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‘The undiscover’d country; from whose bourn
No traveler returns …’


William Shakespeare, Hamlet


‘He heard the creaking of the bolt as it came slowly back, and at the same moment he found the monkey’s paw, and frantically breathed his third and last wish.


The knocking ceased suddenly, although the echoes of it were still in the house.’


W.W. Jacobs, The Monkey’s Paw
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Two boys set out from the village and one came back. They left in the evening so that they could camp in the foothills and begin their climb early the next morning. The boys were not supposed to go rock climbing without an adult, especially at this time of year when the remains of winter were still clinging to the mountain, and so they lied about where they were going. The younger boy told his parents he was staying at the older boy’s house. The older boy said he was heading to his friend’s farm for the night. They expected to get caught, but only after the plan was completed.


The older boy packed the climbing gear: the coiled ropes, the harnesses, the nut tools and the belay devices. The younger boy took the camping equipment from under his bed and divided it into two rucksacks. A family-sized tent, winter-thickness sleeping bags, roll mats and cooking supplies. When they met at the wooden cattle bridge, the older boy took up one of the rucksacks and shook it and said, ‘Hope you didn’t bring any teddies,’ and the younger boy pretended to punch him.


The boys were thirteen and sixteen. The older was tall and dark-haired, the younger had the red hair that ran on his father’s side, the pale skin which caused him to flush easily. They walked along the coffin route instead of the road on the way out so that no one from the village would see them and stop to offer them a lift. Late winter blurred with early spring; the sun shone though there was still snow lying in thick strips on the peaks. It would nestle there for some weeks yet.


The two reached the low ground where they intended to camp, a wide grassy flat near a copse of Scots pines. The space was not visible from any road or house, and this hiddenness was what they wanted. They pitched the tent first, a small battle to see who could bang the pegs in fastest – not a real contest, the younger boy was always going to be slowest – then they set about cooking, really only heating a can of mini sausages and beans over a struggling fire.


The light eased out of the sky. After they had eaten they sat around the flames and talked about the route for tomorrow and then about girls, about sex. The older boy had a girlfriend, she was seventeen, and he was the only one in their group of friends who was no longer a virgin. ‘She’ll move on once she meets a real man,’ the younger boy said.


‘Fuck you,’ the older boy said, grinning, knowing he didn’t need to assert himself more than that. Soon enough he switched the talk to something else, going on about shinty, about the team’s chances in the autumn. Then about a planned trip to Glasgow in the Easter break, would they still go? They would, and they’d drink vodka on the train from a plastic water bottle.


Soon the sky was dark and the stars were hard and they were too cold to pretend they were not cold so they got into their winter sleeping bags inside the large tent, wearing all of their clothes. Strange to fall asleep in an outdoor coat, so that you felt like you were both drifting in bed and still out walking through the heather somehow.


They each woke at separate moments in the night. Different things stirred them; the sound of the wind against the canvas, a line of roe deer passing through the ferns. Maybe they were also wakened by some instinct in the body to check on unfamiliar surroundings, like animals in a new den. They rose with the sunrise, they didn’t need to get dressed, they just shook stiff limbs, rubbed their faces with dew. It was odd not to put on fresh clothes in the morning, as if the night had never been.


For breakfast they ate cornflakes from small plastic boxes with packets of UHT milk. They’d learned about climbing from the PE teacher at their school who gave lessons and ran trips in his spare time on Saturday mornings. Other kids had come to the lessons but it was the two of them who’d stuck with it and become good at it. They expected him to be both annoyed and secretly pleased that they had taken the initiative to go out alone. They tidied everything away before moving on, as he had taught them.


The hike up the east side of the mountain was rapid, following the winding path through the bracken. Their rucksacks seemed heavy but they were experienced enough to know that the sensation of weight would eventually fade.


When they met with the face of rock they planned to climb, it was the younger boy who took the lead, the oldest boy who stayed back to belay, acting as a balance in case the first boy fell. It had been like that each time they set out with their teacher so they didn’t pause to discuss the order.


They moved slowly putting the gear on, following and double checking each step as they’d been taught. Once the younger boy was off and climbing, both boys had a separate cluster of seconds where they considered that maybe they shouldn’t be doing this, maybe they shouldn’t have set out on their own. The thoughts passed like clouds and then they were back to focusing on each careful movement.


The younger boy paused halfway up and looked round. The oldest boy was grinning, thumbs up, then two fingers. ‘Fuck you,’ he shouted cheerfully. The younger boy carried on, seeking out the best handholds. There was always a point where he became dizzy when he climbed but he could push it away by focusing. Hands then feet, hands then feet.


He was about four metres from the lip of the cliff when a piece of rock crumbled away from the ball of his foot. His leg dropped, his hands lost their grip, and his body swung away from the rock. There was the jolt of falling, his heart cinching.


The oldest boy took a solid leap from his position on the ground almost without thinking. The rope attached to him snapped taut and the younger boy jerked to a halt and thumped into the cliff face. White flash, bone into rock. He cried out. He would have hit the rock harder if the other hadn’t taken his balancing jump, as they’d been taught to do. The oldest boy planted his feet firmly and shouted encouragement until the younger boy had gripped the rock surface again, found places for his fingers and the toes of his old boots.


When he was steady, when the shaking had slowed, the younger boy resumed his climb. There was a buzzing in his head, a rushing in his ears, but he didn’t allow in any thoughts other than where to place his hands and feet next. The oldest boy kept speaking to him as he made the rest of the distance. Short statements; You’re doing it. Come on. Nearly there. When he finally reached the overhang of the cliff and climbed onto flat ground, the older boy was laughing, clapping, stamping his feet.


With his hands trembling uncontrollably, the younger boy began to change the equipment so that he could belay from the top. ‘Take your time, don’t get me killed,’ the older boy yelled from the ground. When everything was in place and checked and rechecked, the younger boy gave him the thumbs up. He did not say anything; he did not trust his voice. The ground at the top was flat and a gentle slope led away on up from the cliff edge. They had planned to walk back the long way, no more climbing. The dangerous part was over for the younger boy; knowing that was like gulping cool water on a hot afternoon.


The older boy began to climb. Feet then hands, feet then hands. Soon he was halfway there. The younger boy leant back and gazed at the sky. The thought of looking right down over the cliff edge made him feel slightly sick now. He began watching a buzzard circling above them so that he was surprised when he heard the older boy’s voice just below. ‘Make way you little shite, I’m coming up.’ Within minutes, his hands appeared and he was hauling himself over the top.


The older boy scrambled clear of the edge. The younger boy found his eyes were burning with tears and he willed his eyelids to suck them back in but they wouldn’t go. His face flamed. He waited for the older boy to say something damning but he said nothing; maybe he hadn’t seen. They both walked a distance from the cliff edge and flopped onto the spring mountain grass and rolled onto their backs. The younger boy slapped out an arm, patted the older boy on the chest. Just for a split second his hand was over his heart, it seemed he could feel his heartbeat.


Once they were divested of their harnesses they began walking again. The younger boy found that the pain in his knee started up properly as he stepped out, a hot needle of sensation. The leg worked fine, though. He’d only have a bruise like a badge of honour. They had done it. The view now like a reward stretched on down into the valley, over the white speckles of the village houses and across the sea loch and out to the open water that reached to the islands. The sight of it came with a floating sensation. Both in their own way, they felt like demigods striding through the sky far above the world of humans below.


They picked a place to eat. They made another fire and boiled the water to make tea; though they didn’t really like tea it was what they had done with their teacher. They ate another can of sausages and beans, joked about who would fart the loudest. They dropped little pieces of tinfoil into the flames to watch them become drifting fire bugs.


When they stood up to go again, the older boy made a play of pushing the younger into the fire, grabbing him and dragging his feet towards the edge of it. The younger boy managed to elbow him in the stomach and make him fall back so that they landed in a tangle. They shouted, swore, screeched, voices echoing over the valley. When the younger boy was no longer laughing, without a sign from either of them, they rolled apart, got up and dusted themselves off. The two of them packed the stove things away. In the distance they could see some other hillwalkers in their green and blue jackets. Three people with grey hair taking a different route. The boys hoped they wouldn’t come near. They wanted the isolation. The younger boy was half playing a fantasy in his mind that he and his friend were fugitives, that their lives depended on not being caught or seen. The older boy said, ‘Any luck we’ll be back before rain breaks.’ They kicked over the ashes of the fire and peed on it to be sure it was out.


They began the hike down the west side. The rain fell in sheets at the far end of the valley but didn’t reach them. It was a kind of magic, watching this far curtain of rain while being untouched by it.


In hardly any time, they were back on the road to the village, the afternoon still fresh. Walking on the flat tarmacked surface made the triumph of the day ring clear. The sky had darkened above them again but the rain had still not caught up. Their limbs sprang fresh as if they had just set out, though the younger boy occasionally grimaced at the twinge in his knee, exaggerating the hurt. ‘Fucking hell piglet, you nearly died there,’ said the older boy, feigning a blow at the other boy’s arm.


‘Shut up. I fell about five centimetres.’ He waited for the older boy to say something about him crying but he did not. The rain reached them now, the tiniest sparks of drops. It gathered pace, making pattering noises in the ferns. Sweet scents rose from the foliage at either side of the road. They were at the point where the tarmac twisted sharply round the loch and they fell into peaceable silence, each drifting into his own thoughts. A little gap opened up between them, the oldest boy at the front, the younger boy at the back. The rain switched to heavy, fat drops, falling so rapidly it was hard to keep their eyes open. The older boy looked back and grinned as if he had made it rain so heavily to give them one last challenge before getting home.


It was at this time that the chemistry teacher, who’d been drinking since the late morning, set out from his remote house onto the back road that led into the village. He had the idea that he would catch the shop before it shut. He usually went for social-seeming drinks, bottles of red wine that looked as if they might be shared. He knew people knew, but he couldn’t do without the pantomime of buying crates of red with an unwanted loaf and party-sized packets of crisps, and biscuits that would end up in the bin. To just rush in and out with booze was too exposing. The back road was quiet and he knew how to drive with a drink in him. He only had to be more watchful. Hold his hands tighter on the wheel. Open his eyes wider. Keep bringing his mind back to the road like bringing a dog to heel.


The rain drumming down, he had the radio up. It was on a talk station and next they were going to debate whether diets really work and the voice of whoever they’d chosen to interview was irritating. Pious and patronising and slow. He knew the voice, but couldn’t name the speaker and he wanted the voice gone. He fiddled with the dial to change the station and lost the signal altogether. There was that heavy gunning white noise that got inside his teeth. He glanced up at the road, the pine trees either side leaning close. The rain hammered the car, making circles within circles on the windscreen. He looked down again, tried to find a new station. Blips and dabs of sound and voices. But he couldn’t persuade the radio to stay on one thing. When he looked up again from the dial a boy was in front of him. The grey back of his jacket a different grey from the branches of the pines in the low light. He swerved to miss the figure. Electricity ran through his chest. The car seemed to speed up. And then another boy in a black jacket was right there inches from him at the edge of the road. There was no time to swerve again though he turned the wheel anyway. On impact the boy seemed to fold down and disappear as if maybe he hadn’t been there in the first place and the car turned across the road and dipped down the verge on the other side and crumpled its bonnet into the trunk of a pine.


The older boy, the one who had been struck, rolled down the bank on the right and was gone. The younger boy heard a splashing sound, or recalled that he did later.


He was frozen for a moment, his body not following commands, and then he was scrambling towards the bank. Jagged plants scratching at his hands. He could see the older boy face down, the water around him in the shade of the pines was black like melted tar. The younger boy slid the rest of the way until he was in the loch up to his shins. He lifted the older boy, dragged his head and shoulders up. He was absurdly heavy, like his body was made of rock. The water cut with cold.


The younger boy’s throat opened. ‘Help me,’ he screamed without any sense of who he was screaming to. He dragged the other boy’s body by the armpits, up onto the bank. The body so heavy it seemed something in the water was trying to drag them back.


He fumbled for a pulse on the warm skin of the neck. He felt nothing and didn’t know if that was because he was doing it wrong or because there was no pulse. He stood up and looked around. He didn’t let his eyes focus on the car where the teacher was slumped forward behind a spiderweb of glass. He thought of CPR like they had seen in a video at school but he couldn’t recall the images in a sensible order. A horror of the body came over him. In a second he decided; he turned and ran for the nearest house, the old smithy, the McLellans’ place, at the start of the village. It was eleven minutes before he got there, before he was through the door without knocking and shouting for the phone. It was a further twenty-three minutes before an ambulance arrived, coming from the station point at the next village.


The younger boy would often think back to the empty moments that followed, sitting in the McLellans’ house, watching the ambulance pass on the way to the hospital. He’d gazed out from the kitchen window; a blanket had been put on his shoulders, a cup of diluting juice pressed into his hand by then. The ambulance engine revved as it passed the house; he knew the driver, a familiar doughy face through the windscreen, the tyres splashing up water. There was no siren so the flashing blue lights seemed to flicker to an inaudible beat.


This is how I imagine it happened. I wasn’t there. Some of the details were told to me, some I have guessed at. On the day of the climb, I was at home in bed with flu, watching the sunlight change shape on my bedroom curtains. The day had been long and boring. I remember lying on my back, walking my fuzzy, blue-slippered feet up the wall. My nose was red and stinging. I had period pain on top of the flu, a tight fist just below my belly button. Neither was the reason I wasn’t on the climbing trip; I had not been invited. Aged thirteen at the time, I had never been climbing and did not generally spend time with the boys outside of school. It is tempting to try to pinpoint what I would have been doing at the exact moment the accident happened but that would be a further fabrication. To me, the day blurred even as it was happening, a mash of sleep and waking, reading and staring out the window, tissues and hot baths and sickly throat remedies. I did not hear about Nicky’s death until the following day.


(You might think I was leading you on, going on about the climbing and the mountain when the accident happened on the road. But to my mind, he had set out for the mountain and not come back, and that thought – of the mountain having taken him – stayed with me.)


I remember my mum coming into my room the next morning, before I’d gotten up for breakfast, when I was still under the duvet and half asleep. She stood in the doorway and said, ‘There’s terribly sad news about wee Nicky Harper,’ and stopped there.


And I remember sitting up, and saying, ‘You have to tell me, I need to know, you have to tell me.’


And she covered her mouth with a tissue, my mum who wasn’t the weepy type at all, and said, ‘It’s awful sad news I’m afraid pet.’


I said again, ‘Tell me, tell me, I need to know.’ Though I knew, of course; why else would she have said it like that?
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The bridge was a way of escaping into the company of other people. It was New Year’s Eve and I’d been sitting in my flat with a person I’d known for four weeks. We were at the tail-end of a not-quite relationship. The windows were covered with frost, the Christmas fairy lights still strung over the bookcase. I’d realised a few hours before, during a long meal, that I didn’t want to be with this man, but it wasn’t the time to break up with someone so we’d ended up having sex almost out of politeness. Afterwards I’d smiled and put my head on his shoulder and thought about when and how it would be least hurtful to him to end our almost-relationship. It wasn’t about the sex, just that the whole thing began to feel like an effort. I had been hit by a fundamental gap between our outlooks that I had been trying to pretend wasn’t there. After we were dressed again, and I’d put glitter in my hair in an attempt to be jokey, midnight was approaching and I couldn’t think what else to do. We were awkward in each other’s company like two barges manoeuvring round each other, and I found myself saying, ‘Why don’t we go to the bridge?’ So, as if we were a couple in love, we wrapped ourselves in scarves and gloves and padded winter coats and ran out into the cold holding hands, to go to the nearest canal bridge to watch the fireworks rise and burst above the castle.


We arrived ten minutes before midnight, stars standing out above the bridge like small flecks of ice. I’d wanted to find some of my friends, wherever they’d got to in the city, but there wasn’t time. The cold bit into me; it was almost pleasing to withstand it. As we waited side by side, I realised we had forgotten to bring our bottle of fizzy wine but it was too late to go back for it. A few other people gathered, shady figures in the light of the nearest street lamp, laughing, hugging, swigging from plastic cups. There was no traffic. Everything became quiet in the last minutes of waiting, then someone started up a radio. Classical music began to play in a tinny, faraway fashion. I had been linking arms with my not-quite boyfriend but when I took my hand away to put on my gloves, I didn’t give it back.


Finally the countdown began; I only realised and joined in at eight, seven, six. I fixed a smile on my face. I wasn’t unhappy, just flattened. I tried to think a good thought as the time came. I focused on my resolution to try learning Gaelic again, or at least go to a few lessons. The small group on the bridge began shouting. The fireworks started after a breath of a pause, a beat behind midnight. They were more complicated than I remembered, with triple sets of colours circled inside each other. Couples began kissing and so we kissed too, briefly, and then stepped away from each other, unlinked. We murmured meaningless comments, Pretty. That’s a good one! Is there more? Oh, there’s more. I thought about how I probably wouldn’t see him again, the man I was with, not deliberately, though I would likely run into him in the city streets sometimes. I wasn’t sad or pleased about the relationship ending; it only bobbed up as a thought and floated away again.


People on the bridge began to turn to strangers, to look at the unknown figures gathered near them. The closest couple came up and hugged the two of us. Others shook hands, kissed unfamiliar faces. A group of girls in stiletto boots passed me their bottle of pink wine. I wiped the top with my coat sleeve and took a gulp then passed it on to another woman to my right.


The fireworks kept spluttering on against the Edinburgh skyline. The cold was becoming uncomfortable. I turned to check if people were starting to go. It was then that I saw him.


Sliding past the group of girls with the pink bottle, he was wearing a dark puffer jacket in the style of another decade, following a woman with sequins on her face and devil horns on her head. He hurried after her, reaching for and missing her hand, smiling in the dopey, drunken way everyone was smiling. He was more than familiar. As I stood on that frosty pavement, I had the sure sensation that he was someone I absolutely knew. He was someone he couldn’t be. He was Nicky Harper. The boy I’d known in school, who died. Here he was, grown up and celebrating the rolling over of a new year, just as I was.


I’m not usually very good at recognising people. Sometimes I meet a client from work in a different context and though I may have had an hour’s conversation with them only a week before, I still stare at them blankly in the supermarket as they smile in recognition. I find it even harder to recognise people if they’ve dyed or shorn their hair, or if the years have passed. But in that stretched minute, watching that man go by, I knew it was Nicky in the way I knew that my feet were my own. I didn’t think, There is someone who looks like Nicky Harper, isn’t that weird? I was sure it was him, even as I understood it could not be.


I watched the man hurry down the street, following the woman with the red horns. They weaved along the middle of the road then stepped back onto the pavement as a lone car came trundling past. Pink and green streamers from a party popper trailed off his shoulder. He and the woman bounded on, dodged a couple of drunk partygoers, and turned left at the shuttered newsagent. That was it, I could not see him any more.


I stared at the space where he’d vanished until the man I was with said, ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing, just thought I saw somebody I knew.’ He pulled me closer by the shoulder, kissed me on the lips, breathing beer on me, then turned away to kiss a woman who was reaching for him drunkenly.


I looked down at my phone. The screen had a short string of messages wishing me a Happy New Year. I tapped on the one from Leti, my closest friend, who I’d known since primary school days. I typed, HAPPY NEW YEAR! Btw I just saw Nicky Harper, and didn’t press send.


I looked at the words for a few seconds.


‘Do you want to go back inside?’ my non-boyfriend said.


‘Just a minute.’


I deleted what I’d typed as the last of the fireworks popped above us, little silver jumping balls leaving comet trails behind them. The smell of gunpowder reached us on the wind. My head was padded with drink. I wrote the text out again and sent it.


We returned to my flat, walking over broken glass and trampled streamers. The man I was with followed me politely, a step behind. I was tempted to ask him to go home but there was no kind way to do that. I opened the front door and we headed in. We perched on the couch and drank the bottle of fizzy wine we’d forgotten to take outside. A text came in from Leti, which just said, What have you been drinking?? I put my phone away.


I offered to make hot chocolate. ‘Sure, thanks,’ my non-boyfriend said, so I heated up two large mugs of milk in the microwave. We smiled at each other over our cups and his smile seemed slightly strained and I could feel how mine must look the same to him. He didn’t want to be with me any more than I wanted to be with him. The image of that other face flashing by in the dark kept playing on a short a loop in my mind. Already, my sense of the event had shifted so I thought of the person on the bridge now as someone who looked like Nicky only. Because that’s what the explanation had to be. The dead don’t come back. A premonition of embarrassment, a sense of how awkward it would be to explain my text to Leti, drifted into my head and was soothed away again by the fog of the wine.


‘I’m knackered, shall we get to sleep?’ I said. And so we slept together under my winter duvet. He lay diagonally across the bed – I ended up curled in a foetal position with my knees against the wall and couldn’t get comfortable. Outside, footsteps tramped past, voices rising every so often. Unseen passers-by made their way home long into the night so that I woke and drifted, slept and stirred, and was roused time and again by unfamiliar voices.


On New Year’s Day I drove out to the country for a walk with Leti. The familiar path wound by a church and an old graveyard, then ducked down to a river and along a narrow track through woodland. It was a place we often visited for walks. Though the woods couldn’t have been very large, we never seemed to get to the other side of them.


After we’d been walking a while, chatting about the holidays, Leti asked, ‘What did you mean, about seeing Nicky Harper?’


‘Just what I said, I saw him. He’s back from the dead.’


We both giggled awkwardly, then caught each other’s eyes and stopped.


‘No, but really what did you mean?’


I felt a heave of embarrassment but pressed on through it. ‘I don’t know what I meant. I thought I saw someone who looked a bit like him. I must have been going kind of nuts. New year crazy.’ The trickling sound of water surrounded us, the river and the dripping from the dark spokes of tree branches, both calming and gloomy. We always seemed to go to this place on damp days.


‘Poor Nicky,’ Leti said. ‘You know, I haven’t thought of him in a while.’


‘Aye. Poor thing, it feels like another lifetime and also recent, if you know what I mean.’


‘I do. So this guy you saw, did he look like a zombie?’


‘Leti, God.’


Her smile contracted. ‘Sorry.’


‘He just looked ordinary.’


‘Was he a teenager?’


‘No, he was around our age, in his thirties, I guess the age Nicky would be.’


‘I can’t imagine what Nicky would have looked like if he was our age.’


‘Well, I would have said the same, but then there he was. This man looked just the same really, only older. And I felt a jolt when I saw him.’


‘Of recognition?’


‘Of something. Hard to explain.’


‘And the guy you were with . . . ?’ she said, raising an eyebrow.


‘It’s not going anywhere.’


‘Ah, shame. You should have been with me for the bells.’


‘I should have been with you, that would have been more fun.’


I wanted her to ask more about the man who looked like Nicky but she didn’t. Instead, she started telling me about the party she was at, how a mutual friend had got very rapidly drunk and vomited into the hood of someone’s new coat. ‘I don’t know what she had. One minute we were having a coherent conversation, the next minute she’s like something from The Exorcist.’


‘And then you got my text and thought here’s another one.’


‘Yeah, then I got your message and thought, well, Emily’s wasted.’ We slowed and turned our feet sideways as we reached a muddy slope next to a narrow waterfall. Already the light was going, the days snapping shut like clam shells at this time of year. ‘Do you want to get food on the way back?’ Leti said.


‘Sure.’


We ended up eating a fish supper off our laps in the car while discussing previous unsuccessful relationships and making each other snort with laughter. Stabbing at my fish with the inefficient wooden fork, I tried to think of another way to bring the conversation back to what I’d seen. I could have just said I wanted to talk about it but the words didn’t find their way out.


She asked me to come back to her flat for a drink, but I made excuses about having things to do at home. I wanted space to think. And I did feel there were things that needed doing at home. I had an unusual desire to tidy. The detritus from the previous year was starting to disturb me: the stacks of newspapers, abandoned socks and unsorted mail. I drove us back, dropped Leti off, and headed home to sit in my living room alone, cocooned in the lamplight.


I couldn’t help searching for Nicky’s name on the internet. My fingertips hung over my laptop keyboard. I didn’t want to see anything about him dying. I don’t know what I was expecting to find.


Of course the first search page simply brought up other Nicholas Harpers, since he had been dead so long. I found an academic, a joiner’s website, a vet, an obituary for a photographer. I closed the browser. As I tidied, made cups of peppermint tea that kept my hands warm and tasted of almost nothing, the moment played on through my mind on a loop. This face appearing, bobbing, laughing, and that feeling of certainty like a piece of machinery clicking into place. It is, even now, hard to put into words.


A few days after New Year I started back at work. I parked my car in the shadow of a short, squat block of flats and stepped up the path between a couple of bare, spindly silver birches poking up through the concrete. Compared to the old tower blocks behind, the new block seemed gaudy, with patches of mauve cladding on the outside. Residents complained about the thinness of the walls. If you stood in certain spots in particular rooms it would sound like a stranger was suddenly in the room with you. I worked as a housing officer for an organisation that supported people who were ‘vulnerably housed’. In practice this usually meant they were recently out of psychiatric hospital or struggling with addictions. Our job was to try to make our clients’ home lives more secure. Most of the work was out and about visiting the people we were supporting, only nipping in and out of the office to sort paperwork now and again. We’d see each client every few weeks or months for up to a year, depending on their support plans, then they were on their own. I pressed the buzzer now and waited. I had intentionally planned my first session back with a client I liked. Nevertheless, a large part of me wanted to return to hibernation, for the client not to answer so I could have an hour of dawdling. But already Jim’s voice was crackling through the speaker.


‘Who is it?’


‘It’s Emily from StartingUp.’ The electronic locking system hummed and I headed in. When I reached the top of the purple-carpeted stairs, Jim was waiting at his door, his grey hair standing up in tufts.


‘How are you keeping?’ he said.


‘Just gearing up for another year.’ The door opened into his living room. I stepped inside. Everything was neat in the flat but there was a sparseness, as if he had recently moved in when in fact he’d been there nine months now. The only obviously personal items were a row of wooden trains on the windowsill interspersed with potted succulent plants. He’d made the trains himself, complete with moving wheels, years back, he said, when I used to do things. He’d given one to me when I first arrived. We weren’t supposed to accept gifts but I’d taken it home and kept it on a bookshelf in my living room.


‘Recovered from your Hogmanay hangover?’ he said.


I smiled. ‘No need.’


‘Aye right.’


I sat down on the couch. ‘I’m too old for much of that.’


‘You’re just a bairn. You can’t be thirty yet.’


‘I can though, by a fair bit. How are you?’


He blew through his teeth. ‘Wasn’t as bad as I thought. New Year, watched the fireworks from the flat. As for the day of jollity and peace on earth, I just stayed in. Fell asleep for half of it, then got a Chinese.’


‘Well, I’m glad if it was OK. How have things been since the holidays?’ I said.


‘A few problems. Want tea?’


‘Yeah, thanks. What sort of problems?’


He gave a wincing half-smile. ‘For one, the neighbours again. I got the recording you wanted so you know I’m not a nutter.’ I reddened as he raked through a box to pull out a small digital tape recorder. Noise from neighbours was a surprisingly common hallucination; when clients complained of it we asked for a recording. Before he lived in this flat, he’d spent four months in a psychiatric hospital. He’d been signed in voluntarily after a second suicide attempt at a railway bridge.


‘I don’t think you’re nuts,’ I said.


He waved his hand. ‘I know that.’ He could be defensive with me but he never had the need some clients seemed to have to pre-emptively put me in my place. We’d been working together for a decent time now and he was one of my favourite clients, something about the way his spikiness hid a softness.


He set the recorder down between us and pressed play. Muffled voices started up, shouting, and a regular beat. The voices sounded like they were coming to us through a thick liquid. I felt slightly disorientated listening to them.


‘It’s not very clear, but you get the sense of it,’ he said.


‘Sure, clear enough. Did you make a diary of the times?’


He shook his head. ‘I got caught up in other things.’


‘If you can get that done then we can go somewhere with it. We need to show it’s round the clock.’


‘I just don’t want any fucking trouble with the neighbours. Sorry, but you know?’


‘I know, but they won’t know any complaint came from you.’


‘Pretty likely it would be me though, eh? And one of them is a big guy, I mean, seriously big.’


He was frowning. He poured steaming water into two mugs without looking at me. We spent a bit of time discussing his new medication, benefits changes and the visits from the community psychiatric nurse. I forgot my tea and drank it cold in sugary gulps.


‘Take care of yourself,’ he called as I left. He said it without his usual amused tone, almost as if I had worried him in some way. I gave him a wave as I was heading down the stairs.


I was already running late for the next client. As I drove away, the tower blocks seemed to watch me. It was a similar but not identical feeling to the one I sometimes got driving beneath the mountain back in the village. The rest of the day rolled by quickly enough and I found myself thinking of the past and of Nicky at odd moments during conversations with other clients. Flickers of memory just sliding haphazardly in and out of my mind like jumbled lines from a long-ago song.




[image: A small, simple illustration of a mountain]


When I talk about my childhood, the thing that stands out to other people is that I had a baby sister who died. This sounds devastating, and of course it was for my parents, but it didn’t have the full weight of tragedy for me growing up because I did not remember her. I was two and a half years old when she died from a heart defect. My parents knew from the time she was born that she would not live, and took turns watching over the baby in the hospital and taking care of me at home. In the end, she survived for twenty-eight days. I was brought to the ward once. Apparently I was held over the plastic incubator and I touched her foot with my stubby hands.


As a child, I was loved and knew that I was. My parents were sad about my sister but I never felt that I had to live up to some ideal phantom sibling, I never imagined that they preferred her to me, I didn’t have any sense of guilt about being the one who lived.


My sister’s grave was marked with a brass plaque on a small white stone, and my parents visited it once a year on the anniversary of her death. She was buried on the other side of the country, on the east coast, in a family plot. My parents did not push me to go on these pilgrimages, always saying that she was not there anyway. For my mother, with her scientific mind, this meant that her small life had blazed and gone out, and she existed only in memories. For my father, this meant that she lived on in spirit in some way. I felt free to ask questions – Did she have a middle name? and Would I have got on with her? and Do you think her hair would have turned dark like mine? They didn’t have time to pick but if they had maybe Grandma’s, and we’d have got on sometimes and fought at others like all sisters, and who could say, it might have stayed blonde.


I have a lot of detailed memories from early childhood but they are all from the time after my sister died. I remember nursery, my first day, playing in the sand box with a plastic crocodile, a gale blowing at the window. I remember Christmases in the village, dragging a sledge up the back way to the Forresters’ farm land, pretending it was a horse and the string was the reins. I remember much of primary school. When I was seven, our class began a school project about extinct animals. Dodos, Tasmanian tigers, moa birds, quaggas, passenger pigeons. I recall patiently drawing the stripes on a Tasmanian tiger with a fine felt-tip while Leti drew a moa bird. To me, the tiger in the photograph I copied had an angry expression, as if it already knew of its species’ fate. The stories of the extinct animals played on my mind long after we dropped the project – I couldn’t get past that full stop, the fact that nothing we could do would ever bring them back. The animals made such an impression on me that they came back to me in dreams when I was in my twenties, dozing on my single bed in my student flat.


I was eleven years old when Nicky’s family arrived in the village. They moved into the big house at the end of our road, two doors down from us. It was a dry summer, the roads were coated with dust and there were more dragonflies than usual. I watched the new family move in. They brought the largest television set I had ever seen and a giant fish tank. Our house was one of a trio of terraced houses, each covered in white stones with postage-stamp front and back gardens. Nicky’s house was a former manse, an old grey granite building. The back windows of each of the houses all looked out on to the mountain. When the moon was out the shape of the peak loomed through the dark. My room was at the back so the mountain’s changing moods and colours were the familiar background to my childhood; gentle and green or dark blue and glowering or forbidding and perfect with snow. There was nothing but low hedges of dog rose between the separate gardens, and I sometimes watched Nicky kick a football around his lawn from my window. Occasionally I saw him climbing over the back fence in his hiking boots, heading up onto the rough moorland that lay below the mountain. Because he was a boy, and because he was older than me, we didn’t speak at all for the first couple of months he lived there.


By the time a few weeks had passed after that Hogmanay, I had almost stopped thinking about the experience with the man who looked like Nicky. Other things had taken over, small worries and hopes for the year. Come late February, the weather was unexpectedly mild and the air had begun to get that optimistic scent in the mornings that hinted at the coming of spring. I had started to leave the house without gloves or a scarf. Then, one night, it began to snow. Tiny, elfin flakes drifting down in the dark as I walked home from the supermarket under the streetlights.


When I woke up on Saturday morning, there was a white glow radiating from behind the curtains. Beyond them the snow lay in a thick layer. I had arranged to meet Leti for coffee at a cafe a couple of streets from my flat. After heaving myself out of bed and into my clothes, I pulled on my hiking socks and boots. It had not properly snowed at all over the winter months so it was pleasing to see it lying like slices of royal icing on fence tops and car bonnets. As I turned onto the narrow street that I used as a cut-through to the cafe, I saw a snowball flying, then another. I heard a stifled squeal. A group of adults about my age were hiding behind cars, giggling and hurling clumps of snow at each other. I tried not to be irritated. I walked out into the middle of the road where they could see me. ‘Wait,’ someone shouted and the fight held off as if frozen.


I stepped onwards, the snow squeaking like polystyrene under my boots. As I passed a covered motorbike, there was a white blur, a stinging thump – a snowball hit my face. A shard broke off down my top and melted painfully against my skin.


‘Watch it,’ I called. A woman stood up, her cheeks pink from the cold like a little girl’s.


‘Sorry.’


The firing stopped again while I walked the rest of the way down the street. As I was turning the corner, another snowball hit the back of my jacket with a thwack. I whipped round to my left but no one was there. Then, to my right side, someone grabbed my arm. A man was next to me, wearing big ski gloves. His face close to mine, laughing, meeting my eyes like we knew each other. I stared. It was Nicky’s face. It was happening again, the same face. Looking at me, clear eyes framed by dark eyelashes. His black hair and wide eyebrows, a heavy jawline and stubble – a man’s face. But underneath that, a boy I knew.


‘Where did you come from?’ I said, the words bursting out of me.


He grinned, his fingers still squeezing my arm. ‘I dug my way out.’ He said this as if it was funny.


‘What?’


He shook my arm just a little. ‘I dug my way out.’ There was a cool sensation in the centre of my chest, where the snow had melted. He let go of my arm and ran back into the snowball fight. Someone pelted him and he raised his arm in defence and disappeared behind a car. The snow glittered now as the sun came out.


I wrapped my coat around myself more tightly and carried on walking towards the cafe. I had no reason to stop and try to talk to him further, this complete stranger. His comment was a joke. Perhaps he had mistaken me for someone he knew, part of the snowball fight. He was not Scottish; he did not sound like Nicky had. It was hard to place his accent, if anything it was slightly American. Maybe he meant he’d dug his way out of a snowdrift. He had not meant that he’d dug his way out of a grave. Even though I knew that, it was what I pictured as I walked towards the cafe. Hands clawing up through earth.
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