep exhales roughly, a peasant’s complaint.
Tea happens regardless, my first act of normality. I drink it and watch the light shift across the field, the grass glowing an ordinary green while the wind pulls long bands across it in slow travelling folds that cross from wall to wall and begin again. Stone walls divide the land into strips that run westward towards a sea not yet visible from here but present in the quality of the air, the salt of it, the particular weight of afternoons in a place the Atlantic has been working on longer than anyone has been counting. On the table, a laminated sheet lists the house rules. I read it again, anchoring myself in the practical:
 
Keep dogs away. 
Leave gates exactly as found. 
Keep doors closed against sheep and high winds.
Water is precious and finite.
Check the boat the day before.
 
The last line reads the same as before.

I rinse the mug and set it upside down on the rack. One pass of the cloth across the counter. These are ways of easing into the space, small acts of occupation that cost nothing and ask nothing in return. When I step into the open air the atmosphere has changed. The wind has softened, or perhaps my body has stopped resisting it.
A figure comes up the track with a plank balanced on one shoulder. The gait is familiar, a sway of someone used to uneven ground. It is Tom. He looks taller at a distance. A hand lifts in greeting.
“Made it over, then,” he says, as if the sea were a committee that might have turned me away.
“Just,” I reply.
He leans the plank against a wall and wipes his hands on his trousers. A dark line of soil stays on his palm; he studies it absently, like a map.
“Tide behave itself?” he asks.
“Lively,” I say.
He grins. “That’s one way to put it.” He looks past me towards the house. “You’re in there this time?”
“I am.”
He nods once, satisfied. “We’re doing supper at ours. Stew.”
The invitation lands simply.
“I’ll come,” I say.
As he turns to leave, he pauses, then adds almost offhand, “The chapel’s open if you want a sit. Still smells of dust and hymn books.”
He avoids the word religion. I tell him I might stop by. He nods and heads up the track.
 
The chapel stands small and whitewashed, modest. The door groans softly as I open it. Inside, the air is warmer, held by thick walls and years of prayers. Chairs stand in loose rows, marked by human use. A simple table bears a few hymn books. I take a seat at the back.
Through a narrow window, I see a slice of sea. The glass warps light into liquid shapes, the water beyond it bending and reforming as if it cannot hold a single version of itself. People once saw this as a good place to die. They crossed the same Sound I did today in rowing boats, bringing what they owned and what they believed, and many did not return.
The week I left behind runs on calendar invites and polite delays, on the management of what people mean versus what they say. Here the dead have finished waiting. It is not an end to life that draws me, but an end to restlessness.
A gull drops onto the roof. I hear claws scrape, then a hard knock on the slates. The bird does not move. This chapel locks its secrets in the mortar. I open my notebook. I write a few lines.
 
Here, even the dead are in no hurry.
Or maybe they have nowhere left to go.
 
I close the notebook. Light fades. The island tilts into the evening as it always has, without witness.
 
The house where Tom and Carys live puts function first. The yard holds two goats, a stack of timber cut into uneven lengths, and a feed bucket wedged against the wall to stop it rolling. The goats come over at once, unhurried but deliberate. They have learned that newcomers sometimes bring snacks. One pushes its nose into my coat pocket with blunt curiosity, its breath warm and smelling of wet grass.
“Avoid encouraging them,” Carys calls from the doorway. “They will have you stripped in minutes.”
I stay still, but the goat has already written me off as worthless. Carys laughs and shoos them away. She looks at me squarely.
“You got over all right?”
“I did. Gethin mentioned a window.”
Carys rolls her eyes. “Gethin would call the mouth of hell a window if it suited him.”
Inside, the house is warm and smells of simmering onions. The kitchen windows are fogged at the edges. Tom stands at the table, cutting thick slices of bread with care. Two others are there: a volunteer from the observatory and Mair, who knits to order her thoughts.
“Five,” Tom says, gesturing to a chair.
No pause interrupts it. They assume my week lies behind me and requires none. He sets a bowl before me. The stew, dark and thick with root vegetables, steams in the lamplight.
“Mutton,” Carys says as she passes the butter. “It had a good life and a long cook.”
We eat amid the silence of real hunger. The bread is dense and warm. Someone pours water from a jug older than the parish.
“The gate is loose at the top field. Hinges again,” Tom says.
“I’ll check it,” the volunteer says.
“Wait for the tide,” Carys adds. “Fixing it is pointless if the wind undoes the work.”
Someone mentions the shearwaters. The volunteer wipes his plate with a crust. “Thousands of them. You’ll hear them tonight if it stays calm.”
“People think they’re cats,” Carys says.
“Cats?” I ask.
“The calls,” she explains. “Like alley cats fighting. One man thought a murder was happening in the field.”
Tom snorts into his mug. “Sounds like the island speaking to itself.”
A real laugh breaks through, and the bracing in my back eases. After a week of mainland sense, I sit with people who liken shearwaters to cats. Mair glances up from her wool.
“How are the children?” 
“Good,” I say. “Energetic.”
She smiles as the needles click. “That’s how they come.”
I wait for the laugh, but it lands a beat late, polite and careful. The warmth is performed.
 
I am a guest with a life that does not translate.
 
After supper, Carys lights a candle that catches and burns without flinching. Its flame softens their faces like an old Dutch master, the shadows it throws long and unhurried, moving only when someone reaches across the table or shifts in their chair. A line comes back to me, something half-remembered: the ones who break bread with you here will find you again, wherever that is. I do not say it aloud. The words belong to the house rather than the talk around the table. They drift through the room like dust caught in light, present only when something finds them.
 
I walk back under a deep slate sky as the lighthouse beam turns slowly, sweeping the land with patient care. A cry rises from the field ahead, raw with struggle or hunger or need, and it unsettles me because it feels too natural, blind to any thought of peace. I stand still and listen while the calls multiply from the burrows hidden in the earth.
Manx shearwaters live underground, returning only at night when the sky darkens enough to conceal their arrival. I picture them crossing the sea with wings that slice through black air, landing in clumsy heaps before they slip back into the soil. Some burrows go three feet down. The chicks sit in the dark for weeks, fed on oil and fish, growing too heavy to fly. Then the parents stop coming. Hunger teaches the wings what they are for. Even the birds here choose to burrow into silence.
Back inside, I light the candle. The flame wavers once, then holds, steadying into a small reliable circle that pushes the dark back just far enough. Shadows lengthen along the wall as the wax begins to pool. The room warms by slow degrees, releasing the chill a little more with each breath.
 
I blow out the candle and lie down. The roof ticks above me as it cools, each sound smaller than the last.
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I wake before the light decides its intention. The ceiling is unfamiliar. I let it be. On the mainland, early morning means productivity of another kind: the quiet hour before emails flood in. Here the morning feels older, belonging to no one. I lie still, listening to what woke me: the dull rush of wind beyond the cottage, the small tap of a twig against the glass.
When I swing my feet to the floor, cold climbs through my soles with certainty. The slate holds the night in it. I dress in the half-dark with slow, deliberate movements. The plastic container waits, spring water cloudy with something microscopic and alive. On the hob the gas catches. The flame snaps to life, its steady hiss held in check. It burns until it fails, a blue crown of heat in a room given over to cold.
While the water warms, I cook porridge. The oats come from a tin labelled OATS in black marker. I stir them, the spoon scraping the pot in a steady wooden-clock rhythm, steam lifting from the bowl.
The kettle whistles. It is a small, insistent sound, the kind that on the mainland goes unheard beneath everything else. Here it fills the room. I smile before I know I am smiling. I pour water over the tea bag and watch the colour spread through the mug. I eat standing at the window, the bowl warm in both hands, the day outside not yet decided on its weather.
 
When I step out, wet air slaps my face like a weather-wrung cloth. It wakes the skin at once. I pull my collar tight against the cold as it finds its way in. The track runs before the cottages like a chalk line. Gravel lies uneven, edged with grass that creeps in when no one is looking.
The field is slick, the stone wall dark with rain. Wind moves through the grass in long travelling waves, then drops, as if it has reached a limit. The sky is pewter. A bird crosses and lands on a post. A chough. It moves with calm indifference, then cocks its head towards the window as if checking me. I lift my mug in a pointless salute. It lifts from the post and banks into the grey, its red beak the only warm colour in a sky washed thin. I watch until the wing-beat carries it over the wall and out of sight.
On the path I pass a child’s sandal, alone, set carefully on the stone wall. Dry. As if placed for someone who did not come back. No child lives here now. I do not stop.
The cottages face west, their backs turned inland as if the mainland were something they have long since decided not to address. Even indoors, the eye pulls westward, drawn by the quality of light that comes off open water, restless and without depth. Signs of life appear as I walk: a curtain lifts, a door closes, a thread of smoke betrays a pre-dawn fire somewhere above the track.
Near a wall, a patch of grass lies crushed in a rough bed, shaped by what pressed it down. Perhaps a seal ventured beyond the shore, or a sheep sought shelter from the gale. A truce between hide and stone.
Footsteps sound behind me. I turn. Gethin approaches with the same practised rhythm he brings to the boat. A heavy thermos is wedged under one arm and his gaze is fixed on the sky as if the clouds have already offended him.
“Morning,” he says.
“Morning,” I answer. 
His chin jerks towards my mug, as if approving. He adjusts the bag in his hand and glances at the Sound.
“Birds keep you up?” he asks.
I tell him they sounded like cats. His mouth twitches, almost a smile, and he adjusts his cap.
“Shearwaters have scared people since the monks were here. They don’t mind you, but they mind the quiet.” He looks towards the hill where clouds thicken, heavy and low. “Thinking of heading back Sunday?”
“That’s the plan,” I say.
“Boat stays in today,” he says. “Wind has ideas. The tide’s pushy.”
I nod. The island has its own timetable and does not negotiate.
“The tower’s your best move before lunch, Five.” He takes a sip and grimaces. “Weather will close it later.”
He heads up the track without waiting for an answer, his boots finding the uneven ground without thought.
The path south runs clear after the rain, gravel darkened and packed firm underfoot. Where it dips near the field wall the puddles are shallow, brown at the edge, sky-coloured at the centre. I step around them out of habit rather than necessity. My boots are already wet. Far out, beyond the Sound, a tanker moves along the horizon. It is enormous and slow, the kind of vessel that belongs to a different scale entirely, and I cannot account for never having seen one from here before. A small bird works along the base of the wall, moving in short precise hops, pausing to investigate a gap in the stone before continuing. It carries a faint russet wash across its breast, nothing I can place with certainty. A migrant, possibly. Something that arrived in the night and has not yet decided whether to stay.
 
The bird observatory stands apart from the cottages, repurposed until the charm has gone. Inside, the burnt trace of countless kettles and dust-clogged binders scent the air. Dafydd works at a table, sorting tiny aluminium rings, light as air. His calm is meticulous: he catalogues life, never controls it. He looks up and gestures towards shelves crammed with field guides and local histories.
I find a thin book of poems and read lines about crossing, about being carried in and set down, wind-red and blinking into the quiet.
Dafydd watches me. “She’s here part of the year,” he says. “Says it’s hard to write. Easier to notice things.”
 
I close the book and go out. The phrase follows me to the ruined monastery. Yellow gorse flowers flicker like scattered flames against the green. The wind builds and works against me.
A low wall. I climb over it with care. The stones lie uneven: injury here means more than pain. No pharmacy waits. No quick ride reaches A&E. Out here, the body has no backup. Beyond, the land spreads into fields where sheep graze, heads down, carved from the island’s bone.
Near the path, the soil lies disturbed. A white bone fragment juts from the wet earth. I crouch to look. I take it for a sheep’s rib, then the curve gives it away. Rain and time have worked it free. In cities, bones end up in museums. Here they join the endless churn, the ground an archive that moves at its own pace, blind to sheep or saint or sailor.
I leave it untouched. With a stone I nudge the soil back over the bone until it rests beneath the surface, though I am not sure why. The bone carried no distress. Something simply prefers it covered.
When I rise, the wind reclaims me. The sheep in the foreground do not look up as the monastery ruin comes into view, its stone darkened by mist. Inside the tower, the air stills, the space spare and unyielding, walls that have outlasted greater ambitions.
I rest on a ledge and let my breath even out while the sea murmurs low beyond, cold seeping through the gaps until it finds me. I take out my notebook. The page stays blank for a long time. Through the gap in the stones, the wind moves through the grass the way it always has, without waiting to see what I will write.
 
Bones draw no lines between saints, sailors, and sheep.
 
The sky deepens. Time to leave. As I reach the track, a chough rises from the wall, black against slate, its red beak a brief flag. I watch it fade, then keep moving.
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The sky lowers as I reach the track’s far end. Clouds bear down until distance blurs and the western sea churns. Slate darkens, creased by the wind’s heave. The lighthouse faces away, square and salt-dulled white. Its light will come later, when the sky earns it.
Past the tower, a faint path clings to the cliffside. Grass grows short, stunted by the wind and by steps that find the brink by feel. Here the Atlantic lands raw, with no hedges or cover, only turf and wind. The blast strengthens and drives into my chest. I lean into it and keep moving, then halt near the brink where the gale sets the rules. No signs mark safe ground, only waves breaking below.
A procession of black cormorants moves through the sky above, slow and level, their wings tucked close. They pass without sound. I watch until the last clears the horizon. The turf rises gently towards the hill.
Below, seals haul out on rocks. The angle conceals them at first, but their voices reach me, snorts and groans like laughter through frost. I lean and spot them. Grey forms sprawl over kelp-stained boulders, glossy yet clumsy, as if set there by mistake. A bull rears its head, snout broad, neck heavy with blubber. No alarm in its stare, only regard. I nod. It answers with a sharp snort and flops back with a wet smack.
Higher up, cottages brace against the weather. From here the mainland disappears, obscured by fog and distance. The cliff edge is all that remains, salt settling on my lips as the wind cuts across in sharp gusts.
I step back and the ground gives slightly beneath my boot, a patch of turf undermined by burrowing shearwaters or the cliff’s slow retreat from the sea, enough to make the world tilt for an instant as sky and sea and mainland all slide towards the edge together before my heel finds firmer earth and I steady myself, my heart knocking once against my ribs like a loose stone in the wall.
The bull seal turns its head again, tracking me with that broad regard. Not threat, not curiosity. The wind brings a low note from the haul out, something between bellow and sigh that enters through my teeth and lodges in my throat. I have watched animals before, but always inside some domestic frame, some boundary of care or expectation. Here there is none. The seal keeps me in the same distance the island does while we regard each other across the drop, wind threading between us, until it swings its neck away and lowers into the mass of bodies. The path bends and drops, letting the blast fade into sudden stillness.
 
In the afternoon I return to the cottage, the hours stretching open ahead. Idleness here requires no explanation, no screen or book to account for the time. I sit at the table while the wind rattles the door and beyond it grass moves in long strokes, a bird answering from somewhere out of sight.
An apple comes to hand. I peel it slowly, the skin spiralling away in one long red ribbon, and when I slice it to the core the juice darkens the table wood. I eat the pieces one by one. The knife leaves a metal tang on my thumb, dark seeds scatter into the grain, and I wipe the blade on my trousers and set it aside.
Rain falls and stains the stonework until the air fills with the scent of earth, lichen, and moss, all roused by the water. I open the door and stand on the threshold as drops strike my face, cold and direct, a baptism I did not ask for.
 
Carys moves through the downpour with her hood up and shoulders angled against the weather. A plastic bucket hangs from her right hand. She raises her free hand when she sees me, and I lift mine in return. We are both where we stand. I remain at the door.
When the rain slackens, I light the stove and set a pot on it with lentils, onion, and garlic, a dish that asks nothing. Steam rises and thickens until the soup deepens into an honest heat, settling low in my chest and stilling my thoughts. The cottage warms with the dry scent of burnt pine and mutton fat. I eat at the table while rain scratches the roof. The room falls quiet enough to hear the iron stove cooling in the dark.
 
I take out the John Clare book. The cover shows a figure small against a wide field, the land rolling behind him in ochre and brown, a sky of massed cloud overhead. He could be walking anywhere. He could be walking here. I open it at the folded page. He writes of a world where enclosure stole not just the land but its memory and the simple right to walk a path. I read slowly, his language cutting clean and demanding full attention. I pause, then look up. His lines mirror the island, tracing edges and refusing grand gestures.
I think of his punctuation, ragged by design, marks omitted so the world could breathe on the page, so the reader moved through it the way you move through open ground rather than along a road. Here I leave my own traces. I underline the passage and watch the ink sink deep. Some things are better left unmarked.
Evening arrives as the horizon slips and light drains from the sky, the west closing as the sea darkens and takes the last colour with it. I light a candle and watch the flame find its footing, steadying until the shadows lift from objects and begin their slow movement along the walls. The stone is warm against my palm. It buffers nothing. It simply endures.
Beyond the door, footsteps pass at a slower pace than before. A shadow crosses the grey light. A voice calls out and is answered from farther off, unhurried. I stand and listen until the voices fade up the track.
At the table the notebook opens for the day. I note the yellow of the boat, the way Gethin chose a window over promise, and the seals barking over the tide. I write until the candle burns low, then blow it out and sit in the dark until my eyes find their level. The wind has dropped, and beneath the field the shearwaters begin their nightly return, each one dropping from the dark without sound before the cry comes up through the soil, closer than a bird should be, as if the earth itself were calling.
 
Lying in bed, I see Anne at the table, forks clattering on porcelain, the children somewhere in the house. That life goes on without me. I let it go. I draw the blanket higher over my shoulders.
 
Shearwaters call. The island listens. I listen too.

5
 
At 6:00 the heating system clicks on. Copper pipes expand within the walls and send metallic ticks from the basement up through the floorboards.
 
Tick. Tick. Tick. 
 
My husband is gone. An empty space lies beside me in bed. The sheet is cold, taut, smooth. I stretch a leg into that zone to register the absence. When Five is here, the bed becomes a field of ridges and duvet folds. Without him, it flattens, stark and empty.
The floor feels warm underfoot from the underfloor heating we fitted three years ago. He called it a luxury. I called it engineering in self-defence. Rain lashes the window.
Downstairs, the kitchen is lit by the microwave clock, the router’s green heartbeat, and the boiler gauge steady at 1.2 bar. His coffee mug is on the wrong side of the sink, where he always leaves it. Leo’s swimming kit has dried overnight. It slips into his bag. I move with the clipped efficiency of a cook, lining up bowls and spoons while counting vitamin gummies. Logistics drive it all. I check my phone, clear the notifications, and scan the day ahead. On nights he is gone, I sleep diagonally.
 
9:00 – New Intake Chloe
11:00 – Sarah
 
Sarah will fill every silence with data. Patients like her arrive already rehearsing their fear. Work has begun. The household is the first shift. At seven, I stand at the foot of the stairs.
“Leo. Esther. Up.”
The house absorbs the sound until I find my mother-voice, a cold clarity that cuts through the duvet.
“Now.”
 
I join Nantwich Road, the traffic lights cycling orange before they commit to red. Five sees traffic as failure. I see a system: red stops us, green sets us free, white lines keep us from merging into chaos.
My office is on the fourth floor of a glass tower that mirrors the sky. From my chair, I watch cranes loom over half-built structures while people below clutch cardboard coffee cups and thread through the streets of a city held to its grid.
At 9:05 Chloe arrives. Her clothes stiff, her posture guarded. Before sitting, she straightens the armchair cushion in one quick, automatic tug, then catches herself and leaves it slightly off-centre. 
When she looks up, I see her eyes for the first time. Green, but not the comforting green of anything familiar. The colour is pale, almost glacial, a grey that has taken the weather in without changing, as if it has seen more than it was meant to. No hostility. No fear of being seen. I pick up my pen and look away first.
“I hate being late,” she says, breathless as she sits. “It ruins my metrics.”
“Metrics?”
“My daily stats. Sleep cycles, commute variance, caloric intake.” She taps her smartwatch, checks her pulse. “If I’m late, it throws off the morning optimisation. I spend the rest of the day playing catch-up.”
 
I write: Quantified Self. Intolerance of variance.
 
The office feels anaerobic. The air is recycled and thin. It sustains
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