


[image: image]






Sarah Jost was born and grew up in Switzerland in small yet stunning Montreux against the backdrop of Lake Geneva and the Alps. She studied medieval French, modern French and history of art at the Université de Lausanne and worked part-time as a publishing assistant alongside her studies.

She has been living in the UK since 2008 and works as a housemistress and French teacher at a girls’ school, which she considers an immersive course in character study. Sarah lives in Buckinghamshire with her husband, Luke, and their adorable and goofy golden shepherd, Winnie.

One Last Chance is her debut novel.






[image: image]



Copyright

Published by Piatkus

ISBN: 978-0-349-43152-9

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Sarah Jost, 2023

The moral right of the author 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 permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Piatkus

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Monday 15 July 2019

CHANCE 1

Saturday 15 July 2017

Friday 18 August 2017

Sunday 18 March 2018

Saturday 15 December 2018

CHANCE 2

Saturday 15 July 2017

Saturday 22 July 2017

Friday 18 August 2017

Friday 13 October 2017

Sunday 24 December 2017

Sunday 18 March 2018

CHANCE 3

Saturday 15 July 2017

Friday 18 August 2017

Sunday 24 December 2017

Friday 16 February 2018

Sunday 18 March 2018

Thursday 23 August 2018

Thursday 28 February 2019

CHANCE 4

Friday 18 August 2017

Sunday 24 December 2017

Friday 16 February 2018

Sunday 18 March 2018

Thursday 23 August 2018

Saturday 15 December 2018

CHANCE 5

Saturday 15 July 2017

Saturday 15 July 2017 (still)

Sunday 24 December 2017

Sunday 18 March 2018

Saturday 15 December 2018

Monday 7 January 2019

Thursday 28 February 2019

Date unknown

Monday 15 July 2019

Tuesday 16 July 2019

18 March, in the future

Acknowledgements




To Dora Kislig, beloved grandmother
and vanilla pretzel queen




Monday 15 July 2019

Baby elephants can die of loneliness.

I’m hiding at the darker end of the room, in this village pub erected so close to the church that either would crumble without the other. I sneaked out after the service; now, at the wake, while I wait anxiously for somebody to come and ask how I knew Nick (I didn’t, not really), I’m reviewing my life and regrets, basking in the proximity of death like a chicken roasting in its own juices. Compressing the past four years of my life into my brain, trying to figure out where it’s all gone wrong.

‘Time is a funny thing,’ I tell Yuki when she returns. She went to offer her condolences to the family, all huddled together in the bay window.

She leans next to me against the bar. The voices around us are muffled, the carpet dappled in burning puddles of sun. There’s a garden out there, full of grass and flowers and cats, but it must have been deemed too hot, too cheery for the occasion. Or nobody could stand to be judged by cats today, and I can’t blame them.

Yuki checks her glass, which still stands empty where she left it. Was I supposed to get her another drink? Be her funeral wing-woman? She sighs as she orders, the tips of her fingers drumming on the bar. Her nail polish is unusually flaky, like the paint of those neglected houses by the seaside. That’s all I seem to be able to see in England nowadays. The crumbling plaster, the burst fast-food bags, the electric wires threatening to come loose.

‘Yeah, I know what you mean, Lou,’ she says. ‘If only we could go back and see Nick again.’

‘Of course,’ I say. Yuki’s eyes are deep, slightly swollen, ringed with eyeliner gone blurry. ‘I mean, this is such a tragedy.’

‘But … ? Go on, I know you have something on your mind.’

‘I … I can’t stop thinking I’ve messed up my life.’

‘Ah, mate. You and me both.’

When she called me last week saying her friend Nick had died, asking me to go with her to the funeral, I was surprised. We hadn’t been in touch much the past two years, since she’d put an end to our flat share to move in with her best friend Lucy. We had got on well when we lived together, had been lucky given the randomness of our pairing, but it had fizzled out.

I was desperate when I met Yuki. The end of my teacher training year was in sight, I’d got my first job, had to leave university accommodation and was terrified of setting out by myself in a foreign country for the first time. I’d gone on SpareRoom, scrolling through a world of bachelor pads, rehabilitated cupboards and dark bedrooms brimming with spooky dolls. When I found Yuki’s advert, I kept thinking there had to be a catch. Even after she’d let me into the neat top-floor flat padded with soft furnishings, even after she’d called me mate and asked eagerly about types of fondue. We only lived together for a year, and I know now, retrospectively, that it was my best year in the UK. My best relationships always seem to be short-lived.

During that out-of-the-blue phone call, I remember hearing Yuki only faintly over the sound of a lawnmower, as if her voice itself, normally pure and confident, was being chopped up in small blades. ‘But you and Nick have friends in common,’ I tried to argue, thinking of her clique from uni and work, their house parties and big nights out. Panicking at the thought of intruding where I didn’t belong. ‘I hardly knew him at all. Will Lucy not be there?’

‘Lucy’s in Barcelona for work,’ Yuki said. I could tell she was upset, and I’d never known her to be upset, not really. Her mood and direction were meant to be constant, like a shiny boat. ‘I’d like someone with me,’ she continued. ‘Someone neutral.’

‘Is it because I’m Swiss?’ I joked.

‘Lou, please, matey. I don’t want to be there alone. My other friends will all have babies to wipe or whatever.’

So I said yes, and she seemed to want to say more, but changed the subject, and we talked about how glad we were to be childless. It was like those old conversations we used to have, sunk into the numerous cushions of her sofa. It made me realise how much I had missed them.

I never had enough time to get to know Nick, however, which made the funeral today rather uncomfortable. As I sat in the hushed silence before the beginning of the service, in the rustle of tissues and quiet sobs, hiding my phone between my knees, I felt like one of my pupils, waiting to be caught out. The church was packed, and the doors had been wedged open to allow people to spill outside. There was an older lady in some kind of hiking trousers and a chunky necklace, who had to stand by our pew; whoever she was, she must have known Nick better than I did. I was checking tribute messages on his social media, cramming homework, as it were. His grin on his profile picture was wide, his face handsome and relaxed. With his sun-kissed hair tied back, his stubble and his hoodie, he looked wholesome, like he’d just been doing some casual rock-climbing.


Nick Harper you legend can’t believe your gone. Rest in peace wherever u are

What a loss. Such a genuine and generous lad. Love to all the family. Will miss your smile so much, and all your wise advice. I’ll never forget your help xoxo

Nick, you always made us laugh. You were a wonderful colleague and teacher. We’ll all miss you so much here at St Mary’s, Year 5 especially. Love and RIP



I ended up scrolling all the way back to two days after Nick’s death, when his sister, Charlotte, had written about the funeral on his page: Close friends and family only – she clearly didn’t want to share it with the world. I clicked on her Instagram username, and there she was, sitting on a herringbone wooden floor, wrapped in a robe fluffy enough to have been spun by Cinderella’s mice, one arm hugging a Bernese Mountain Dog. I felt some envy for her life, the striking quality of it, her confidence, with huge additional shame for that envy, because she had just lost her brother.

Then Yuki elbowed me hard. ‘You’re not stalking Romain? I thought you’d stopped,’ she scolded, looking over my shoulder, her intrusion bringing my thoughts right back to him. Not that I’d stopped thinking about him, or loving him. Being at this funeral had made me realise that in all the time I’d been in England, I hadn’t met anyone who mattered as much to me as he did. The loneliness of this was suddenly unbearable, a dull ache I’d been living with and ignoring for years. When sitting in a church pew surrounded by mourners, I could no longer ignore it.

Romain wasn’t my first love, but he was the first one that mattered. One of those people who comes along and rescues you from all your doubts and insecurities. With them, you find yourself standing in a new landscape, holding bricks and mortar and desperate to get building – and then suddenly there’s a landslide. Something due to your own negligence; you didn’t protect your foundations, ignored the rough terrain, and all at once you’re sucked into a gaping hole. When he broke up with me, back home in Switzerland, my grief spread to the landscape, to the towns and train stations where I might bump into him, to the cafés we’d sat in together – everywhere I looked was haunted by what our relationship would never be. And it was my fault.

So in September 2015, I moved to England, carrying his ghost with me in my suitcase, along with my brand-new ten-item wardrobe of reinvention. Leaving behind my sister, Marion, and my mother, who I thought were fine.

Romain sent me letters, making my heart leap every time I recognised his writing. I bent Yuki’s ears at first, even a year in. ‘Ah, Romain le Writer, what a tristesse,’ she would sympathise. Her fake French is the worst. She has a C at GCSE – they all do here. Believe me, it’s not a gauge of quality. She pronounces his name Romaan; I’ve long stopped correcting her. There was comfort, though, in acknowledging his existence, at a time when I thought I might have dreamt that we ever were together. Little by little, the distance seemed to work, the letters became more sporadic, and I stopped bringing him up, convincing myself I had moved on.

Except I’m looking back now and I realise I haven’t progressed at all. I haven’t got over anything; I’ve been stuck in time.

‘You know, we met Nick exactly two years ago on this day.’ Yuki’s words bring me back to the present: the wake. She takes a big gulp of her fresh Diet Coke. I’m drinking lager, even if I know my stomach will be torn apart later with acidity and gas. I was hoping a pint would help me blend in, but the other women all appear to be drinking small glasses of white wine.

I turn to her – her face is so sad, still, as if made of wax.

‘Was that your birthday? At the Five Horseshoes?’ I ask. I only have vague memories of that night: a quick chat with Nick at the bar, perhaps about animals, which seems to be my only safe subject of conversation. Two years ago to this day; if I think back to where I was, things must have been looking up. I was just finishing my NQT year; I was exhausted, but I remember excitement, too. Yuki had moved out, but she had invited me to her birthday, and it looked like I was going to make it: I would become a real teacher, my new friendships might last the distance, it was summer …

‘I saw you cried during the service,’ Yuki says.

‘Maybe. It was moving.’

I can’t tell her the truth. That I have stored a programme I saw, the one about the lonely baby elephants, for these kinds of occasions. When I need something to attach my pain to, and need it quickly.

I watched the programme one evening after a particularly bad day at school, when one of the Year 10 boys had run out of the classroom and started sprinting round and round the building like a crazed firecracker, while the rest of the class cheered him from the windows. There was a tiny orphan elephant who had to sleep under a blanket and grew too attached to his keeper. The keeper knew it wasn’t good; the calf loved him, but he would die if he didn’t make any elephant friends. During Nick’s eulogy, I allowed myself to spend some time there, in the vivid memory of the calf’s story. The way he looked so small under the giant blanket. How he struggled to know what to do once he met other orphans. After a while, I realised everybody around me was crying, and I was crying too.

‘It’s so fucking tragic,’ Yuki says, clearly referring to Nick’s death.

Funerals do this to you: they are endings, but also beginnings. They point with awful clarity to the gaps in your own life. If things were looking up two years ago, that light has since dimmed. Now I’m thirty-three years old, in a country that still feels foreign, living in a tiny soulless studio I can barely afford, students rioting as I teach them the French words for fruit and vegetables, my social life peppered with acquaintances and work colleagues who never quite become friends, my phone silent. Wishing it would all get better by itself, magically, with time.

What happened to me? How did it all slide downhill so slowly that I’m only now realising the extent of the damage?

I look at Yuki’s profile, wondering whether she knows me well enough to explain it to me, taking in her bob of dyed blonde hair, more frizzy than usual, the Japanese tattoo on her forearm hinting at some unspoken heritage, though I know from the official-looking letters she received when we lived together that her legal name is Anna. ‘Are you okay?’ I ask her.

She shrugs. I’m not sure where we stand any more, what degree of intimacy we operate on. How to get back to what we once had, which I played down at the time. I keep looking at her, not knowing what I should say, and saying nothing.

And to make matters worse, Nick’s sister is watching us across the room, coming our way. She’ll interrogate me about my relationship with Nick and find out I have none. It will be awful.

I don’t know how I know this, but I do.

My brain goes into panic mode – it is constantly involved in the anticipation of events. I play through my typical mishaps as if watching a film preview, to the point where I feel I’ve lived them already. Yuki used to say I was anxious, socially awkward, but even she doesn’t understand to what extent. I try to steady myself by gripping the bar, but it’s sticky with cider.

Italian has a word for the ring-shaped print of your drink. Culaccino. In the rising unease, I try it aloud.

‘Culaccino. Nick’s sister is coming.’

‘Is that a swear word? Didn’t know you spoke Italian too,’ Yuki says.

I don’t speak Italian. I spent my Swiss childhood reading cereal boxes where everything was written in three languages. Perhaps that counts as trilingual here.

‘She’s coming,’ I repeat. Yuki clearly hasn’t grasped the gravity of the situation. I’m praying for her to get me out of it, perhaps fireman-carry me out of the pub, but now she seems transfixed by Charlotte, who is closing in with calm purpose, silver bracelets clinking, as if she were Medusa and had turned Yuki to stone.


We’re utterly broken to let you know that Nick passed away on Wednesday 3 July. If you wish to pay tribute to him at this point in time, please do it here. We’ll leave his page running for a while. Don’t have the heart to pick up the phone at the moment, but thank you for your support.



‘Hi again, Yuki,’ Charlotte says, but she’s looking at me.

‘Hi.’ Yuki comes back to life, combs through her hair.

‘Where’s your dog?’ I blurt out, before mortification hits. That’s what we call jumping from the cockerel to the donkey, sauter du coq à l’âne. I always do this when I’m embarrassed, put on the spot. That’s why most of the time it’s wiser for me not to do or say anything. Both Charlotte and Yuki startle, but Charlotte recovers first.

‘Chomsky’s with his borrower.’

‘Borrower?’

‘Yes.’ She’s clearly not willing to explain.

‘He’s really gorgeous, and so are you – I mean your photos on Instagram,’ Yuki says. I thought she didn’t like dogs.

‘Thank you.’

There’s a silence, left on purpose, I think, for me to fill with something about Nick, but I’m petrified. I go through my brain, but it has turned into bircher, and the longer the silence goes on, the more worried I become about saying the wrong thing. Yuki is of no use, and Charlotte is staring at me, while my eyes go from one to the other, not knowing where it’s safer to land.

‘How did you know Nick?’

I can tell she’s been crying. Probably hasn’t stopped for days. Everything she does or says is controlled, but her angst is raw. This is love. And seeing it so publicly displayed, so pure, makes me dizzy with heartbroken longing.

‘Louise used to be my flatmate,’ Yuki finally says. ‘She’s a teacher too.’

Charlotte nods, but her eyes are cold. ‘I see.’

‘Such a genuine and generous person,’ I try. I hope she doesn’t realise that I’m quoting Facebook. I’m not even sure how to pronounce the word ‘genuine’.

‘Yes, he was.’

I don’t know what else to say. I don’t have anything to offer. Baby elephants can die of loneliness. Baby elephants, the zoo. Capybaras. No, otters.

‘I put you on the spot, didn’t I?’ Charlotte throws in a clipped smile, and we stand there for a while longer as I try sentences in my head, then discard them. In the end, she says, ‘Well, it’s nice meeting new friends of Nick’s. I thought I knew them all. Bye, Yuki.’

She’s made her point. I shouldn’t be there, a spectator to other people’s pain. Both Yuki and I watch her turn around; she leaves us a perfume print in the air, jasmine or orange, something blossoming softly in the summer evening.

‘The otters … ’

This has come out of nowhere, even for me. But I’ve said something. Loud enough for Charlotte to turn and look back.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Nick told me I should go to the zoo and check out the otters.’ I stumble on my own accent, the words turning into pebbles in my mouth, a memory forming in my brain. Otters juggle pebbles, don’t they?

Charlotte softens, though. ‘He did love the zoo,’ she says, chuckling to herself. ‘Weirdo.’

And she goes back to her family, wrapping her long arm around her mother’s shoulders, leaving me to wonder if Nick was the weirdo, or if I am.

I order another pint, and drink half of it, one tiny sip at a time, breathing through my nose. I must have gone through quite a lot of lager, I realise, as my head feels fuzzy. Yuki is still watching Charlotte’s back, leaning against the bar, her elbows pointing up behind her like angel’s wings.

‘That’s such a Nick thing to do,’ she smiles, ‘trying to match you to your animal mascot.’

I shrug, briefly wondering how the memory materialised. ‘It must have been at your birthday. During that whole three minutes of small talk.’

Yuki leans over to me. ‘That night, at the Five Horseshoes … ’ My phone buzzes in my pocket. A text. I go to retrieve it, but she stops me. ‘For fuck’s sake, Lou, please listen.’ Her intensity is such that I freeze. ‘Nick and I kissed. Or I think I kissed him. It’s so long ago, and I was drunk, a bit of a blur. Nobody else knows about it.’

‘What … how?’ Among the men and women Yuki has dated these past three years, nobody has stuck.

‘Thing is, it was nothing.’ She shrugs, leans back again, finishes her Coke. Her fingers are trembling; a droplet of condensation runs down the glass, falls. ‘Really really honestly, I hadn’t given it much thought until he … I remember bumping into him in the smoking shelter. We spent ages there, and he helped me, gave me life advice, Nick-style, and he was so, like, nice.’

‘Did you … did you, you know, like him?’ I try.

‘No,’ she says, ‘no. Actually, well, not like that. It wasn’t about the kiss. We both knew I was being silly. It’s more … we talked about my life, and he had this way – things I haven’t told anyone – then we … well, I kissed him, and he said … ’ She lowers her voice, and I wait, but she composes herself. ‘I just think things could have worked out differently since that night. That’s all.’

Since that night. Ah, having the power to go back, rewrite our lives. Yuki’s right, and I’m stunned that we’re both feeling the same. I follow her gaze. Against the backdrop of the window, Charlotte is talking to the woman with the chunky necklace, the one who stood near us in church. The woman rummages in her bag to offer a handkerchief, a real fabric one; places her hand on Charlotte’s shoulder, her face so close to hers that for a moment I expect their foreheads to meet, and perhaps them both to lift up, levitating in the air.

I want love. I want connection. I just don’t know how to get it. How to say and do the right things. Instead, I haven’t done anything. For two years, I’ve stood still, waiting for things to get better by themselves. And they got worse. If Chomsky were here, I would sit in a corner and hug the hell out of him to give myself courage. I also, weirdly, long for Nick. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt about him today, it’s that he gave good advice. It sounds like both Yuki and I could do with some. About who to love, how to be better friends. How to stop watching life passing us by like missed trains. Perhaps I’ll go to Switzerland this summer, spend some time with Mum, help Marion. Call Romain.

As Yuki isn’t saying any more, I check my phone for the message I received earlier. A WhatsApp from Marion. We used to be close before I left – especially when Dad moved away. Even in the first year of me being here, she used to send me funny memes. Now she only texts me with bad news I can’t do anything about from here: Mum didn’t get up today. Mum threw away our photo albums. I got her the wrong granola and she burst into tears. I open her message, bracing myself.


I just saw that Romain got engaged.

I thought you needed to know.



It’s not so much of a surprise, more like a blow to the head I’d been living in fear of. It doesn’t hurt any less. I close my eyes to blink away this new reality, but when I open them again, the text says the same. My browser tabs are still open; with clumsy fingers I navigate from Nick’s Facebook page to Romain’s, and here it is. The blue and white life event, accompanied by a plethora of photos of Romain and Aurélie-with-whom-it’s-not-going-to-last by the lake, the ring sparkling on her hand laid on his chest. Engaged – 15 July.

I don’t think. I immediately go to my texts, type his name. I don’t know what I want to say; I just want – I need – something to happen. I can’t be left with this. The tiny text box opens, above which is the last text in our last conversation. From him. Unanswered by me. I see the date, and my breath freezes in my lungs. No.

It comes back.

‘That night, Yuki.’ My voice is strangled. My hands are shaking. I speak to her unable to take my eyes off the screen, glued to it by the coincidence of time, the enormity of my missed chance. ‘At your birthday, two years ago. Romain texted me. He told me he missed me.’

‘And what did you do?’

‘I ignored it.’

My heart is beating in my throat as the memories pull me back to that night. It was the first time, and the last time, he’d said it. That he’d reached out like that. Why did I ignore it? I had felt happy, out with Yuki’s friends, then the text came and I panicked. I told myself I was better off building a life here, away from the heartache; that I needed to move on. Now I know I was scared. I was scared of opening myself up to him, of potentially being hurt by him again. Hindsight isn’t such a wonderful thing.

It’s clear now – Yuki is right. That was the point where it all went wrong. That was the point I decided to shut the door to possibilities. I feel like I’m going to faint – blood beating in my ears, my vision blurring. Is it the lager suddenly rushing to my head? I feel like I’m fading away, losing contact with reality. ‘Shall we … ?’ I nudge Yuki, securing my beloved satchel over my shoulder despite my hands shaking, despite the room closing in on me like a tunnel.

Yuki’s staring at me. ‘Are you okay?’

I nod. I’ve never had a panic attack, but I’ve seen some of my students go through one and I’m pretty sure this is what it’s like. ‘I … Can we just go, please? I’m sorry … ’ Black flies mottle my vision as I try to control myself long enough to get away. All that missed time – all the regrets and worries I’ve worked hard at keeping under a lid these past two years are spilling everywhere. I’m finally drowning.

‘Well, sure. I guess there’s nothing left to say – nothing to be done. It’s too late anyway.’ Yuki struggles to retrieve her bag, which she hung on a hook under the bar. With her other hand she ruffles her hair, and I think she’s crying, so I try to help her. As I bend down, my elbow knocks over the half-drink I’ve abandoned, sending great splashes of pee-like liquid all over the counter and beyond.

They say change happens when something moves. As the glass crashes, the beating of my heart takes over, and everybody turns and watches us: me with my hand extended to catch it, always too slow, always too late; Yuki frozen, drenched in lager. I can’t breathe with the knowledge that I’ve ruined the day, the funeral, everything – this 15 July, that other one two years ago, and all the chances in between that I missed due to fear, cowardness. If only I could erase them, make different decisions …

Time accelerates, slows down, building pressure in my ears as if I were on a roller coaster or a submarine; seconds start to fizz and bubble away, until it’s all mixed up, all the sour regrets – then the pub door opens and I stumble out …

*

We go back.




CHANCE 1




Saturday 15 July 2017

I’m standing on the threshold. I have to blink, as the pub is dark, my pupils not dilated enough. It’s busy, with a kind of lightness I wasn’t prepared for, glasses clinking and laughter erupting. For a few seconds, I’m not sure where I am – I turn away, towards the dazzling outside, the English summer, the gentle warmth pressing on me like a mother’s hand on a child’s head, and the smell of freshly applied deodorant mixed with chips frying through the hot vents of the kitchen. Relief comes as I’m able to take in my bearings: I’m where I should be, and everything is going to be all right.

To celebrate Yuki’s thirtieth birthday, bees are buzzing around the big terracotta pots in the Five Horseshoes beer garden, a historic, sloping, black-and-white pub nestled within the row of cafés, banks and food chains of St Albans’ high street. I’m struck by the memory of the bees’ absence, the summer strolls spent looking for them and finding instead clouds of midges and armies of wasps – something, among many other things, I know used to pain me. Now I take in the well-trodden yet gloriously green grass, the picnic tables, an oasis against the backdrop of Saturday-evening traffic, all bathed in the gold that only British summers can give – that rare dazzling warmth that seems to reach deep into your bones and your soul. Those moments remind me how much I love it here – I’ve been here two years, and things are beginning to fall into place. In a week, I’ll be a fully qualified teacher, Yuki has invited me to her birthday party, everything is brimming with possibilities.

I’ve ensured I arrive early, just after Yuki and her best friend Lucy, because I would rather not have to look for a free chair in a group of well-established friends. I know Yuki, but I don’t know her mates that well, and she is fickle, easily dazzled, a fluttering butterfly. It’s only the two besties for now, Lucy bending forward conspiratorially, Yuki shaking her head and smirking. I’m a bit nervous. I’m about to move forward when I realise I’m carrying a giant object clumsily wrapped in layer after layer of striped paper. I search my brain for an explanation.

Of course. My birthday present for Yuki, a two-tiered fruit basket. I can’t remember when it seemed a good idea, as if I’ve only just landed in the body of somebody who buys awkward gifts. As Yuki was packing her things ready to move out, I noticed she didn’t have one. I cringe as Lucy produces a tiny package, something pink and black with a brand I’ve never heard of, and Yuki squeals in delight.

Before they spot me, I step aside and drop my present behind one of the terracotta pots. I don’t have a plan, except avoiding embarrassment. Perhaps the foxes can have it, to store their dusty chips and burst fast-food paper bags.

‘Lou, over here!’

‘Happy birthday!’ I try to sound cheery as Yuki hugs me, my words ‘Sorry – voucher to follow’ drowning against the soft material of her top. She always smells good, like people who have their act together, and her hair is held up with a thousand pins, her special-occasion do. One of the pins nearly stabs me in the eye. Behind Yuki’s shoulder, Lucy looks a little smug, but that’s just her face.

‘Don’t worry at all, matey,’ Yuki says. ‘So nice you could make it. We really don’t meet up often enough now … ’

Her unfinished sentence hangs in the summer air, and we all chat over its trail, pretending there isn’t even a twinge of awkwardness that Yuki left me as soon as Lucy found herself in need of a housemate. We laugh that it has been a bit like a break-up, but in truth, we know she really has dumped me for Lucy’s Victorian two-bed, her cool travelling ways, their nights spent drinking Savignon Blank on the sofa. I’m so sorry, Lou, there’s only one spare bedroom, and Lucy and I have been best friends since uni. I’ll help you find a flat, I’ll help you move, I’ll do anything. Although it hurt, and it was inconvenient, I did understand. Yuki and I only lived together for a year. She had her whole life here, already established. But I’m pleased she invited me tonight – perhaps we can stay in touch, find a way to continue watching the Food Network together and laughing at American salads made mainly of mayonnaise. I would like to make that happen somehow.

Other guests start arriving shortly afterwards. ‘The referendum was a year ago,’ somebody says, and I startle for a second, because it feels like we’ve been living with the build-up to Brexit for years. Their outrage seems too fresh, too energetic, almost. ‘Can you believe it?’ People nod gravely. In such circumstances, if I don’t say too much, and don’t say nothing, I can ride the tiny train of the inconspicuous.

‘Will you be going back to Sweden, Louise?’ somebody asks.

‘Switzerland, actually,’ Yuki says, and smiles at me.

They insist on buying me drinks, ‘while you’re still able to live here’. They’re all sad, it seems, a bit bereft. Me too, though I know I’ll probably be okay, unlike others. I was sold a map containing only London’s buzz and multiculturalism, cream teas in Cornwall and charming moor-swallowed Yorkshire villages. When I needed a fresh start and had been watching too much Escape to the Country, I heard there were bursaries for students willing to become foreign language teachers in the UK, and my own mother tongue was at least something I felt I couldn’t mess up. This was the one risk I took in my life, because staying put, not with Romain, was way worse. I thought I could start over in one of those novels where the heroine meets a man who repairs boats, or perhaps works with horses, but I’m now finding myself in a very different place, and not only because St Albans is nowhere near the sea. It’s a little bit like the end of a honeymoon, for me and for England – a form of mourning, when you wonder why it all started in the first place, if it’s still love or if it’s habit. If your partner still wants you. However, on evenings like tonight, when there’s beer and warmth and hope, I want to make it work.

Yuki’s getting up to go to the loo, and I find myself having to engage in small talk with the guy sitting on the other side of her, a lawyer called Ben. I don’t know why he decided to speak to me, because everyone else around the table is listening to another bloke at the opposite end with a short, messy ponytail and an armband tattoo. Ponytail guy must have joined the table when I’d gone to the bar, after begging Yuki way too earnestly to save my seat. His story is obviously entertaining but I’m too far away to catch it.

‘Hiya,’ lawyer guy says, bending over Yuki’s empty seat. ‘I’m Ben.’

‘Louise,’ I say, wondering whether to shake hands and going instead for hugging my sides firmly. He’s quite handsome, with his blue eyes, sharp haircut and loosened tie.

‘Hi, Louisa,’ he says.

I’ve met him before, I’m sure of it.

‘How do you know good ol’ Yuki?’ he asks.

I explain the whole housemate thing, then he says he went to uni with her and Lucy in Bristol.

‘Where are you from in Switzerland?’ he continues. ‘And don’t you speak a million languages there?’ I can tell he’s already feeling a bit strained. I always sound so French when addressing someone new, or on the rare occasions I speak out in public. My accent, acceptable when mild, can become strong enough to make myself cringe, like an overripe cheese. I give Ben my slick geography lesson, my hand tracing the banana-shaped Lac Léman in the air.

‘Here, I’m from here,’ pointing my finger at the imaginary vineyards, the castle on the water, and further along the shore, sleepy Vevey mottled with red roofs and white boats. ‘So if you imagine that Switzerland is the shape of a pig, I’m under its tail.’

He startles at the analogy, but recovers. Of course, he goes skiing yearly with his mates, and wants me to join him in shared appreciation of Zermatt – I don’t tell him it’s nowhere near my town and I’ve never been there. At least he isn’t talking about Stockholm. As I listen to him, I think he’s exactly the kind of man all my colleagues are engaged to or want to date, someone I’m convinced would not be interested in me. He’s confident, in a suit, and smells of cologne. He seems to know what he wants and where he is headed, as if he were on skis, rushing down the slope in a straight line.

Laughter erupts around the table. The guy with the ponytail is talking about his pupils (Ellies and Millies) but, it seems, in such an endearing way that he has everybody enraptured. He looks like a PE teacher – of course things are easy for him, wandering around high-fiving kids all day and occasionally blowing a whistle. I think of my own battle to defend the learning of something out of the kids’ immediate experience, and find nothing funny in it. I envy all those people who seem to have a genuinely good time teaching. This year has been tough, but the tantalising proximity of the long summer holiday erases some of the hardship. Surely next year will be better, now I know the ropes.

‘How do you know Yuki, then, Nick?’ someone asks, words catching the edges of my hearing while I wonder what I should say to Ben to appear interesting.

‘I don’t,’ PE teacher Nick replies. ‘I was meeting my sister for a drink, and I bumped into Max here, who’s an old school buddy of mine.’

‘Where’s your sister?’ someone else asks. ‘Can’t she join us?’

My pocket buzzes and I jump, snapping out of the conversation. Time spikes, two seconds of excitement and possibilities, although the text is most probably from Pizza Hut, or my doctor’s surgery telling me they’re closing for training. But somehow – somehow – I know this is going to mean something. There’s a quality to the silence, the stillness following its reception. Like the sounds around me have been turned down as I’m diving inwards. I wriggle on my seat to extract my phone, and it almost shoots out of my hand.

‘All right there?’ Ben asks half-heartedly, but I ignore him. Romain’s name has appeared on my screen.

The powerful whoosh of longing takes me back to the seagulls and the sweet and cool algae-rich smell of lake water, the mountains powdered in snow, the first time Romain kissed me – in the backdrop, the museum’s giant fork sculpture piercing the water in its heart. ‘Like Cupid’s fork,’ I think he said, and I laughed, because he was always clumsy when he tried one of my metaphors. Somehow, though, he was right: the kiss, and the fork, did pin me in that specific place and time. The essence of the moment, so close to the surface, has always been waiting to be revived.

I open the message. Every time I hear from Romain, an old-fashioned letter, or a text, his distinctive writer’s voice embraces me like a lover.

We had a fling, I guess you could call it that, at Easter. I went back to see my family and met him for a drink, and things just happened. We didn’t talk about what it was, what it meant, and I just hopped on the plane again, made a deal with myself that I wasn’t going to be the one reaching out first. This text is the first rush of something I have craved for months. Time stretches and closes on itself like a circle, bringing me back, and here I am again, in love with him.

It’s terrifying, having that door open. I could just ignore it; I don’t think I’m ready. I could stay here at the party, celebrate with Yuki, talk about otters, and think about it all later. But I know this moment is important. I don’t know how I know it, but I do. I know this could change everything, change the course of my life.

I should leave. I have to be on my own to process this, read the message again and marvel at its possibilities – chewing and chewing the dream until it becomes digested reality.

Everyone is engaged in conversation. I grab my bag and nod at nobody and make for the way out, through the pub, hoping that I won’t bump into Yuki, who still hasn’t come back. Filer à l’anglaise. Take English leave. Ha.

‘Hey.’ I look around, and PE teacher guy is striding alongside me, as if we’d agreed to leave together. ‘You going for a smoke?’ he asks, nodding towards the sheltered patio at the side of the building. His grin is wide and friendly, and for a second I forget what I stood up to do. Nick, isn’t it? Is this really the first time we’ve met? But my phone is in my hand. Romain, whispering that he misses me. Burning.

‘Ah, no, I don’t smoke,’ I say. ‘I’m just going … ’ I nod to the pub door – it could mean the toilet, or the bar, or that I’m planning a hold-up, anything.

‘No worries.’ He smiles and we part ways.

The evening is alight on this long July day. My heart races as I walk past the town hall and down the tiny French row lined with stooping buildings marked with history, hosting cocktail bars full of possibilities and missed encounters. I wish I could bottle this feeling and drink it later, at my convenience, sip by sip. I wish I could mark the WhatsApp as unread, so it would pop up on my lock screen again and I could relive the first rush. It’s already faded a bit, the burst of being reminded that I’m alive, that Romain is thinking of me, so I’m not opening the message again for fear of blunting it too much. I make my way through the darkening evening, through the crowds drinking outside various pubs, holding the elation tight against my heart like a baby bird.

I reach the front of my block of flats. I don’t want to go in just yet, into the empty box of my narrow studio. Instead, I sit on the low wall near the front door. It’s a new development, all spick and span, and I wonder how long I can sit here before a neighbour reports me to the management. I’m a bit giddy, and I have an urge to ruffle the lawn like a dog’s shaggy mane.

My heart beats fast as I open the text again. Dear Louise. Romain is the only one of my friends who doesn’t call me Lou. I move eagerly to the next line: I was thinking of you. Will I have the pleasure of seeing you at my book launch? I translate dutifully as I read, back and forth between the two languages, trying out different outfits to see if the overall effect remains the same. But of course, something is lost in English: Romain’s quirky French formality, laughable almost (aurai-je le plaisir), which I’m so attached to because of the rare occasions I’ve experienced its breakdown.

And how to translate his sign off, Je t’embrasse? Something a great-aunt would write, but coming from somebody who – what is it? – French-kissed me, it’s definitely loaded with, as Yuki would say, double entendre. I’m determined to reply to him. No more waiting; something is telling me I ought to take this chance. I press reply.

Out of the blue, my phone starts ringing, bursting to life in my hand with Yuki’s name.

‘It’s your birthday,’ I say dumbly.

‘Mate, I know it’s my birthday! Where are you? We’re thinking of moving on to—’

‘I’m back home, sorry.’

‘Can’t hear you?’

There’s noise around and inside Yuki, a happy slurring of drunkenness.

‘Sorry, Yuki, I didn’t feel … I came home.’

‘You’re kidding? Come back!’

‘No, really, I—’

‘Only a few of us left here. The others went home to their babies, but you don’t have a babyyy or a familyyy … ’ Is she singing? I’m losing her. I try something else.

‘I got a text from Romain.’

‘Ah, what? What’s he saying?’

She’s listening now. No more giggles. This makes me reluctant to tell her.

‘He … he’s saying he misses me, and wants to see me, I think.’

She mutters something that is drowned by the sound of people calling out to her, then: ‘Just a minute!’

‘Sorry, what did you say?’ I ask.

‘That’s good, mate,’ she says cautiously. ‘Go home, dazzle him with your exotic Britishness, bring him back shortbread and … what did you say that guy Jason got again?’

‘A golden fleece.’ I smile.

‘Yes, that. Maybe it’ll all work out this time.’ A pause. ‘Just be careful, okay?’

‘Thanks, Yuki.’ I don’t tell her that Jason and Medea’s story was less than perfect. I don’t think Yuki really listens when I go on about my beloved mythological tales. ‘Have fun on your big night out,’ I say, as she calls out to someone in the background. We hang up.

I should be happy, but as I go back to the text once more, the elation is weakened, lake ice under my ski boots. Something in Yuki’s tone – this time. Doubt creeps in, as it always does when I have time to think. Romain wrote, I miss you. 22 July at La Fontaine, our favourite bookshop. Is the text really about missing me, or about his launch? Have I misread the signals? My heart has caught a chill, a whiff of familiar worry.

‘Don’t get messed up by a boy.’ Two blokes, clearly drunk and full of ‘Wheeey’, are walking past me on the pavement, their gigantic, non-apologetic laughter booming when they see they have startled me. The air has cooled a little now, and the street lights have come on. I’m sitting right under one, a lonely actor who has forgotten her monologue in the spotlight.

I stand up quickly and brush the back of my thighs. The lads are walking away, swaying like ships in a storm. Maybe it’ll all work out this time, an unfamiliar voice in my head chimes. But I’ve messed up the chance of Romain and me so many times before, why would it be different now? I feel the familiar worry tap out those last beats of hope that for some reason bloomed today. I’m not ready. I need more time here to prove myself, I need something to change so I become worthy, or history will keep repeating itself. I’ll get in touch with him next time I’m home. By then, I’m sure things will be better. I’ll feel more equipped for whatever might happen next. Just a little time to breathe first, to get my act together.

‘Oi, miss, don’t get fucked up.’ The lads push each other onto the road, laughing big and hard with their throats open to the sky, and carry on to the traffic lights.




Friday 18 August 2017

‘Shame you only come back for funerals,’ Marion says.

We buried Grandma today. In the Jardin du Souvenir, a neat little square of roses drying in the August sun, the lake and the green vineyards peeking through ancestral spruces. All the priest had to do was pull a trigger at the top of the urn, and she was gone. The whole ceremony was sober and swift, as if people had merely made the trip to admire the manicured flower beds, the marble pyramids at the corners of the square. Like an awkward family outing to a museum.

I cried behind my sunglasses as everybody was acting like it would be indecent to be upset: Auntie Sylvie turning up in bright yellow and exclaiming cheerfully that it was so lovely to see us all together for once; Marion’s sad but composed face, the emptiness on Mum’s, her only permitted emotions as thin as a paper mask; Fabio, Marion’s boyfriend of two years, in his dark linen suit, silently handing over packets of tissues, condolence cards, bottle of water (refillable, of course), phone, as though Marion were a grief surgeon and he her nurse. My jaw still aches from clenching. A ladybird landed on my finger just where a ring would be, and I left it there, glad for the spark of life it brought to the occasion. Grandma would have liked it.

‘That’s a slight exaggeration, don’t you think?’ I say to Marion. We only met up three hours ago, and we’re already at each other’s throats. It wasn’t always the case. When Dad left, we had to stick together. She was the wild child, four years younger than me, hitting adolescence too early, hiding her sensitivity behind broken curfews and dancing until her feet bled. I was the sensible one, shy and unsure and sticking close to the familiar, therefore deemed reliable. We bickered, but always reconciled; we were two sides of the same coin. Now we’re both adults, and since I’ve left home, I don’t know how to be around her. I don’t know how to deal with her prickliness.

It’s a typical Swiss August, the air about to burst with heat and water, the electricity of an approaching thunderstorm tickling the back of our ears. Grandma was made for spring: flurries of primroses and daffodils, budding apple trees, blue skies whose chilly crispness you could taste on your tongue. I think she would have rather died in March or April.

I didn’t want to come back. I didn’t want to go through today.

Recently I’ve been watching scenes of my life as if I’ve seen them before. In a film, a while ago, as if their characters, their development and moods, already existed on the edges of my brain. This scene I was dreading, yet I still boarded the plane. It had to be lived, even though I knew it was going to be tough. Without Grandma, the family appears depleted, and I don’t like being reminded that I’ve abandoned it too. I don’t like feeling the gap between us increase with every visit, but it’s so uncomfortable, I’ve been allowing the distance between my trips to lengthen as well.

As the plane started its descent yesterday, and the tourists pressed their faces against the windows and squealed with excitement, I watched the bottle-green lake, the marinas, the tiled roofs, the furrows of motorboats mirroring the planes in the sky, a hard knot in my stomach. I tried to spot Vevey as we turned above the water to go back on ourselves, and it was only when I remembered that Romain was there that my heart did a little loop.

‘Careful, Mum.’ Marion has leapt into action upon spotting that Mum’s plate was drooping, threatening to drop its contents of cold meats and cheeses. She takes the plate and sets it safely on the table.

Mum is enduring yet another elderly lady babbling about her being the perfect daughter for caring for Grandma at the end of her life. ‘Klara was so lucky to have you,’ she says. Mum’s face is closed off, her mouth a small line of a polite smile. Grandma was as lucky to have Mum as Mum was to have her. I know she got her through all the tough times. I wonder how Mum feels now the phone doesn’t ring with her number any more.

Marion goes off to work the room with ease, gracefully offering her cheeks for everybody to kiss three times. She’s our family’s best PA, a hippy with a clipboard. Efficient, with a distinct ‘don’t mess with me’ aura. Meanwhile, I have become a concept, ‘the one who lives in England’. ‘How long are you staying?’ is the only thing I’ve been asked today, by every single person who spoke to me. They all looked pained when I said only for a few days, as if it were a betrayal of the Motherland.

‘Mum,’ I say. She’s still standing with me by the cake buffet, overflowing with Linzer torten and eggy apple tarts. I have to give it to those Swiss old ladies: they can certainly bake. Mum looks up at me. ‘Shall we get something to eat?’ I ask, surprised by how tentative my voice sounds.

‘Not hungry.’

‘Okay, never mind.’

I understand that she is grieving, but there’s a hollowness to her demeanour I wasn’t expecting, although it feels frighteningly familiar. I find it hard that she doesn’t listen to me any more; I think she would eat something if Marion asked her. Marion is the one Mum reaches out to now when she needs advice about her finances, when she needs to be driven somewhere. It used to be me, I used to be the one coming back for lunch every Sunday, but then I left, didn’t I.

‘Are you going to see Romain while you’re here?’ she asks, out of the blue.

‘I … I don’t know.’

‘I always thought it was such a shame that you … It was good for you, having someone.’

I’m not sure what to say. Romain is wonderful, Mum is right; being with him gave me purpose. Every time I’m back, his presence imbues everything. I expect to bump into him at every corner, in every train carriage gliding along the shore, even kilometres away from where he lives. I know I was wrong to ignore his text, and I’ve been thinking about contacting him since I landed. There’s only a little time left to give it a go – before it’s too late.

I adjust my blouse on my shoulders, black with small flowers and a cute collar. I was wearing it the first time Romain and I spoke, and I have been thinking of it as my lucky outfit since, the armour I can wear to prevent further disasters. I had noticed him many times at the university library, the young, handsome man behind the reception desk. As a newly appointed archivist, he stood out among the rest of the older librarians, his dark, intelligent eyes, his efficiency, his vast knowledge. I took to choosing a table from where I could watch him work rather than tackle the PhD in Classics I was struggling to write. I grew fascinated by the way he squinted at the computer screen, the way he stapled paper together or raked his fingers through the slight quiff of his hair whilst waiting by the printer. I never asked him for help.

One day, he came into the bookshop I worked in in Vevey. It seemed a massive sign of fate, then I remembered that he didn’t know me. Except he did. As he bought The Truth About the Harry Quebert Affair, and I scanned it for him, worried I would do something wrong and make a fool of myself, he said, ‘I know you. You’re the girl who works in the Tacitus corner. How’s your research going?’ And because it was going so badly and he saw that I was upset, he suggested we have coffee at uni the following day, to talk some more and give me a break.

The library coffees turned into proper dates, obscure films d’auteur at the Zinéma, walks by the lake in Vevey, where he kissed me for the first time. He eventually got me through the failure of my academic prospects, morning after morning of tearful coffee when I felt I could not, would not leave the hard plastic of the café chair for the closed scowls of books that refused to cooperate with me. I used to want to show other people the relevance of those stories, share my interest for them, to eventually become an academic, a historian of some
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