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Winter kept us warm, covering

Earth in forgetful snow

T.S Eliot, The Waste Land

And even your lies were able to assert

Integrity of purpose

Louis Macneice, Autumn Journal


Prologue

This is what I can’t forget: the icy pavement and snowflakes dancing around us. Clouds of your breath. The sky, vast, and violet-tinged. The plane, hopelessly, catastrophically delayed. You laughing, for no reason at all. Brrr, shivering, with exaggeration, and a merriness that bemused me given the approaching storm and problems with my flight. Then you blew on your fists and stamped hard, first on one foot and then the other, and said, Maybe this is meant to be, and I gazed at you, transfixed, and you snatched the croissant out of my hands, telling me, You snooze, you lose. You explained, with your mouth full, No one is leaving today. Let’s make the most of it. It’s meant to be.

Yes, this is what I can’t stop thinking about, even though everything is different now, for all of us. I am still having these useless, one-sided conversations with the ghost of you. It’s trying to snow at the moment in Edinburgh, and this morning, in the air that is turning grey with lazy sleet, I thought I saw you. I was on the bridge by your parents’ house, and I even called your name. But whoever it was moved away, shrouded by the gloom, and covered his ears with his headphones. Like a mutinous child.

But it wasn’t you, of course. You, with a magician’s dexterity, had vanished long ago.

It was risky, standing there on the bridge for so long with the nearly-snow falling ineffectively around me, like the blunt edge of something. But I was thinking of you and imagining that you might finally listen to me. I imagined that you could hear me. We could start at the beginning. You would remember the white mountains and the snowflakes, fast and alpine-sharp. When we went sledging under the chill of the pale sky, when I couldn’t stop shivering. When you said, I think I’ve been waiting all my life for you.

But it’s all pointless. It wouldn’t matter any more if you remember the snowflakes or not. You aren’t coming back, and you have certainly made sure that I can’t follow you this time. It’s over, whatever it was. Not a conventional ending for us (there was a time and a place for that opportunity, wasn’t there? That sad but civilised goodbye, and putting it simply, you blew it) – but an ending nonetheless. I never could tell if you were ever sorry, about any of it. There was no trace of . . . anything when I saw you last and now, when I think of your face, it’s still blank. Expressionless. All the intensity you once arranged on your features in artful display drained away. Nothing.

But there was Anna, and there was your mother. Ellen, who proved that your charm was not unique to you after all, and even your hateful father had a seductiveness to his stupidity and vanity that for a while at least, I couldn’t ignore. I wish now, of course, that I had never got tangled up with them, that I hadn’t lost myself pretending for so long, that I hadn’t lied. I wish that I had been able to stay away – but the confusing fact remains: if I had, I would never have seen you again. And secondly . . . well, we would never have found you out and you might have got away with what you did.
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Edinburgh, January 2017

Nine days in total. Nine days since Christmas Eve, and nine days since you disappeared. The realisation afresh, the fury and the confusion; a simultaneous, constant nine-day exhaustion. This is my merry-go-round. My unravelling.

I shake the little glass ornament on my desk. My precious fairy-tale snow globe, apparently filled with nothing more than water and bone fragments. As I put it down, I notice that my hands, still parched dry from the thin, cold air, are shaking slightly. The bottle of red wine is half empty. The thought that I probably need to eat something pricks at a corner of my mind. I remember at the same time that I don’t have any food in the flat and so I pour another glass while I tell myself I will think what to do about that.

I don’t think about supper. I think about Johnny, and after a while, turn my computer on. It’s near the window so I sit with my back to the outside world, looking blankly into my world. I used to feel fondly about my flat. But when I came back from the Alps, I saw it through Johnny’s non-seeing eyes and it altered for me. I’d cleaned it and bought flowers and champagne. I waited for him to come. I lay outfits on the bed, tried them all on and wondered if they would do. I rearranged ornaments and books. I threw away the tatty, and the dull; I replaced them with the gleaming and the enticing. The flat watched me wait with Scottish sternness and shaking head and the flowers wilted. On day seven, when I got a message but not from him, I threw the champagne against the wall. And now, having witnessed both my anticipation and my humiliation, the flat mocks me. I wish the dust would materialise again, would resettle on the chest and the drabness re-establish itself. It is, after all, just me again: in my one-room apartment on a busy thoroughfare in Edinburgh, and the eager thought of Johnny just that. One shamed occupant and now, tiny glass shards lodged like slivers of glitter between the wooden floorboards.

When the phone rings, my eyes jerk to the screen. But it is Tamsin calling. My fingers spasm in anger. I clench my fist over the warm phone as though to crush it and then answer, jabbing at the speakerphone. ‘Hi.’

‘Skye. There you are. Happy New Year, finally.’

‘And you. Happy New Year.’ With my hands free, I can log into Facebook.

‘Sorry we never saw you. Were you busy?’

‘I was.’ In one sense of the word. ‘Hope you had fun.’ Press search . . .

‘It was brilliant. Best fireworks ever.’

I’m not interested in pyrotechnics. ‘Someone at the door. I’ve got to go.’

‘Wait, Skye,’ she says, and then falters. ‘What are you doing? Really?’

I hold my breath to control the irritation, thinking, I could tell her what I’m doing. Drinking, and thinking about Johnny. Looking everywhere for him. I could tell her but I don’t want to, I’m busy doing these things. I want her to stop bothering me.

‘Nothing.’

‘And how’s Nora?’

‘OK, no better really. She doesn’t remember things most of the time.’

‘Poor Aunt Nora,’ says Tam sympathetically.

‘Yes. I’ve got to go, call you later.’ With one eye on my computer screen, I just end the call. I acknowledge and dismiss my callousness at the same time, and drain my glass.

Sometimes – two or three times – I have found him active on Facebook at the same time as me. Or active two minutes ago. Of course, this is nothing other than what it says it is. It doesn’t mean anything, other than he’s still alive and this I know by now anyway. And after the burst of adrenalin, there’s nothing, again.

I don’t know why I do it. I haven’t yet actually found anything out that’s helpful, or comforting. I don’t know – only that, like an addict without expectation of joy or enlightenment, I trawl social media constantly. There’s a trickery to this sort of drug, not unlike the target himself: just the suggestion of information and a veneer of plausibility, enough to deceive, and tease me into another effort at cracking through. Tam can wait, and she can hear about my aunt’s dementia another time – because nothing is so important as him, and I can’t get near him any other way. I won’t be interrupted. Knowing the worthless and invidious nature of the addiction doesn’t stop me doing it.

He’s not really there, even when the screen tells me otherwise – and I am led up various dead-ends in my frustrated search for him until well past midnight and well into the dregs of the Rioja.
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Tuesday 3 January. First day back at work, on reception at a clinic on Alva Street which specialises in laser and plastic surgery. I consider not going, but know that I have to. I was away all of December and it would be impossible to keep my job if I don’t return as promised. Before I leave for work, I deliver my neighbour’s rabbit back to him and when I’m stroking her goodbye, tears start rolling down my face. Darcy’s black eyes regard me solemnly.

The neighbour is desperately embarrassed.

‘She’s just been good company,’ I explain. He looks unconvinced. ‘She was company over New Year’s Eve.’

At the clinic, another receptionist brings in flowers and I stare at the crimson petals on the table and answer the phones, my mobile cradled in my palm like a nut in its shell. It has become the symbol of how I have changed in so short a time. There used to be days or evenings out with Tam, or anyone else, when I would forget my phone, and leave it at home abandoned on a table and it wouldn’t matter. Times when I had gone a whole day at work without checking it. I could have got home and gone out again without wondering where it was. I could have sat in the pub without it and nothing would have seemed out of the ordinary. Or, and this is staggering to recall, a message could bleep at me and it wouldn’t mean anything, it wouldn’t matter. I would get to the message when I got to it, when I remembered about it again. A missed call would be just that.

But that was before. Everything is different now. I am different now.

At ten thirty, I leave the clinic and go out into the street for my coffee break. I walk to the usual café. Someone has left a paper on the table and I turn the pages robotically. The crossword at the back diverts my attention for half a second; I can’t immediately solve the clue so, unable to sustain any concentration on it, I push the paper away. I start to walk back to Alva Street but on the corner, I realise I’ve forgotten to buy a sandwich. Tears pinch angrily at the back of my eyes. I go back, remove one from the pile, queue, buy it, and return to work. At lunchtime I eat it, chewing and scrolling through Instagram at the same time.

I always start with Johnny, just to check, but his own account has been stagnating unused for months, so I usually simply chop and divide through his followers and the accounts that he follows, through the threads and suggestions, and just see where I am led. This friend, that tag, (private accounts sometimes hamper the investigations but I circumvent them and carry on), who has liked what, who has started following who – and there is Anna. Johnny’s best friend from the airport. There is always, very quickly, Anna, either with a picture of her own or a comment, an emoji, a new craze. Always something, as if she is frightened of being left out, or going unnoticed, even for a day.

Today, @anna_banana_xo has vomited yet another bad photo. It’s typical Anna. It is a dramatic and self-absorbed boast about being chatted up; a brag veiled gossamer-thinly as a complaint about Edinburgh city transport. #squashed #tooclose #tooearly. A quick investigation of who likes this transparently attention-seeking picture (of a crowded bus), tells me Johnny doesn’t – but that his mother, Ellen, does. I feel curiously disappointed by @ellen.strachan and her decision. Her own account – I know it well – is so much more nuanced, and cultured.

I return to it with a sense of gladness. I know things about Ellen now, some of which Johnny told me and some of which she offers up willingly, even to strangers. It’s too hard to resist accumulating the knowledge. It’s hard to stay away. And I’m aware how that sounds but there it is. There is the joint medical practice on Scotland Street, of course: Dr and Dr Strachan. It is a little twee, although undeniably ideal; it encapsulates what I have surmised about Ellen’s and Andrew’s civilised and middle-class approachability perfectly. But Johnny wasn’t impressed by them. I know that he did not appreciate Dr and Dr Strachan and that although they lived in the same city, he stoically maintained his distance, adopting an air of disdain whenever they were mentioned.

I loathe Anna’s bitchy and pointed Instagramming, but I love Ellen’s. She obviously has an interesting and varied life outside her job and she’s happy to share it. She goes to art galleries and new restaurants. She likes birds. And she’s really pretty, if a little overweight. Anyone would want to follow her, to keep tabs on her, and because her account is public, anyone can. It’s easy to infiltrate her life, to track her movements. Not for the first time, I note the difference between Anna’s and Ellen’s accounts. Both are wide open but Ellen’s has a naivety that Anna’s does not. Anna has a sly knowledge about the workings of social media; there is a self-awareness and insinuation to her captions and hashtags. Ellen, on the other hand, operates under the misplaced illusion of anonymity and trust. She seems utterly transparent.

I admit that I have probably allowed curiosity to become something else, something that I know is less wholesome, but there isn’t any law against it and she does keep drawing me in; if Anna repels me, Ellen innocently beckons me forward with her photos. You can be involved in this, she seems to say. Join in with us. You’d like this picture of the ospreys too. Often, poring over the backlog of her enticing Instagram with an unsteady finger and held breath, I would add my own silent comment to the captions. Andrew looks pissed. Where is your other nephew? I like the skirt you keep wearing. Sardinia?

And beneath all the invisible, silent outpourings, the real question. Where are you?

Occasionally, on rare circumstance, you show yourself; when @johnny_strachan appears, deigning to like the picture, I stare into it, trying to gauge what it was that you had approved of. The reasons for your infrequent and indolent appreciation has always been a mystery to me.

I finish work at five and begin the walk home to Newington. Nothing on Instagram from the people in Johnny’s life has given me any clue as to his movements. I feel as though I have spent the afternoon in an airless panic room, banging on soundproofed and blacked out windows.

Tomorrow, Wednesday, is my day off at the clinic and the day I am supposed to go to the university. I am studying part-time to qualify as an ice-technician. That was the idea, anyway, before ideas got sidelined. I’ll see how I feel tomorrow. I’m not that interested in ice at the moment. It’s been ten days now.

Weather used to affect my mood. All these clichés used to apply: that unexpected spring in the step, the involuntary lifting of the heart, the optimism that accompanies the dawning of a sunny day. Or the glumness of rain, like the rain on the night towards the end of November last year, the night before I left for France. ‘Don’t bother coming out,’ I’d said to Tam on the phone at lunchtime, sadly. ‘The weather is filthy.’ I’d watched rivers of water cascade down Dalkeith Road after I’d packed up at work, and I felt miserable and nervous. ‘Bollocks,’ Tam had said, dismissing my defeatism. ‘As if I wouldn’t come to see you off. Don’t you suggest such a thing,’ and then the clouds had passed over and the afternoon light had been so fresh, like everything that had gone before was washed clean. We’d run, splashing through the puddles, to the pub on the corner. ‘Look after yourself,’ she’d told me. ‘And say yes to things if you’re asked. Make sure you don’t hide yourself away in your room when you’re not working. Make the most of the opportunity.’

Tam is one of the reasons I found the courage to come to Edinburgh. I latched on to her years ago when we lived in Fort William, I think partly because of her commitment to who she is (straightforwardly gay) and what she stands for (animal rights). She’s a fitness instructor and there’s no nonsense about her. I’ve always been in awe of her uncompromising take on life, and consequently how simple she finds it. She’s the sort of person who has reminders on her phone, Buddhist ones that keep her inspired and kind, as well as insufferable occasionally. I remember a couple of her favourites. Be passionate about something big. Or: Every day we are born again. What you do today matters most. She’s got that in common with Johnny; at least, he had pulled out similar little soundbites when he’d needed them, using the vagaries of cliché to hide his dispassion.

Weather, I see now, is just weather. Nothing more and nothing less. It has, and should have, no bearing on perception. It has, after all, never stopped me walking, working, eating, breathing. I don’t miss the sun and I don’t miss the snow. I miss the feel of his hand, warm and dry, in my palm.

This afternoon there isn’t any sort of weather to speak of, none that my mood takes any notice of. I’m in the library and I have got myself and my files out of the flat and I am alternately staring at them, my bitten nails, and Instagram. Ellen has just posted a picture and today’s photo is of a flyer for an event at Abbotsford House just outside Edinburgh at the weekend. It’s an important lecture, culturally, historically and politically, and one that I know about already. It’s been well-publicised. Gillian had mentioned it at work. I might have gone to it in another life, before other things began to take up my time.

Ellen only posted seventeen minutes ago. She’s not far away. She could still be only 0.3 miles away. Bute House, Edinburgh. @ellen.strachan is always precise. She is reminded to post about the lecture because she has just walked past this #gorgeousbuilding #scottisharchitecture #scottishparliament. The forthcoming date is 7 January, this Saturday. Ellen finishes the caption: hoping to see some of you there [image: image] and presumably has now walked on. I put my pen down. If I wanted to see her, perhaps I could guess the route she is walking. If I ran outside now and down this street and then that one, I might actually see her in the flesh. Has she left the surgery a little early? Could I bump into her, if she is going home to Stockbridge?

And who would I say I was? Ellen, I can be pretty sure, has never heard of me; her son does not confide in his parents but my name is not conventional. I’d need a new name, to be safe. I catch and stop myself. Then I think No, I really need a new name. And then I can do whatever I want. I can follow her officially on Instagram. It’ll be legitimate. I even look down at my text book and see a name, one I like. She could follow Ellen, and Skye could stop sneaking around in the shadows, terrified of pressing something that will give her away. I could become her friend. I could find out what happened. And then, embarrassed at myself, I put my head in my hands. The picture is still there, visible through my fingers.

Underneath it is the link to the lecture that she has helpfully provided. An idea, a better one than using guesswork to chase her down streets: knowing where she is going to be on Saturday. I can’t let go of the knowledge. Then the thoughts begin to bat at me like wings. If there is some unease attached to my chaotic thinking, then I keep it at bay and I don’t consciously decide then and there to do anything, or to do nothing. It just seems, at that point in the library, with Ellen’s picture laid out as a boxed and alluring fact for me, that there could be something. For real: not in a dream and not in my imagination. That something might simply happen. Like the weather.
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The French Alps, November 2016

There was an early flight from Scotland in the rain, full of students from Edinburgh. We were ice-technicians, French language students, winter sports athletes and more, all on an annual exchange with Grenoble University. There were the buses inching along a mountain pass into the sunlight and there were the Alps and their crystalline beauty. There were hostels and welcome drinks and the next day there were gloves to find and snow-boots to unpack and then there were one or two walks beneath a sky that was so piercingly bright and clear it seemed as though it trembled; there was a slight judder to its blueness, as though, stretching taut between the razor-sharp teeth of the mountains, it shook a little. There was the Aiguille du Midi cable car and the work to begin removing ice and snow from its cables. There was a morning snowshoeing. And one day, there was you.

How casually it starts. There were no words exchanged; you were involved with others, part of a loud group, and you were chatting and laughing as you passed through the doorway. I had to wait to the side of the entrance, like a doorman. The alpine air hovered alongside me as your boorish crowd pushed through. By virtue of the company you kept, you were nothing but an irritant – what an extraordinary thought this is – and then you glanced towards me, and your smile was apologetic and quick. Like a memory, something caught inside me.

Later in the day, when the sun had dropped behind the summit of Mont Blanc, you were in the foyer with friends. You were staring up at the jagged peaks, their sharp focus fading with the day into mistiness, and your face was inscrutable but I believed I sensed some intensity, some longing in you that set you apart from the others. I was mesmerised by your stillness. When you turned, you saw me looking at you. I watched you hesitate and then, propelled perhaps by the vague memory of a certain coolness from me that morning, you walked towards me. By the time you reached me, your boyish features had re-established themselves and your eyes were smiling.

‘Look at that sunset. Every time. Wow.’

The sky was a flurry of purple-stained ribbons above the mountains. I concentrated on doing up my boots.

‘Parlez-vous Anglais? Are you English?’

My shyness and lack of encouragement didn’t bother you. It inspired you. In fact, everything in the Alps inspired you; there, you would lose the drag and ennui of your Edinburgh self. There, I fell in love with you.

‘Actually, don’t tell me. Let me guess . . .’

I tied the other lace and then I had nothing to do while you did your guessing so I stared at you. I looked at your eyes and your floppy blond hair and your face, not yet diffident, slightly reddened from the arctic temperature outside, and at your eyes again. They were not the same colour, they are not a pair.

‘Maybe not English. Irish . . . definitely Celtic . . . with hair like that . . .’

You were being silly and I picked up my bag. But I couldn’t help it, for some unfathomable reason I told you before I got to the lift. ‘Scottish,’ I said, relenting. ‘I’m Scottish.’

I was indulging you. And it was the beginning of the habit, a pattern of compulsions whereby satisfying you in every which way I could became the imperative of my life. I took on the universe to get it right with you. I tried to second-guess you all the time and give you the answers I thought you wanted. I tried to imagine what you would like me to be doing and pretended I’d done it. You told me once that sunlight suited me, and ever since I have tried to place myself in the most desirable light according to you. It was simply a matter of positioning. In this way, liars are easily made.
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Before Johnny, though, before Chamonix. What was the point? To sum up: there was me, in my thirties and living in Edinburgh. There were some friends, although fewer than before as people got married, got busier, had babies. There was work, of course, four days a week at the clinic which didn’t pay too badly and enabled me to live just as I needed, and there was the university day. Around this structure, there was the padding – purposefully placed and generally satisfactory – to mask the loneliness. There were takeaways and TV programmes and crosswords and films. There were themed evenings with a book club. There was the odd play. There was backgammon with the pub landlord, and tapas with my neighbour and occasionally there was Darcy, his rabbit. There were weekend walks along the coast. There were organised beach clean-ups and there was Tam’s friend who made art out of the plastic rubbish we collected and there was her exhibition to help organise. The padding was OK, it was even good, I had made it so. There was loneliness, of a sort, but it was a manageable one and hushed, on the whole, by the efficient pursuit of routines and diversions.

The padding doesn’t work any more.

Last night I dreamt that Johnny got in touch with me. Everything about the dream had been so real that when I woke up, I searched through my phone for the proof of what I had felt to be so incontrovertibly real. I had been in bed when he rang. My head, soft on my pillow, my room dark and still. The phone, for once not within reach, was charging on the other side of the room. I heard it start to ring and my eyes flew open. I remember the blankets had been heavy across my feet and I struggled for a second to rid them from my legs and then I had bolted across the room faster than I had ever moved in my life, barely touching the floor, hoping against all hope that it was him and also suddenly knowing beyond doubt that it must be. And the relief, the utterly overwhelming relief. It was like water to thirst, or air to suffocation. I wanted to cry with the blessed relief of it. And it stopped ringing just before I got to it and I sank to my knees on the floor, cradling the phone in my hands as if it were a tiny precious mouse. And there it was, glinting in green: missed call Johnny. And then in my dream it became crucial to me to try and get hold of him so I called him back and the number rang and rang without going to voicemail as it usually did and so a suspicion began to creep up on me and I couldn’t bear this not to be real so I sent him a message.

Johnny. Are you there?

I sat with the phone in my hands, feeling my legs beginning to ache and the hope seeping from me and the pillow once again establishing itself soft against my head and the blankets heavier than before across me, and slowly coming to, in a murky pre-dawn light, with the realisation that there had been no missed call from Johnny and that he still hadn’t been in touch.

I don’t think I can go on like this. I need to do something. The kettle starts boiling and the steam burns my hand. After a second or two, when I can’t stand it any more, I move away and look for the milk. I can’t find it so I drink my coffee black. I’m too tired, drained by the dream, and drained by my anger. I’ve had enough. Johnny is not going to ring. Johnny has vanished and left me with nothing to go on, nothing except Anna who knows what I look like, and Ellen – who doesn’t.

The thoughts begin to grow again, and beat. I open Ellen’s Instagram picture of the First Minister’s house, noticing that my hand is scarlet from the kettle steam. I could go to Abbotsford too. It seems as if I could wrench myself free from the boggy terrain in which I am so entrenched. It seems there might be another way to stay close to Johnny.
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The French Alps, November 2016

Chamonix is a deep valley that slices through the Rhône-Alpes region of France. The town is a frightened one at its heart, cowering as it does in the shade of the mountains that rear from it. It attracts the courageous, as well as the uninformed braggers and pretenders, but the gradients and the terrain will sort the one from the other. There is no margin for error.

There is something both compelling and frightening about the sharp scenery. It is like colouring between the lines but they are harsh, high lines with acute angles and deep drops. And one morning you were there, smudging the edge of them and encroaching on the landscape. You were everywhere, really, that morning. In the queue for the fruit salad, at the coffee machine. Suddenly rooms were defined by whether or not you were in them. Conversations began to be pointless unless you spoke up. There was, almost imperceptibly, a heightened sense of awareness of everything to do with you; I knew where you were that morning – just to the left of me and behind that man with the beard. I felt you watching me as I talked to the concierge and it’s as if you cast a net and a corner of it snagged on me. I felt a tug every now and then.

Snowstorms had been forecast and we were huddled in the foyer in our groups, murmuring anxiously. Some were more belligerent and determined to go out anyway. Some were relaxed and beginning to talk about going back to bed or going for hot chocolates. I felt as though I was waiting for you to decide.

In the end, the skiers left, some more reluctantly than others. There were a few extreme skiers with you, the posturing vagabonds who knew that this was a testing ground for them. I liked the way you seemed more humble and unsure of yourself. You trailed out behind them, head downcast, and I saw you bring out an inhaler to take a nervy puff on. And then, on the street, you looked back at me and mouthed Help, suddenly laughing and hoisting your skis on to your shoulder. What am I doing? I walked over to the doors and they swished open, the wind blasting in and sending my hair flying about my face.

‘Will you be here if I make it back alive?’

‘Yes,’ I laughed back at you. ‘I’ll be here.’

‘Wish me luck then. I may be some time,’ and you strode away down the street.

The ice-technicians didn’t like the high winds and we abandoned plans to go out. I spent the morning writing up some notes. I had lunch with two other younger girls on my course. They gossiped and giggled about the wider group. I listened for mentions of you. ‘The good-looking guy who’s skiing with Josh, what’s his name?’ You?

Perhaps you took the day on the mountains to consider your options. Of course, I did not assume that at the time but afterwards you swore that you had never been so taken with anyone and that I had been in your thoughts all the fast, icy day. And you arrived at the bar that evening before too long. Your hello – it sounded so natural and so innocently cheerful that my response was instinctive, it just fell out of my mouth.

‘Hello again.’

And we grinned at each other because we’d been waiting for this all day.

‘I’m Johnny Strachan. Can I . . .?’

‘Yes,’ I said, pulling the bar stool out. ‘Of course.’ And then, in an attempt to be cautious, to test you, I told you that I was only having one drink.

You were delighted. ‘Stay,’ you entreated, galvanised. ‘Push the boat out. Let me buy you one more.’ And before I could agree or refuse, others started to crowd the bar, to crowd us, and I felt ridiculously disappointed that we weren’t alone any more but you managed to disconnect us slightly; I could hear the others and occasionally someone jostled my arm, but really, you had pulled a bubble around us and we were a little bit immune to the rest. The rest was incidental.

The wine went straight to my head. You were telling me, and maybe someone else who imagined themselves included, about your day which you hadn’t enjoyed because you’re such a crap skier and the slopes are crazy steep and now you’re just relieved it’s over. I couldn’t stop looking at your eyes. Closer to you now than I had been before, I could see that one was hazel-green and the other one was brown, each as sincere and beguiling as the other. I didn’t know which way to look because I couldn’t stop staring at your eyes and everywhere was you again; your hand on the bar, pointing out the beer you want, just missing my shoulder. Your voice, low and absorbing, the shape of you on the stool, your legs in blue jeans, your arms in blue fleece and more than any of this, your eyes, fluttering towards mine and away again. At first our glances had been bashful – by the time you had to leave, it seemed to me that idle flirtation had drained away and been replaced with intent.

‘Are you coming, Johnny?’ someone shouted and you grimaced, indecision flitting across your face and then you stepped away.

‘I’d better go. Ski team. Another time? We’re here for the month.’

‘The whole month?’

‘Yes,’ you said, ‘really. Until Christmas.’

‘But so am I. Or just about.’

‘I know,’ you said teasingly, and then in anticipation of my next question: ‘I’ve been asking about you.’

My mouth closed, pursing with the pleasure of it.

‘See you later then, alligator,’ you offered and then sulky because you are still leaving, but dutiful, I half-answered.

‘In a while.’

You made me jump when you touched my arm just five minutes later.

‘I’m back,’ you said, pleased with yourself.

‘Why haven’t you gone out with the others?’

You looked at me meaningfully but because I’m not sophisticated, I didn’t allow the silence to speak for you and I repeated the question.

You laughed then, admiringly it seemed, and told me they weren’t really your friends. That you were just on the same ski team and you’d had your night out with them this week and you didn’t want another.

‘How fickle you are,’ I joked.

‘No. Anyone can see that something,’ you corrected yourself, ‘someone. Someone far better has come along.’

You had been drinking, we all had. ‘Oh please.’

You blithely deflected my derision. ‘Don’t bite my head off.’ You weren’t remotely bothered by it. It was no sort of defence against you. ‘You’re too gorgeous to be so cross all the time. I can’t put my finger on what it is about you. You’re very striking, my mother would call you striking, but there’s something else.’ You allowed yourself to look slightly shamefaced. ‘You’re like what I used to imagine a mermaid to look like. A green-eyed mermaid, like the one in the film.’

‘How old are you?’ but I was enjoying myself. ‘Honestly. Isn’t it past your bedtime?’

‘Twenty-seven,’ you said. I hoped that you weren’t going to ask me how old I was and of course you didn’t and then that irked me, so I told you.

‘I’m thirty-one,’ and you didn’t say anything, your expression never wavered. ‘Well, it may not be past your bedtime but it is past mine.’ I got up and tried to slide off my chair and ended up wedged, ungainly, between the stools. You put your hand on my arm. They were cool, your fingers. Your touch was light.

‘Don’t go.’

I shook my head. I had to pick my stool up and move it so I could get out. Once I was free, I moved away. ‘Good night.’

‘You haven’t finished your wine.’

‘Good night.’

When I was waiting for the lift, you joined me there.

‘Stay with me.’ I used to hear you in my mind saying that, long after you’d gone.

The lift pinged open.

I remember that you put your head on one side, in a hopeful manner. I expect you thought that I was making a decision but no; I was awestruck. I was realising, this is happening to me, and I was wondering what on earth to do with the fact that it was happening to me. While you supposed I was considering whether or not to go to bed with you, I was thinking about the wine and the tealights along the bar. I was marvelling at my handful of moments. They would have been enough for me.

Just as the lift doors were about to close, I stepped through them and they shut with me safe on the inside and you on the outside. I expect I ought to have thought to myself, phew. Lucky escape. I ought to have been relieved, and thought: men being charming on holiday, I know men like that. But the truth is, I didn’t and I’d certainly never met anyone like you. I was in awe of you and your confidence from the start and the easy way you handled things, the easy way you handled me which felt both absurdly exciting and absolutely steady at the same time. I ought to have thought, I know men like you, but I didn’t.

Upstairs, I googled Johnny Strachan. Not much came up apart from a private Facebook page, but plenty, as it turned out, about a Dr and Dr Strachan from Edinburgh. Edinburgh?

The irony, of course, only struck me later that when looking for you, I find your parents.
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You snooze, you lose. That banal phrase you used comes back to me again now as I stand in my kitchen, blowing softly on my scarlet hand and thinking about Abbotsford. I don’t know why I always thought I had to flatter you by laughing in response to your dead-end clichés. Nothing ever went anywhere with you and I suppose that the exchange of humour was just a way of concealing this fact. There were just layers and layers of childish, diverting nonsense. I had always assumed there was a man somewhere, a man who might emerge.

I go into my messages and look under Johnny’s name. There are rows and rows of my texts to him like the blue and green blocks of a wall, and there are none from him to me. None since a food order on 20 December last year in Chamonix anyway, and that hadn’t given me anything to go on. As a dead man’s final words, they were pretty unremarkable.

Can you order me the pasta.

That was it. That was what Johnny had left me with, a text about carbohydrates on my mobile. Except, now I see that wasn’t just it. He made mistakes. There was Anna, fleetingly introduced at the airport and constantly online since, and there was Ellen, inviting and friendly, letting me know where she is going to be on Saturday. Johnny won’t be there, I can be sure of that at least. He wouldn’t deign to go with his mother to something like this, and I’m not sure he would even go without her. Politics, the grubbiness of any conviction, is slightly beneath him. And he hasn’t liked the picture. I think if he was going with Ellen, she would have said so in the caption.

Actions not words, Johnny was fond of saying that. Indeed. At last, something we can agree on again. I click on the link and buy a ticket to the lecture at Abbotsford on Saturday. I’m done with snoozing.
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The French Alps, November 2016

‘Excuse me. Johnny.’

You’d dropped your phone. You were struggling to take off your layers and whilst you were hidden from my gaze by your fleece, with your head stuck in its depths, your mobile had tumbled from a pocket.

‘You dropped your phone,’ I said again.

Your head emerged from the fleece.

‘Hello. Thanks. I’d have walked off without it. I’m always losing my phone.’

‘Me too.’ It was a lie, I don’t tend to lose mine.

‘How are things?’ and you walked towards me. ‘Have you got time for a coffee?’

We sat on the terrace of our hostel, and you were quieter then, watching the skiers with the same palpable longing I had recognised the day before in the foyer. Mont Blanc and the north face of the Aiguille du Midi glistened above us. You ordered espressos and I felt curiously happy watching you (not as surreptitiously as I’d believed, you later teased) with the tables and chairs between us, and a smattering of red-nosed guests.

‘Where are you from exactly? I’m Scottish too, you see . . .’

I started to interrupt but you rode over my disbelief.

‘. . .I only sound English because I went to school there. I live in Edinburgh.’ 

Long after you had gone, the streets of Edinburgh would be littered with this throwaway remark. ‘You won’t believe it. I live in Edinburgh as well.’

Incredulous but looking at your coffee: ‘No. Really?’ And then you looked up smiling. ‘That’s very good news.’

I felt myself blush.

‘And what exactly are you doing here? I noticed you last week, but you never have any skis.’

‘I’m here as part of a degree course. I’ve taken December off to study, a mini-sabbatical. How have you managed it? What do you do?’

‘Something I mainly wish I didn’t. I’m supposed to be a solicitor but I just push pens around the office.’ And you didn’t elaborate further but instead told me about your first ski trip, which your parents had taken you on when you were only seven. I remember that you never mentioned your father even though he had been with you, and so for me, Andrew was notable on this trip by his absence from your story.

‘What’s your mother called?’

‘Ellen,’ you said, ‘short for Eleanor. I don’t see her much,’ even though, you added, your parents also lived in Edinburgh (they were indeed the ones that had surfaced on my Google search) so it was Edinburgh that loomed over the conversation, all of Edinburgh was sprawled out on the table in front of us, with three varying locations like pinpoints on a map. Your flat and mine furthest apart, and your parents between us. I wondered out loud about your siblings.

‘I don’t have any brothers or sisters. I’m a self-centred only child. You?’

You’re like me, I thought at first, and only afterwards that it was an interesting choice of adjective. There are so many others to choose from to describe an only child. At the time, I assumed that you were being self-deprecating. ‘The same. Sort of.’

I didn’t say anything further, lost for a moment in my thoughts, and after a polite pause you asked if I was enjoying the conditions.

‘I am – but I’m not a skier. I’ve never tried.’

You waited again, and then waited some more.

‘This is the part where you tell me what it is you are doing here. Apart from studying.’ But you sounded approving. You were enjoying me, I think, without really knowing what it was that you were appreciating. Teasing things out of me, perhaps, just drawing me in? I didn’t know, I never did. If I had, I could have been that person, done that thing, surely, had I ever had the slightest clue?

‘Walking,’ I told you. ‘Snowshoeing.’

‘That’s impressive.’

‘Snowshoeing is very demanding here,’ I say defensively, wondering if I had picked up on some uncertainty about this middle-aged sounding activity. ‘It’s not always easy.’

‘I mean it,’ you protested. ‘I’ve never done it.’ There was silence for a second as you sat back, contemplating me. ‘Will you take me one day?’

‘Yes,’ and I really did mean it. ‘It’s so good to be here. Out of the city. Walking, and in the fresh air.’

‘Agreed,’ you said emphatically and then, ‘I’ve got a feeling that you’re full of surprises.’ You said it wonderingly, as if you were almost surprised. ‘There’s something about you,’ and I watched you rub your strangely coloured eyes and quite out of the blue you cleared your throat and said, ‘Can I ask, can I get this out of the way? Are you with anyone? Sorry. I’d just like to know if you’re married.’

I shook my head, shy again. ‘No.’ With all the necessary questions that had gone before about who did what and where we lived, this seemed to be the nub of the matter, the point of the coffee. ‘No,’ I reiterated, unnecessarily.

‘Good,’ and your eyes crinkled against the sun. ‘Are you free this evening?’

Yes yes yes yes yes. ‘I’m supposed to be seeing my tutor . . .’

‘Do something with me instead?’

‘Yes.’

‘The two-metre rule will of course apply,’ and I looked at you quizzically, and you were embarrassed because of course I wasn’t sure at this point what you meant although I think I did. I think I always understood and of course it was much too soon for metric rules of distance but on the other hand, of course it wasn’t.

We didn’t separate at all that day. I ought to have been doing other things but being with you was intoxicating. I think we were both aware of the unavoidable harmony of it, of the exact and perfect pause; bracketed in some sort of haven that didn’t take any account of anything else. At one point you said, ‘I must have done something good in a past life,’ and you finished the hot chocolate and ordered a crêpe for us to share, forks and fingers brushing against each other. For the whole of that day, no one else existed for either of us. I slept like the dead that night, exhausted by the blinkered and committed time we had spent with our heads bent towards each other.

‘Is something happening here?’ you asked, before we said goodbye, genuinely confused – and I couldn’t answer. We’d no idea what was happening. We were only sure that it was.
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I’ve been thinking about what I am going to take to the Borders with me and what clothes I should wear and when I get home on Thursday night, I make myself a gin and tonic and open my cupboard. I am looking at my wardrobe when my aunt rings the landline. No one else ever does.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s me. It’s Nora.’

‘I know. Is everything all right?’ Green skirt or black skirt?

‘We’ve had an awful lot of rain up here,’ Nora tells me. ‘Too much.’

‘Is the river high?’

‘Getting higher.’ She hates that, she is frightened by the ease and steadiness by which the river can reveal its power.

‘You’re OK though?’

She doesn’t answer me directly. ‘It’s cold up here. Is it cold down south, in that queer town of yours?’

Nora always talks about Edinburgh as though it’s in England, as though Torcastle in the Highlands is a different country away to the north. Although sometimes I know what she means and I don’t bother to correct her. ‘It’s not too bad.’

‘Will you come and see me soon? Before your birthday, mind.’

It’s not till April but she has remembered and I feel a prick of relief, and fondness for her.

‘Thirty-something,’ she adds, ‘clock’s ticking,’ and the affection wanes but I promise that I will come and hang up after a few minutes. She won’t remember anyway.

And as for
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