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For Rebecca MacLeod


Not forgotten. Deeply loved. Very much missed.
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Prima DONNA


Christmas at TIFFANY’S


 The Perfect PRESENT


Christmas at CLARIDGE’S


The SUMMER WITHOUT YOU


Christmas in THE SNOW


 Summer at TIFFANY’S


 Christmas on PRIMROSE HILL


The Paris Secret




Prologue


Saturday 25 March 2017


Lucy pulled the bedcovers back up, smoothing out the wrinkles and re-plumping the pillows, the covered hot-water bottles already warming the sheets, the steam from the hot bath in the next room escaping round the door and misting the small mirror on the dressing table. The guests would be freezing when they got in.


Outside, the wind moaned again and the windows rattled in their frames. The storm was really gathering strength now, this afternoon’s break in the blizzards but a brief hiatus as the eye passed over them, and she could see the snowflakes dancing in feverish patterns, tangoing with the flurrying gusts like a shaken-up snow globe.


She crossed the room to draw the curtains, glancing for a moment at her own home across the courtyard. From this four-star perspective, she saw how shabby the little bungalow was becoming – even aside from the industrial bins parked along her wall, the white paint was slowly blackening from rain and snow melt and moss and damp; the kitchen window was cracked in the bottom corner (from a thrown shoe, if she remembered rightly); and the planters either side of the door were depressingly neglected, with just a few skeletal twigs poking through the snow all that remained of the hydrangeas she’d planted last summer. She turned away, vowing to set Tuck onto it as soon as the snow went. A lick of paint, a trip to the nursery and her modest little home would look very different. Feel very different.


In here though – in here, all was perfect, as it always should be in a hotel (wasn’t that the point of them, after all?) and with a final glance, she let herself back out into the hall. The door clicked shut behind her and she smiled at a Japanese couple coming out of their room further down the corridor. Room 28 – the electric towel rail was faulty in there.


‘Hey there, is everything OK for you? Do you need any fresh towels, more water . . . ?’ she asked as she passed, and they politely demurred, probably more on account of their limited English than anything else.


Crossing the carpet in brisk, silent steps, she used the service stairs, exiting into the kitchen where her mother was standing over a bubbling pan of soup, much to the surprise of the staff, who were only just arriving for their shift and couldn’t have looked more astonished to see her with her shirtsleeves rolled up if she’d been standing there in stockings and suspenders. Barbara glanced up as she came over – her cheeks were pink with harried fluster but her eyes were bright and of course, not a platinum-bobbed hair was out of place. It never was. Not in a storm. Not in a crisis.


‘All done?’ she asked.


‘Everything’s sorted,’ Lucy nodded.


‘Good.’ Barbara checked her watch, rubbing her hands together the way she always did when she was anxious. ‘Well, they should be here any minute now . . .’


Lucy’s phone rang and she glanced at the name on the screen. ‘Hi,’ she said, turning away and walking over to the back door, a smile already on her lips, suddenly blind to the bleakness of her tired bungalow as she gazed through the window, across the courtyard again.


‘Luce, it’s me!’ Tuck’s voice sounded distant. The line was breaking up and she could tell he was outside from the way that it sounded as though sheets were being shaken out beside him.


‘Where are you?’ she called, hoping he could hear her over the wind.


‘On my way back from Bill’s.’


Lucy bit her lip. Of course he was. Every day ended with a beer or four with the boys. She guessed it was four tonight given that he was walking home in these conditions, no doubt having been forced to leave the truck keys behind the bar. The staff knew him too well.


‘Listen,’ he shouted. ‘Have you spoken to Mitch or Meg?’ He sounded out of breath, as though he was running or at least walking very fast.


‘Not since this morning.’


‘Shit,’ he muttered.


‘Why?’


‘I can’t get Mitch on his cell and I don’t know where he is. I thought they were gonna come back down during the break in the weather this afternoon?’


‘Well, not that I’ve seen. They must still be up at the cabin.’ She frowned. ‘Why? What’s going on? What’s wrong?’


‘There’s a couple of hikers missing in Wilson’s Gully but Search and Rescue won’t go out – no visibility and the avalanche risk’s too high! Fucking pussies. Everyone’s freakin’ out. One’s a twelve-year-old boy, for Chrissakes. Twelve.’


Lucy winced, knowing from his language it was definitely more than four beers. ‘But Tuck—’


‘Listen, I gotta go. I’ve gotta get hold of Mitch. He’s a mile from there.’


She hesitated. ‘You mean you want him to go after them? In this?’


‘That’s his call. But he’d want to know. I would.’


Lucy felt the pulse in her ear, her eyes on a racoon scratching around the recycling bin, seeing the way its fur was brushed to standing as another gust whipped the small courtyard and sent it scurrying for cover in the undergrowth again.


‘Luce? You hear me?’


‘Uh, yeah, yeah.’


‘I’ll be back in a bit, OK? But if they call in the meantime, you let him know I’m trying to get hold of him.’


‘Sh-sure.’


‘Bye, babe.’


‘Bye,’ she murmured, her voice a whisper, her heart pounding at double time, the phone like a burning coal in the palm of her hand.




Part I


BEFORE




Chapter One


Saturday 18 February 2017


The snow-lined gully curled and sliced before them, the tips of their boards overhanging the flat.


‘I don’t know, man, it’s too much. Just look at those rocks,’ Tuck murmured. ‘We hit them at speed, they’ll be like a fricking serrated knife.’


‘I agree.’


Tuck turned, staring at his own reflection in the orange mirrored lenses of Mitch’s polarized goggles. ‘You do?’


Mitch nodded. ‘So we better not hit ’em.’


Tuck swallowed as Mitch extended his arm and pointed out his line for their descent through the couloir. ‘We keep to the shadow down this first drop here, then take the left side of the tower, ’cause you see the ice on the right? –’ he indicated the six-metre-high finger of frozen granite smack bang in the middle of their path – ‘Just a glimmer there? Slip or lose control on that and you’ll hit the wall at a hundred twenty kph.’ Mitch shook his head and tutted. ‘So we keep left. It’s gonna be tight.’ He squinted as though calculating the mathematical ratios required to get round it, to survive, before looking back at Tuck and nodding with a smile. Tuck couldn’t see his eyes behind the goggles but he didn’t need to. He could read his friend like a book. ‘It’s doable.’


Tuck looked back down at their self-appointed mission, wishing he could feel so confident. ‘Is that a crack?’ he asked, slapping Mitch in the chest, his eyes up on the rocks above them.


‘Where?’


Tuck pointed to a hair’s-breadth line in the snowpack on the overhang, ten metres down, just past the tower. ‘Jesus, man, that is loose as. It could come down at any time. It could dump straight on us as we’re going past.’


Mitch grinned. ‘Only if you’re screaming like a little girl.’


Tuck slumped. Perhaps on the inside . . .


Mitch grabbed his shoulder and squeezed it. ‘I hate to point out the obvious, buddy, but there’s no other way down from here. We can either wait for that slab to slice, or we can zip this chute and get the hell out of here. The weather’s closing in tomorrow and this is probably our only window to get the shot. I told you Meg made me promise this would be the last run before the wedding. She says she doesn’t want me waiting up the aisle for her in traction.’


Tuck nodded but he still felt weak. He could best almost any other man on the mountain; but Mitch, his oldest adversary and best friend, was always first off and first down.


Beside them, Badger whined – not from fear but impatience. A cross of Bernese Mountain Dog and German Shepherd, his large frame but slim build made him the perfect back-country companion, running through the deep powder with impressive stamina, tongue lolling and ridiculously pink in the all-white terrain, ears up and tail aloft. Mitch had trained him since he was a pup and if the worst did happen and the snow cleaved – even if there was no one else around to pick up the transceiver signals in their backpacks – Badger would dig them out. He was their comrade and lifeline.


‘You ready, huh, Badge?’ Tuck asked, scratching him behind the ear with one bulky gloved-up finger. ‘A’right, let’s do this.’ Pulling his glove off quickly, he reached up and turned on the camera on his helmet. ‘You good?’


‘The best, but then you already knew that, man,’ Mitch grinned, wisecracking as ever. He stopped smiling suddenly. ‘Woah! What the hell happened?’


‘Huh?’ Tuck glanced at his wrist, trying to see what Mitch could see. ‘Oh. Nuthin’. Some branches caught me when I was doing the logs.’ Tuck pulled his sleeve down and got the glove back on. It was minus twenty-five Celsius with wind chill today.


‘Big fuckin’ scratches.’


Tuck shook his head with a grin. ‘They were big fuckin’ logs, man.’


There was a pause as Mitch carried on staring at him.


‘What?’ Tuck laughed with a shrug.


‘A’ight,’ Mitch nodded. ‘Well, see you at the bottom.’


And without a moment’s hesitation, he tipped himself forward, accelerating with dizzying speed within seconds, keeping to the left side of the pass for as long as there was shadow before turning hard left round the tower and out of sight. Badger, knowing the drill, followed a few seconds after, pitching himself downwards without fear, his body in a rocking-horse motion as he plunged front paws first into the snow before leaping out with his hind legs, on and on, seemingly never tiring, never spooking.


‘Shit,’ Tuck muttered, feeling a swift kick of anger that he was now up here, alone. ‘Goddam sonofa—’ It was always a game to Mitch. Fear was an alien concept to the guy. Tuck tipped forwards before his brain could think about it again, his eyes immediately trained on his friend’s tracks, the snow to the right side turfed up and crushed by Badger’s exuberant descent.


He refused to look up at the perilous snow slab as he passed the tower – also the site of the narrowest turn – there was no point. If it came down now, he’d be crushed just from the sheer volume.


He held his breath and made it through, his eyes back on Mitch as he saw him take a nerve-shredding straight-line pass past the knife rocks. ‘Must be crazy . . .’ he muttered, still not believing that he’d allowed his friend to talk him into this, in awe that they were actually doing it; taking the line they’d talked about since they were kids, never thinking they’d have the expertise or balls, or equipment – their boards, their design – to someday go do it.


The granite walls whipped past at lightning speed – dagger-like icicles suspended in front of the exposed cliffs in a dazzling arctic blue, a membranous skin of ice swelling, magnifying, distorting the rock face – but there was no time to worry. Not now. This was instinct. There was only this moment and no other.


Mitch was already out in the sunshine, the gradient levelling off to a mere sixty-five degrees, arms punching the air as he slowed, knees bent as he idly swooped in lazy turns, the hard work over, the reward reaped as the endorphins flooded his body. ‘Whooo-hooo!’ he hollered at the top of his voice, Badger barking in excitement as he caught up with his master.


Tuck was almost there himself – the walls of the couloir were about to splay open, drop away to open pasture, the mountain becoming a friend again – when he heard it, that low rumble like an old man’s cough even as Mitch’s victory whoops still echoed around them like bats.


Tuck couldn’t turn back to see, not while he was still in the col, but then he didn’t need to, to know that hundreds of tonnes of snow were falling and tumbling and gathering and sliding behind him. He saw Mitch hear it too, saw him look back and his body stiffen as he took in what Tuck could not.


‘Fuck!!’ Mitch hollered, turning the board ninety degrees and facing the end straight down the slope. ‘Get out of there, Tuck!’


Tuck, listening to the sound of his own breathing against the growing roar of the avalanche, kept his eyes on his friend, following his every move as he cut left down the mountain face. It was a way steeper line than the one they’d planned but the trees were at a higher level there and they both knew the forest would slow the avalanche, though not necessarily stop it. If they could just get deep enough in . . .


But the noise was growing louder, the snow slide gathering volume and speed. They took lines that would ordinarily have made even Mitch pause, jumping big air without sight of what was below them or how far the drop, but what choice did they have? They had to take their skills past their limits or they wouldn’t be getting out of this alive. Badger was barking but at full gallop, the snow more compacted on these exposed slopes from where the wind whipped it, so he didn’t disappear up to his belly with every bound. He was keeping up.


Then the light dimmed and Tuck knew it was the avalanche spiriting ahead in a rolling, billowing airborne cloud, a sure sign the snow below it was snapping at his feet, gaining on him. He turned for more vertical pitch but the sudden flat light had robbed the snowy landscape of definition, texture, contrast, and at these speeds, on unknown terrain . . . He had to slow; he could be boarding straight towards a million-year-old rock wall for all he knew.


He couldn’t see Mitch or the dog. The snow powder was showering down on him now like ash from a volcano, icy lumps battering his helmet like hail bullets, the sticky snow catching in his craw, his nose. He felt the back of his board nudged by the moving earth behind him, felt his balance wobble and put his weight on the front leg, trying to outpace it when suddenly he saw the trees – their trunks like the legs of friendly giants, offering shelter. So close.


Too close.


Tuck braked hard, travelling too fast for the tiny turns he would have to make to wind through them – slamming into a tree would feel little different to the human body than slamming into a rock wall, or being pulverized by 500 tonnes of snow.


‘Yeah!’ he heard Mitch holler, just ahead but still out of sight.


‘Where the fuck are you?’ Tuck shouted, still not daring to look back as his legs – exhausted now, beginning to shake – manipulated the short board into tight chicane turns, the branches whipping past his face and body with stinging smacks.


‘Over here!’


Tuck followed Mitch’s voice, grateful for Badger’s joyous bark telling him that wherever they were, it was out of danger. Tuck kept moving, zipping and weaving through the trees, not sure whether he was yet, before he noticed that the roar had become more distant and he could see shadows again. He strained his ears to hear, his eyes alighting on a faint lime glow fifty metres ahead. Mitch’s jacket!


‘Are we good?’ Tuck shouted, his friend’s jacket like a ship’s beacon in the fog as he boarded straight up to him.


The two men hugged hard.


‘Yeah, man! We’re the freakin’ best!’ Mitch roared, thumping him mightily on the back so that Tuck knew he would be bruised the next day. Badges of honour.


They looked back through the trees together, the dimness of the snowscape telling them the avalanche was still in full spate, a snow tsunami – frothing and huge and devastating. And the best thing was – they had it all on film.


They whooped and faced up to the sky, both howling like wolves just as they had done when they were seven, and eleven, and fifteen, and twenty-one . . . Badger joined in, as though he too knew what they were celebrating – that they were young. They were free. They were alive.




Chapter Two


Saturday 18 March 2017


Meg could hear them from behind the curtain, the two older women disagreeing as per usual.


‘You’ll be saying we should just give them bibs, next,’ Barbara huffed, sounding put out.


‘Nonsense. I just don’t see what’s dignified about arranging them as swans, that’s all,’ Dolores rebuffed. ‘Simplicity is best in my book.’


‘Hmmph, well, we all know that’s what you tell your hairdresser,’ Barbara snipped. ‘Besides, if it’s good enough for the Japanese . . .’


Meg smiled, shaking her head at their toing and froing. They were more like a married couple than she and Mitch were going to be! She tipped her head to the side and held out the skirt again, taking in her reflection. She had never looked like this before. Princess dress, crown – well, ‘tiaaahra’ – it even sounded grand . . .


The hairdresser had tonged her long, chestnut hair into soft ringlets, pulling up tendrils at the side so that a half-ponytail tumbled from the crown of her head. The boutique had given her a bouquet of cream silk roses to hold; her actual flowers were going to be freesias – her mother’s favourites – but they were out of season and therefore too expensive to get in especially for today so these would have to do. But other than that, this was it, she was good to go. The dress fit her perfectly now and this was all how it was going to be, two weeks today . . .


She whisked the curtain back and with her breath held, turned for Dolores and Barbara to see her.


Both women – knee to knee on the gold-thread sofa – stopped their bickering instantly, Barbara’s hands flying to her mouth, speechless for once, as she took in the vision Meg presented to them – Meg, who was usually never to be found out of her beloved dungarees, hiking boots and Schoffel fleeces.


Dolores sat as still as if she’d been struck by the gods, but her orange-brown eyes were shining, her thin, weathered-brown face as softened as if she were butter in the sun.


‘Oh, you precious child!’ Barbara gasped, standing up and clapping her fingertips together. ‘Where have you been hiding your light all this time?’


Meg smiled shyly. ‘So you like it? You don’t think it’s too—?’ She fiddled with the off-the-shoulder neckline that was delicately scooped and made a feature of her neck.


‘Absolutely not. Give us a twirl,’ Barbara ordered by circling her finger in the air.


Meg did as she was told, her face shining with delight as the sumptuous satin fabric billowed, Barbara fanning it outwards for extra effect. ‘Oh, Meggy! You are the most beautiful bride I think I have ever seen!’ she breathed.


‘Hey!’ Lucy protested loudly from behind her own curtain. ‘What about me?’


‘Well, of course alongside you, darling!’ Barbara said, rolling her eyes at Meg, before tutting. ‘What are you doing in there anyway? You can’t take this long on the actual day, you know. It’s bad form to keep your bride waiting.’


‘I know that, Mom! But you try doing up all these buttons.’


‘Honestly . . .’ Barbara muttered, disappearing into the changing room to help.


Meg smiled, turning towards Dolores. She bit her lip. ‘So?’


Dolores stood, her iron-grey, poker-straight ‘schoolboy-cut’ hair and leonine eyes a counterpoint to all the hyper-feminine froth and decoration in the boutique. ‘If your mother could only see you now . . .’ she said, taking Meg’s hands in her own.


Meg looked down, feeling a rush of emotion, like a heat, rise through her. Both her parents were dead – her mother first from breast cancer when Meg was eighteen, her father three years later, slipping on a rock while out fishing and hitting his head as he went into the water – and there still wasn’t a day that went by when she didn’t find it profoundly shocking that she was an orphan now. Of course, she had Ronnie, her little sister by eighteen months; they had been close once, back when they’d still lived in England, Ronnie forever the practical joker leaving fart cushions under the seats or positioning fake dog poos on the carpets just as their mother welcomed guests at the front door . . . But that had all changed when they’d emigrated here, Ronnie struggling to make friends whilst Meg had found Lucy on the very first day. Something about Ronnie’s clipped, frank manner and undeniable intellect hadn’t travelled well and she had only become more isolated when their mother fell sick so soon afterwards. Perhaps if their father had lived, she might have hung around and stuck it out, but life hadn’t panned out that way and she had fled for medical school the first chance she got, leaving Meg behind – though she would never see it like that. Now they communicated mainly via Likes on each other’s Instagrams. Modern sisterhood.


Dolores squeezed her hands and she looked back up.


‘Even though I was almost old enough to have been her mother, she and I were friends for a reason, Meg – we shared the same values, the same sense of humour. We both loved tacos. But more than any of that, we both saw you through the same prism – and I know she couldn’t possibly have been prouder than I am right now. That old woman over there is right for once, you are the most beautiful bride—’


‘Hey!’ both Lucy and Barbara protested this time, albeit for different reasons, from behind the curtain.


‘Less of the “old”, thank you,’ Barbara called. ‘You’ve got a good decade on me.’


But Dolores didn’t hear. Meg was the sole focus of her attention. ‘What a wonderful young woman you’ve grown to be.’


Meg stepped forward and threw her arms around Dolores’s neck. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. Dolores might be her boss, but she was also the closest thing Meg had to a mother now.


‘Although, did I see . . . ?’ Dolores stepped back and lifted the netted skirt slightly to check her hunch. Brown leather-booted feet peeped back at her. ‘Meg!’


Meg laughed. ‘I will on the day, I promise, but those are so uncomfortable!’ She frowned, glaring at the tossed-aside stilettoes on the dressing-room floor.


Dolores laughed too. ‘You’re not to wear thermals either,’ she chuckled, shaking her head in despair. ‘Or Mitch is going to have my guts for garters!’


The other curtain was whisked back suddenly and Lucy came out, daintily holding up the front of the full skirt and high-stepping on her tiptoes like a bona-fide princess. ‘Ta-da,’ she smiled, dropping into a low curtsey.


‘Brava!’ Barbara cried, her blonde bob shining under the lights.


‘Luce, you look stunning,’ Meg sighed, watching as her bridesmaid did an extravagant twirl that suggested she had been practising in the mirror. Her blonde hair swung, the tonged ringlets keeping their hold better than in Meg’s hair.


‘So do you!’ Lucy gushed, throwing her arms around her best friend’s neck so that their netted skirts squashed together.


Meg had asked for the bridesmaid dresses to be made as echoes of her own – scoop-necked, three-quarter sleeves, full-skirted with a V-waist – the only differences being that hers had the embroidery and faux-seed pearls across the top, and the bridesmaids’ versions were in a plum colour, not ivory, although if Meg could have had them identical, she would have done; she’d never liked to stand out.


‘They’ve done such a good job,’ Meg said admiringly, a small frown puckering her brow as she saw how Lucy’s last few buttons hadn’t been done up, the delicate fabric pulling at the seams.


‘What? They won’t have to take it out that much,’ Lucy said defensively, seeing Meg’s expression.


‘Oh, no, I’m sure—’


‘Ignore my daughter,’ Barbara said, dismissing her with a haughty hand wave. ‘She’s just jealous because whatever weight you’ve lost, she’s put on.’ She looked at Lucy. ‘I did tell you not to finish those Oreos. Honestly, when did you ever hear of a bridesmaid’s dress having to be let out!’


Meg winced as she caught sight of Lucy’s expression. Tact wasn’t Barbara’s forte. ‘You look gorgeous,’ she said quickly. ‘And the colour’s perfect on you.’


‘Don’t go swelling her head now,’ Barbara tutted. ‘No one will be looking at Lucy anyway. She’s had her special day. This is all about you. You and Mitch.’


Meg smiled at the very mention of his name and turned to look in the mirror again. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. Would he like it? Would he even recognize her? She might have to tell him to look out for the girl in white, she looked so transformed.


‘Well, at least I’m here. How are you going to know if Ronnie’s dress still fits her?’ Lucy asked peevishly, perching on the side of the sofa as she watched Meg preen and turn, just a peek of her boots visible as she swished her skirts side to side.


‘Oh, that’s OK, Ronnie’s weight is pretty steady,’ Meg said dismissively, rather liking the way her hair was relaxing into soft waves. It looked more natural, more ‘her’.


‘Still, it’s a shame she couldn’t be here. I mean, it is your final fitting. If she does fluctuate for any reason, it’s going to be too late to do anything about it on the day.’


Meg sighed. She’d had exactly the same concern herself. ‘I know, but you know what her job’s like. I’ll just be happy if she gets here for the actual wedding. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s paged just as I’m halfway down the aisle.’


‘Well, don’t you worry, I’ll sit on her if that happens,’ Barbara said protectively, making everyone smile at the image. ‘I’m not having you without your maid of honour on your big day. That wedding day shall be perfect or God help me, I’ll die trying.’


‘Thanks, Barbara,’ Meg smiled gratefully, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek.


Linda, the boutique owner, walked back into the salon, carrying a selection of veils, some trailing behind her. Setting them down, she hurried over to inspect the latest alterations with her professional eye. ‘It’s not pulling anywhere, no creasing . . . ?’ she murmured, pressing her fingers on the seams and checking the neckline didn’t gape on Meg, frowning as she saw the two-centimetre gap along the top of Lucy’s buttons. ‘Sorry,’ Lucy mumbled, her cheeks flaming. ‘I’m a fluctuator.’


‘Well, that’s what fittings are for,’ Linda replied with a diplomatic smile. ‘We’ll get this fixed by Wednesday if you can pop in again then.’


‘Sure.’


‘I hope that Mitchell Sullivan knows how lucky he is,’ Dolores said, taking her seat on the sofa again and looking up at Meg with fiercely proud eyes as she continued to twirl in front of the mirror.


Meg stared at her reflection, transfixed. Exactly this time in two weeks . . .


‘Now, are you quite sure you’re not rushing into this?’ Barbara asked, picking up a pearlescent hair comb from the accessories tray and examining it loosely. ‘Because after all, it has only been ten years.’


Meg rolled her eyes and gave a groan as everyone chuckled. Together since they were seventeen, it had been the question on everyone’s lips from the time they turned twenty, their forever-ness seemingly eagerly anticipated by all Banff. But they’d been in no rush, even if everyone else had. They’d had to save up for this wedding, for one thing, which had been no easy feat what with Mitch ploughing all his earnings into trying to get his and Tuck’s snowboard business, Titch, off the ground; and all of her inheritance, when it had come several years later, had been eaten up by building the cabin and securing the Titch studio/shop in town.


‘Well, now you say that like it’s a joke,’ Lucy said sombrely, wincing as Linda accidentally jabbed her in the back with a pin. ‘But it’s a serious point. Just because you guys have been together for like . . . an ice age, already . . . it doesn’t necessarily figure that it’s meant to be for the rest of your lives. You’ve got to give Meg the space to be honest about her relationship with Mitch – if it’s not quite right, I mean. You hear all the time about people going through with it because it’s what everyone else expects or because it seems like the next thing to do on the list. And meanwhile, they don’t feel like they can put their hands up and say, “Actually, you know what? I’m not so sure . . .”’


Meg, Barbara, Dolores and Linda all looked back at her in astonished silence – before bursting into laughter.


‘Lucy, you are what we used to call a card,’ Dolores said, holding her glass up and toasting her.


‘But—’ Lucy protested.


‘Oh, darling, you are a scream. Meg and Mitch not together? It’s just perverse! They look right together, they sound right . . .’ Barbara wrapped an arm round her daughter’s waist and squeezed tightly. ‘Besides, you are not the maid of honour, missy. If anyone’s going to have that conversation with Meggy, it’ll be her sister.’


‘Why?’ Lucy asked hotly. ‘I know Megs better than she does. Ronnie’s never even here. She took off for Toronto the first chance she got, and look – surprise, surprise! She couldn’t make it here tonight, she didn’t make the bachelorette party . . .’


Meg cleared her throat and held up her glass, eager to stop Lucy from going on. ‘Well, I’m happy to assure you all that I have no doubts whatsoever that Mitch is my perfect match. And I’m not saying that because it’s a habit, or because I feel duty-bound in some way after so many years invested in him,’ she said, smiling at Lucy, knowing she was only trying to be protective. ‘I’m saying it because you are the most important people in my life and I want to share my happiness with you. You’re my family and I love you all, and it means absolutely everything to me that you’ll be there to see me marry the man I want to spend the rest of my life with.’


‘Oh!’ Barbara sobbed, a hand over her heart, head tilted as she held her glass up. ‘We love you too, chicky.’ And she embraced Meg in a cloud of Coco perfume and McCall’s finest own-brand cashmere. Dolores stepped in too, layering her arms atop Barbara’s.


Meg closed her eyes, feeling their warmth, their love.


Barbara lifted her head suddenly, as though feeling a draught. ‘And you, Lucy! What on Earth are you doing, standing there like a salt pillar? If even Dolores can bring herself to show a little emotion—’


‘Oh, hush, woman,’ Dolores muttered, lightly slapping Barbara on the hand and making Meg giggle.


So Lucy stepped forward and added her arms to their overlapping, interweaving circle, like the outer petals of a flower. And in the middle stood Meg – feeling protected and safe from harm, ready for her Happy Ever After.




Chapter Three


Thursday 23 March 2017


The pine wood crackled, spitting out fiery embers every few minutes that glowed orange against the stove’s hot glass doors before sizzling into black silence. Badger was unconcerned from his spot on the rug, one eyelid occasionally pulling up at the sudden noise before dropping closed again like a weighted screen. His furred belly was almost hot to the touch, Meg able to feel the fire’s reflected warmth through her sock as she stroked his woolly black-and-white coat with her foot.


She rested her head back against the chair and looked out of the window again. Snowflakes pirouetted past the glass but it had long since stopped looking pretty. Snow was banked up along the sills in deep drifts, obscuring the lower panes and further reducing light. The storm had been sitting above them now for two days like a parked bus, the sky at knee height, the towering pine trees fatly padded with snow, Mitch’s deep footsteps around the cabin marking every desperate dash to the log store. Neither one of them had been able to make it to work again today, and there was seemingly no end in sight yet. If anything, the blizzard was strengthening by the hour, the worst still to come.


She wondered if somewhere high overhead there was a spectacular sunset above the clouds this evening, a melange of coral oranges and pinks swirling in the sky like a painter’s water. She remembered their friend Dave, a pilot, once saying the best thing about his job was that it was always a sunny day at his desk. He got to soar above the clouds for a living, chasing sunsets and racing for the horizon. She sighed, unable even to see to the far pole of the washing line, no birds tonight lined up in a row and swaying in the breeze.


Badger groaned, a deep, somnambulant sound that vibrated through her foot. Inactivity was exhausting for him. He wasn’t used to this confinement either, although the harsh weather was making it easier to keep him in.


‘You OK, old boy?’ she asked him, setting aside her crossword and ruffling his fur with her hand. ‘Are you bored?’


He groaned again, revelling in the sympathy.


‘Mitch?’ she called. ‘You hungry yet?’


No reply.


‘Mitch?’


There was another long silence and she was about to get up and check on him – it wasn’t just the snow they had to worry about, living in the middle of a nature reserve; there was the wildlife, too – when Mitch walked into the room in his Canada Goose parka and Sorel boots, a scowl on his face and snow in his hair.


‘Oh, no,’ she sighed. ‘What have you lost now?’ She knew that look too well. It was always the precursor to a question that began with Have you seen . . . ? Where have you put . . . ? What have you done with . . . ?


‘The monkey wrench?’ The up-flick in his tone suggested she must know, that she must have used it last, although that was about as likely as him wearing her underwear.


‘If it’s not in the shed, then it’s probably still in the loft from when you re-lagged the pipes last week. Why? What do you need it for?’


‘The starter motor on the snowmobile’s gone. I need to fix it up.’


‘Well, not right now, surely?’ she scoffed. ‘You can’t do anything in this. It’s a blizzard out there. Are you mad?’


He looked scornfully at the white-out. ‘Beginning to go that way and I will be for sure if I can’t get into town anytime soon. We need supplies, Meg – the cupboard’s damn near empty.’


Meg sighed. He’d been agitated for days now and she wasn’t convinced it was all down to the weather, although he was never good on an empty stomach and it was true the larder was emptier than it usually would be. But it wasn’t all her fault. With the Easter holidays beginning next week, she’d been working flat out with Dolores at the ski-rental store, fixing bindings, waxing skis and boards, sizing poles and helmets . . . She’d been starting at seven every morning and finishing as late as ten some nights and as a consequence, she and Mitch had eaten dinner in town every night – a few times ordering in pizzas with Lucy and Tuck at their bungalow behind the homestead, other times just getting a rib and fries at the steakhouse beside the studio. It had been the easy option at the time, meaning one of them (ergo, her) didn’t have to do a shop and, worse, lug it up the mountain on the back of the snowmobile to the cabin.


But it wasn’t proving so convenient now. By her own recollection, there wasn’t much more than some store-cupboard basics – tins of tomatoes, tuna and peaches, some pasta and rice noodles, half a stale loaf, eggs.


‘Well, it’s only been two days. I think we’ll survive,’ she smiled, trying to tease him out of his sulk.


‘No. This is forecast for another three days, Meg.’ His arm had swept across the room and was pointing towards the window and the unremitting whiteness beyond.


It was her turn to frown as she watched the wind whip up the snow, scarifying the deep ground cover. Three more days?


She smiled brightly and gave a lackadaisical shrug, determined not to be beaten. ‘OK, so then this will be the week when we finally open those tins of peaches and butter beans that we put in the larder all those years ago. I’m sure I can find some recipe for putting them together that won’t be toxic or inedible.’


Mitch didn’t appear to find this prospect funny. ‘We can’t just sit here for days on end, waiting for it to pass till we can go out again, Meg.’


‘Uh, yeah,’ she contradicted with an arched eyebrow. ‘That’s exactly what we can do.’ Her tone was light but she saw the thunder in his face and wondered again if it was just the weather giving him this cabin fever. Was it pre-wedding jitters? Or something more? Her stomach clenched at the thought – was he doubting them? Her?


‘Look, let me just get the snowmobile fixed and then I’ll race into town—’


‘What is it with you needing to race all the time, Mitch?’ she asked with a forced little laugh, feeling exasperated, worried it was her he was trying to get away from. ‘Why can’t you just sit still for once? You spent all weekend in the edit studio with Tuck. Wasn’t that enough? When do I get to have you? Isn’t the whole point of having a cabin in the woods to be snowed in?’ She arched an eyebrow suggestively but Mitch’s return stare was brooding in all the wrong ways.


‘You’ve been watching too many Doris Day films. You won’t think it’s so romantic if we run out of food.’


‘Oh, I give up,’ she sighed, turning away from him, his rejection stinging. ‘You’re determined to be grumpy. Fine then, go and pick on someone else. Badger and I are enjoying the peace.’


There was a tense silence and she knew Mitch was glaring at her – irked by her refusal to argue – before he irritably unzipped his coat and tossed it onto the back of the chair, where it promptly slid to the ground.


Badger gave a small whine as the zip clattered on the wooden floor.


‘Fine. I’ll speak to someone who actually wants to talk to me then.’


‘Fine!’ she called after him as he turned and walked towards the tiny spare bedroom that was only just big enough for a single bed, a desk and a wardrobe. ‘Why spend time with me when you can spend time with them? Because they understand you, right?’ she scoffed as the door slammed shut behind him. She stared at it, knowing that any second now she’d hear the familiar whine and crackle start up as he hit the frequencies of his beloved ham radio and chatted to these faceless, faraway friends that he would never meet. People that he seemingly felt more connected with than her, sitting in the next room.


She slumped back into the chair and looked out of the window again. The sky – having never achieved brightness anyway today – was already sinking into an indigo slumber, the drifts on the sills rapidly approaching the halfway mark. Hidden in the trees, muffled by rising snow, it felt as though their cabin was becoming smaller, as though the wilderness was swallowing them whole.


Friday 24 March 2017


‘We have to move,’ Meg snapped.


Mitch looked over at her standing by the window. Badger was lying on his feet in his customary place at the end of the bed, a much-needed heat blanket on these freezing nights. The embers in the small bedroom stove opposite were as faint as a sleeping dragon’s heartbeat, the flames having long since died in the middle of the night.


‘I mean, you agree this is ridiculous, right?’ Meg asked, clutching her jumper closer to her body and motioning to the wall of white on the other side of the glass. Light speckled the surface, bending and refracting through microscopic air holes, the flakes which were pressed against the pane as prickly as cacti. ‘It’s the twenty-first century. We aren’t even thirty. What are we doing living in the middle of nowhere like goddam hermits, unable to send an email or a text, completely cut off from civilization?’


‘Not cut off. The snowmobile gets us into town in twenty-five minutes.’


‘When it’s working,’ she muttered, padding across the floor in her thick hand-knitted socks, opening the stove door and throwing in some kindling sticks. ‘Which it never is.’


Mitch smiled sleepily and shifted position to get a better view of her bending over. ‘“Never” is a bit harsh,’ he murmured, graciously choosing not to state that it was her fault it hadn’t yet been fixed. ‘This is only the second time we’ve had trouble with it.’


‘Well, it’s pretty damned useless if it’s broken down right when we’re stuck in the worst polar storm anyone’s seen for the last forty years.’ She arranged some dried logs in a pyramid fashion, then closed the stove door and opened up the draught, watching as the heat swelled and ignited again. She straightened up. ‘We’ve been stranded for three days now and if your forecast’s right, it’ll be another two before we can get into town,’ she said despondently, looking out of the window again at the unremitting whiteness.


An unseasonal thaw a few weeks earlier meant that the fresh snowpack – all four metres of it – was now effectively gripping on to a glass surface and with all that new weight, it could go at any time. The avalanche risk was off the scale, unprecedented; and combined with the relentless blizzards and white-outs, the entire town was in lockdown. No one was allowed to leave their hotels or their homes.


Meg had lived here for eleven years, her family relocating to Canada for her father’s work as a mathematician at the Banff International Research Station. As a result, Meg – a brown-haired choir girl with hazel-green eyes, from the Garden of England – had seen out the last years of her childhood in the snow and she knew just how playful and beautiful, capricious, belligerent and unpredictable it could be; she’d spent every winter weekend skiing and snowboarding, and it was how she’d met Mitch properly – sharing a chairlift with him one day, even though they’d been in the same English class for a year.


But she’d never seen anything like this before; at least, not on this scale. Overnight curfews, sure. But to be so many days holed up – trapped – in their cabin and the town quarantined, was another phenomenon entirely.


‘Well, there’s a brief hiatus tomorrow, supposedly,’ Mitch said, clasping his hands behind his head and clearly liking the way the firelight glowed on her skin. ‘Tuck says there’s gonna be a few hours’ respite before it closes in again.’ Tuck’s father had been mayor when they were growing up and the family, originally mountain pioneers, had lived in Banff for eight generations. There wasn’t anything about Banff that Tuck didn’t know and that included the state of the sky above it.


‘So we could try to get down to town then?’ Meg asked hopefully.


‘In theory we could make a break for it, I guess.’


‘In theory,’ she repeated, ruffling Badger’s velvety head and dropping down to plant a kiss between his eyes.


‘Well, I’m kind of liking the idea of being holed up here with you.’


She glanced across at him, saw the smile playing on his lips, the dance in his eyes. ‘You didn’t yesterday.’


‘Yesterday I was a fool. An idiot. I knew nothing.’ A look she couldn’t pin down came into his eyes. ‘I don’t deserve you.’


‘No. You don’t.’ She grinned, sticking her chin in the air but feeling reassured by his attentions again. Yesterday had been a blip. Cabin fever. He’d had it then; she had it now.


He grinned back. ‘And yet somehow, I do still have you.’


‘Only because I can’t escape. I’m trapped here.’


‘Damn straight. You know we could never live anywhere but here.’


He was right. This was their home and for a moment, she saw its smallness and intimacy from an outsider’s perspective – the caramel-coloured pine floor that had fallen out of favour in interiors circles but always felt so cosy to her; the vanilla-coloured walls that were bland to her eye (as a former art student, she lived for pattern and colour) but which Mitch had insisted on in case they ever did decide to go back to Plan A and rent the cabin out; the reindeer hides on the floor almost bald from wear; the blue-and-green knitted bedspread made by his mother, ragged from where Badger’s nails kept catching it; the framed needlepoint of a heart on the wall which she had made in domestic-science class after they had got together and she knew he was the One.


‘The neighbours wouldn’t be tolerant of you pegging out the washing in the nude, for one thing. And I wouldn’t be tolerant of them if they were.’


She bit her lip, knowing exactly where they were heading.


‘Come back to bed.’ He held his hand out to her, that sexy smile on his face. She still found him every bit as attractive as she had when they’d first got together, seventeen and ready to take on the world. She didn’t mind that his nose was broken or that his eyebrows were effectively one. He still had the kindest eyes she’d ever seen and the sexiest bum. He suited his light brown hair both when it was long and shaggy – his winter look when he went into a sort of hibernating sympathy with the wildlife – and in its summer buzz cuts that felt furred in her palm. She liked it when he logged in his jeans and a shirt; she loved it when he closed the door on the world and wandered the cabin in just his hockey shirt and socks.


The little bedroom was bathed in an almost ethereal light thanks to the bright diffusion coming from the snowed-up window, the crackle of logs burning again in the stove, and she walked towards him, pulling her jumper over her head. Mitch fondly nudged Badger off the end of the bed and the dog slunk out of the room to curl up on the rug in front of the main fire.


It was a small life, she knew that.


But a big love.




Chapter Four


Saturday 25 March 2017, 6.15 p.m.


Creamed chicken and flageolet bean bake.


OK, so it wasn’t a culinary masterpiece given that most of it was made from tins lurking under cobwebs in the furthest reaches of the larder, but she deserved points for sheer inventiveness, and over the last hour – as night had fallen and the wind blew itself inside out, howling around the cabin with ever-increasing ferocity – their little home had filled with a tempting aroma of sage (dried) and mushrooms (freeze-dried). She’d found some peas in the freezer and managed to make a creamy mash topping with a tin of condensed milk and a couple of clod-crusted potatoes, tubers shooting out at all angles, from a sack that had been kicked to the back of the larder and long forgotten.


‘Mitch!’ she called, her hands and arms swamped in the oven gloves patterned with red gingerbread men as she lifted the steaming dish from the oven and set it down carefully on the iron trivet. ‘Dinner’s ready!’


Pulling off the gloves, she turned to the hob, the saucepan lid rattling as the water roiled and steam billowed in plumes underneath. She grabbed it and poured away the boiling water, blanching the peas immediately and setting down the pan again.


Was he still on the phone? It had rung earlier when she’d been finishing the potatoes and she’d heard the murmur of his voice through the closed door – it was Tuck, no doubt, wanting to know why they hadn’t made the dash into town during the storm’s brief respite this afternoon, like they’d said they would. Little did he know they’d only just got out of bed. Storm? What storm? Baby, it’s cold outside . . .


‘Mitch! Hurry up! I’m serving!’


She bent down and pulled the dinner plates from the warming tray beneath the oven, wincing as she momentarily forgot about the silver rims around the edges and having to run her finger under the cold tap for a moment. She stood by the sink, looking out into the night, trying to see past this storm that seemed personally targeted, like a wolf trying to blow the house down; but the blackness was unremitting and all she saw was her own image reflected back at her in the small square panes.


Badger – knowing that if ever food was going to be dropped on the floor, it was now – was sitting in his usual spot by the bin, watching her intently, his head moving in time with her darting dashes from the oven to the sink and back to the hob again, like a spectator at a tennis match.


‘Mitch?’ she tried again.


No reply.


Meg cast Badger a look. ‘Honestly, what’s he doing? Go and get him, there’s a good boy.’


Badger knitted his ginger eyebrows together in his black face, as though he couldn’t imagine what was keeping Mitch either, and pattered across the kitchen.


Meg reached for the wine glasses in the cupboard and retrieved the pinot noir she’d left to warm and breathe by the stove, having found it frozen almost solid that morning by the door in the shed. She hoped it would be passable.


She placed it on the small pine table which she’d decided to cover with a tablecloth for once and a small jug of holly branches dotted with berries snipped from the tree outside their bedroom window. Her view was that if they couldn’t eat well, they should at least dine in style and that meant dressing the table and using proper glasses. Their day in bed together had left her feeling more connected to her fiancé than she had in weeks, his recent agitations soothed away, and she was now feeling strangely sad that the storm would soon, inevitably, break and their little mountainside bubble would burst.


She heard the front door slam, the wind propelling it with extra force so that the entire cabin seemed to shake for a moment and the curtains lifted in the draught like skirts. Running back to the open-plan kitchen area – at sixty square metres the cabin really was too small for unnecessary walls – she heaped the peas onto the warm plates and was spooning out the bake when Mitch appeared in the doorway, Badger jumping up and down excitedly the way he always did when he knew he was going out too.


Mitch didn’t notice the dressed table or the steaming meal on plates in her hands. He was looking straight at her – apologetically, ruefully, but his brown eyes already had that brightness in them that always came when he was going out on one of his sorties.


‘Oh, no,’ she gasped, dropping the plate clumsily on the worktop so that a few peas rolled like marbles over the side and down the front of the unit. But even Badger didn’t notice. His entire focus was on his master, recognizing the helmet in his hand and the harness already on over his waterproof trousers and parka, the small backpack on his shoulders, the length of rope coiled around his waist, his boots clipped shut and his skis no doubt already positioned outside the door with their skins on. He knew what it meant as well as she did. ‘Mitch, no. You’re not going—’


‘Meg, that was Tuck. They’ve got two guests missing – a father and his twelve-year-old son. They went on a hike this afternoon, heading for Wilson’s Gully.’ His speech was low but hurried, urgency bubbling through.


‘What?’ she half-gasped, half-shrieked. ‘Are they mad? Who would go out in these conditions? Don’t they know there’s a freaking lockdown?’


‘I know. But apparently they set out thinking that the break in the weather this afternoon would hold.’


‘How could anyone with half a brain think that? Haven’t they heard of the eye of a storm? Didn’t they see the forecasts?’


As if to prove the point, the wind gusted strongly again, making the timbers groan. Meg almost felt the wind was trying to wrap itself around the cabin and lift it straight off the ground.


Mitch shook his head. ‘I don’t know – they’re tourists. Who knows what the hell they were thinking? But I do know that I have to do something. These people have been officially missing now for four hours already. The wife says they were due back at two p.m. and in these conditions, in the dark, Search and Rescue won’t look now until first light. Their last known position is too far on foot from town and it’s too treacherous to send out a team.’ He sighed, looking directly down at her. ‘They won’t survive the night, Meg.’


‘But it can’t be down to you to save them!’ Meg cried, watching in mounting panic as he put on his helmet and fastened the straps beneath his chin. He checked the head-torch, a beam of dazzling, almost intergalactic white light dissecting the room in half. Satisfied, he turned it off again.


‘Look, it’s different setting out from here – I know the area better than anyone. The wife had a map of their route and where they were when she last spoke to them and it was Wilson’s. If they’re still there, then they’re just over the ridge from here. Even in these conditions, I can be with them in the hour.’


‘But what if they’re not? What if they’ve moved on?’ she demanded.


He glanced at her. Mitch didn’t deal in what-ifs.


‘Do Search and Rescue know you’re going up there?’ she asked, but his silence was all the reply she needed. They both knew perfectly well they’d forbid him to go out. ‘So you’re just going out on your own? With no backup?’


‘I’ll have Badger with me. He’s better than anyone.’ Badger’s ears lifted at the sound of his own name, his head cocked enquiringly to the side, his paw held out in front of him like an invitation to dance.


‘No!’ Rushing past him into the hall, Meg pressed herself against the back of the door. ‘You’re not doing it. I won’t let you.’


‘Meg.’


‘I said no! No.’ She spread her arms wide so that they touched the walls.


Mitch walked up to her, his boots clunky on the floor, his technical, waterproof, windproof, thermally insulated clothes rustling as he moved. ‘Meg, there’s a twelve-year-old boy out there.’ His voice was softer now. ‘I can’t just leave him out there all night. He’ll be dead before dawn – him and his father. There’s no other way – I’m their only hope.’


She swallowed. She didn’t like the idea of a child being out in these conditions any more than him but did that mean she had to offer up the man she loved, like a sacrifice to the gods?


‘Look, I’ll be fine. I’ll take care, I promise. I’m not as crazy as you seem to think I am. Even I can see it’s a bit breezy out there.’


She blinked at him, furious for doing the right thing, furious with herself. The snowmobile – that damned machine – if she had just let him repair it the other day, he could have travelled on that. The climb to Wilson’s Gully was steep but on the snowmobile, he would have saved precious time. Getting to these hikers sooner. Coming back to her sooner.


‘How long will it take?’ They both knew perfectly well how long it took to hike to Wilson’s Gully. As the crow flew, it was 1.5 km from here but the gradient was merciless and even in the summer when they picnicked there with Badger, it was a forty-minute exercise. But in these conditions, with this visibility? They both knew what she was really asking was, What time should I start to worry?


‘Give me five hours.’


‘Five? But you said you could be there within the hour.’


‘It’ll be slow going. I’ll need a good margin of time for rests and orientation both ways, and I don’t want you worrying unnecessarily. If I’m not back by’ – he glanced at his watch – ‘eleven-thirty, or you haven’t heard from me, then you can raise the alarm in town.’


He cupped her face in his warm hands and kissed her sweetly on the lips, her hands holding onto his elbows, trying to keep him there with her, in this moment.


But he pulled away, resolute. She couldn’t entice him this time. There was a man and his child running out of time on the mountain and no one was coming to look for them. No one but Mitch.


‘I love you,’ he murmured.


‘I love you,’ she replied fiercely, kissing him again.


Gently, he released her grip on his shoulders, reaching down to pat Badger, who was sitting patiently and looking up at him beseechingly.


‘Ready, fella?’ he asked, ruffling the dog’s head.


Mitch opened the door just as a gust rushed at them, blowing Meg’s hair clean off her neck and lifting the corners of the rug. Snow that had been blown onto the porch spilled in, great froths skimmed off the surface like the steamed milk on a latte, skittering a haphazard path into the cabin.


Meg gasped from the shock of it. Minus three temperatures with a wind-chill factor of minus twenty was not something you could ever adapt to, not even if you had lived in it your whole life.


Mitch bounded down the porch steps and unlocked the walking hinges in his boots, switching his bindings into tour mode before clipping into the skis. Meg closed her eyes at the sound of it, knowing he was unstoppable now. One small push and he’d be gliding away from her, faster than she could catch, heavier than she could slow. Badger was turning circles in the snow excitedly, his tail aloft, nose to the ground, trying to track a scent the way he always did – except it wasn’t squirrels they’d be looking for tonight.


The carabiners jangled against each other on his harness and she tried not to whimper as he switched on the head-torch and the full brute force of the storm’s strength was laid bare in that single strobe of light – trees were almost bent double beneath the wind’s power, the air thick and dense like sifted flour as falling snow mixed with whipped-up snow so that flakes seemed to be defying gravity, whirling up, down and sideways.


Mitch secured the pole straps round his wrists and looked back at her, careful not to blind her with the light of his torch. ‘Five hours,’ he said.


And then, stabbing his poles into the snow, he pushed off, gliding away into the black.


Badger raced ahead, his joyous bark echoing like a gunshot in the crystalline night, fading too soon. She stared into the silence, straining to hear anything that would tell her she wasn’t alone.


But the night had claimed them.


They were gone.


10 p.m.


The world had become a negative of itself – the sky black, the land white, everything the wrong way round. Meg stood with her face pressed to the glass, her hands cupped round her face trying to spot the swing of a light beam somewhere in the trees or spiking into the night sky, but nothing interrupted the storm’s rampage. Birds kept to the safety of the trees, bears – tricked out of hibernation by the rogue thaw a few weeks earlier – stayed in their caves, the people in town safe behind bricks and mortar. Only four living beings were pitching themselves against the elements tonight, and the storm – as though sensing their defiance – grew in intensity.


Meg’s concern deepened as she watched. The storm felt apocalyptic, end-of-the-world epic. Occasionally in the far-reaching dark, she heard the sharp crack of branches cleaved by the overwhelming weight of the drifts, the muffled rumble of snow shifting like tectonic plates on the mountainsides, and then worst of all, the return to silence afterwards, when her aloneness was amplified.


She checked the time: 10 p.m.


Ninety minutes left until she officially raised the alarm and told them Mitch was missing, that her fiancé had defied orders and logic and sense, that he had walked into a storm to save two strangers who might very well already be dead.


She paced the living room, wondered whether Lucy was still awake. The early starts at the hotel meant she was often in bed by now, but if she could just hear her friend’s no-bull voice down the end of the line . . . She was good in a crisis, was Lucy.


Meg walked across the room and picked up the phone, dialling her friend’s number automatically and then hesitating.


She frowned suddenly. Something was wrong . . .


There was another silence where there should be sound. She pressed the phone harder to her ear as though that would make a difference—


No dialling tone.


No!


With a gasp, she pressed down repeatedly on the connect button, her heart rate automatically shooting up. With no mobile or Wi-Fi connection up here, the landline was her only contact with the outside world. It couldn’t be dead. It just couldn’t. Mitch and Tuck had been talking on it just a few hours ago.


But it was. No familiar burr, no static or whine, even – just the silence as complete as that filling up this cabin in the trees.


Her hands flew to her mouth as she straightened up, standing in the centre of the room and taking in the full implications of what it meant. It wasn’t that Mitch would be trying to get through to her – mobile reception was almost non-existent up on the mountain. But if he didn’t walk through that door ninety minutes from now, towing a very cold father and son and demanding a foot rub . . . if he didn’t walk through that door ninety minutes from now, she had no way of raising the alarm.


If he didn’t walk through that door ninety minutes from now, her world would end.


Midnight


The storm had worsened, if that was even possible. Meg had pulled on her boots, coat and gloves and headed out as far as the brook at the edge of their land, screaming his name into a wind that threw her own echoes back over her like a bucket of water. She had tried scrambling up the escarpment behind the cabin but the ragged handholds she could grab with childlike vigour in the summer months were now rounded and swollen with ice and snow, leaving no grip, no way up. She couldn’t go further up the mountain and she couldn’t go down it to town, not without the snowmobile – it would be impossible to ski through the forest in these conditions, in the dark.


Mitch was half an hour past his own deadline and all she could do was keep running outside, screaming his name into the maw of the storm, but the cold was dizzying, numbing her head, shredding her voice, and each time she was driven back into the glow of the cabin, feeling treacherous for seeking out its warmth when Mitch couldn’t. Each time, she cried from the searing pain as blood returned to her extremities, filling the capillaries with painful progress, vital minutes dragging past before she could walk across the room to the phone and coordinate her hands sufficiently to try the line again.


But every time, nothing.


Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.


The minutes were passing, the night growing wilder, and she was doing nothing to help him, to save him.


She stoked the fire with trembling jabs – fear as well as the cold making her quake – knowing she had to keep the place warm for when Mitch returned. Because he would. He would.


She paced endlessly, her arms crossed and hands warming in her armpits as she tried to imagine what he was doing right now. She knew from her own failed forays that the winds were too strong to move through any more – he’d be blown off the mountain; that, or the mountain would move beneath his feet, deep slabs of snow finally losing their tentative grips as the wind bashed and whipped and scarred its surface. No, he wouldn’t be walking now. He’d have dug a snow hole, that was it. If he’d caught up with them – and even if he hadn’t – he’d be using his supplies and skills to keep warm and protected, knowing they wouldn’t be able to venture back until first light. They’d be safer staying where they were now.


She dropped her head in her hands again. If only she’d let him repair the damned snowmobile . . . the blizzard he’d been working in back then had been but a shadow of this. It was their lifeline, the only thing connecting them to civilization and safe—


Her head snapped up.


She gasped and ran through to the spare bedroom, a single red power button winking back at her in the darkness.


Meg stopped and stared. This was Mitch’s domain, his study; she only ever came in here to dust and she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had stayed over as a guest. As much as everyone cooed over their views and the solitude and the night skies, they preferred to return to town and sleep in the safety of the valley floor.


She felt her breath come more quickly as she stared at the banks of black radio monitors stacked three, four high along the wall, the endless rows of buttons. There were so many. Why had she never listened when he’d tried to teach her how to work it, trying to share his interest with her? How many times had she run a cloth over these black machines, muttering about all those damned fiddly knobs and switches, things she didn’t understand and had never bothered to try? It was Mitch’s thing, that was what she’d always said, usually with a roll of her eyes as though it was a nerd’s train set or a geek’s Lego collection. But it wasn’t. It was contact with the outside world. A lifeline. He’d actually told her she might need it one day if there was an emergency. And she’d always laughed it off, saying she didn’t need anything so long as she had him. But now . . .


She sank into the chair, her hands pulling her hair at the roots, eyes scrunched tightly shut as she berated her own diffidence, her arrogance of always believing she was right.


She took a deep breath and opened her eyes again. No. She knew more than she thought she did. Because she had come in here on countless occasions, bringing him coffee and a doughnut, sitting on his lap and trying to distract him as he chatted with Pavel in Assam, or Guido in Santiago, or Derek in Maryland – all these far-flung people he’d never met but counted as friends as they chatted over the airwaves.


She tried to slow her thoughts, to cast her mind back. What had she seen without noticing it? She brought the image of him, in here, to her mind. He always held this in his right hand for a start, she knew, picking up the mic and feeling the ‘speak’ button under her thumb. And . . . she looked at the monitors . . . and when she called him for dinner, he always switched off this button last, she remembered, reaching furthest left and pressing it. The red light turned green. But was that . . . the transmitter? Or the receiver?


Her eyes skipped over the sleeping machines, her mind becoming sharper and clearer. She pressed what looked like a power button on another monitor and another green light blinked on; an LCD display flashed yellow, transmitting clusters of digits as unintelligible to her as lines of computer code.


She squeezed the button under her thumb and spoke quickly into the mic. ‘Hello? Is anybody there?’


She let go of the button, knowing this at least would clear the channel for someone – anyone – to talk back to her.


Nothing. Nothing at all, in fact. There was none of the static noise, that electronic crackle that she always heard when Mitch operated it. Was it even on?


She checked the monitors again, pressing whatever looked like a power button and a couple of dials sprang into life, their needles swinging metronomically.


‘Hello?’ she tried again. ‘Can anybody hear me?’


Still nothing.


She tried the biggest dial straight in front of her, turning it to the left and then the right. Immediately, that distinct static noise she recognized so well filled the room.


‘Hello?’ she cried again, her heart rate jumping up. ‘Can anybody hear me? Please? Hello?’


She heard voices, or rather fragments of indistinct, tinny voices speaking in foreign languages. They sounded so far away, so out of reach. She slowed down her spinning of the dial, noticing the digital display that changed with her movements. 14.245.50 . . . 14.245.36 . . . 14.245.20 . . .


She realized the static lessened when she landed on an even number.


‘I need help! Hello? . . . Please, can anybody hear me? . . . Mayday? . . .’ She sobbed, battling to hold back her panic and desperation, as she picked up the voices of people casually shooting the breeze whilst her fiancé was lost in a storm, fighting for his – and others’ – lives. ‘Please help me . . . Can anybody hear me . . . ?’


Her fingers turned the dial slowly, her eyes on the digital display, trying to stop on round numbers, her thumb squeezing on and off the ‘talk’ button as she continued to call ‘Mayday’ into the void.


‘Delta Echo Six Bravo Foxtrot, calling CQ, calling CQ, over . . .’


The voice filled the room, clear and distinct. Meg gasped, leaning in closer to the mic. ‘Hello!’ she cried. ‘Can you hear me?’


She realized her thumb was off the button. She tried again. ‘Hello? Can you hear me? Please, it’s an emergency, I need help . . . Hello?’


‘Bravo Foxtrot, calling CQ, over . . .’ The man’s voice was blurrier again. Had she gone too far on the dial? Her hand was shaking but she watched the numbers carefully as she scrolled back, trying to stop on the band that was clearest, willing her fingers not to let her down. She needed micro movements, not the big jerky, flailing movements the adrenalin in her body was calling for.


‘Hello? Can you hear me? Please? It’s an emergency. I need help.’ She heard the tears in her voice. Why couldn’t anyone hear her?


‘This is November Alpha One Sierra Sierra, what is your call sign, over?’ The man’s voice burst into the room, as clear as if he were standing in the hallway.


‘Hello? Can you hear me?’ she yelled. ‘Oh, my God, please say you can hear me!’


Silence.


‘Hello?’ she cried.


‘This is November Alpha One Sierra Sierra, Commander Solberg, we can hear you loud and clear on the International Space Station. What is your call sign, over?’


Meg stared at the mic. The what? Had he . . . had he said the International Space Station? . . . Was she talking to an astronaut?


‘I . . . I don’t know!’ she cried, forgetting to squeeze the button. She realized and did it again, squeezing the button so hard her thumb blanched. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what it is! But I need help! Please!’


Silence.


‘This is NA1SS, Commander Jonas Solberg speaking. What is your name and location, over?’


‘I . . .’ She willed herself to stay calm. ‘My name is Meg Saunders and I’m in Cascade Creek, in Banff, Alberta, in Canada. Can you hear me? Did you get that?’


Silence. She closed her eyes and willed herself to wait for a moment.


Nothing.


She pressed the talk button again. If she just put the words out there, maybe someone would hear them, someone would help. ‘Hello? There’s a polar storm here. My fiancé Mitch Sullivan is lost in the mountains. Wilson’s Gully. He went out to try to save some hikers but he hasn’t come back . . . Please, we need help. Can you help me?’


‘. . . One Sierra Sierra, copy that. Are you with him, Meg, over?’


Oh, thank God, he’d heard! ‘No! No, I’m in our cabin. I’m on my own. I’m trapped and the phone line’s down. I can’t get down to town. He’s going to die.’


Another pause, and then: ‘Copy that. I need your call sign, Meg, over.’


‘But I don’t know it. I don’t . . .’ she panted, her panic beginning to overwhelm her again. ‘I don’t know how to use this. It’s Mitch’s. I don’t know how . . .’ she sobbed.


‘NA1SS, copy that. Meg, I need you to take a breath. It’s a collection of letters with a single number in the middle. Just take a moment, can you see it written down anywhere? Over.’


His voice was calm and it was enough to stem her desperation. She rubbed the tears from her eyes and desperately scanned the desk, speed-reading the papers on the top, but she couldn’t see anything that looked like what she was searching for.


‘No, I . . . I can’t see anything. There’s nothing here but old . . .’ But just then, she caught sight of a small sticker stuck to the side of the black monitor with the big dial on it. ‘Oh, wait!’ she gasped, leaning out of the chair to get a better look. ‘Uh . . . Oh, God, is this it? V for Victor, X for X-ray, Four, D for dog, D for dog, E for elephant? Could that be it? Hello? Over?’


Space crackled between them but a few moments later his voice came back, filling the room again.


‘. . . is NA1SS to Victor, X Ra . . . ur, Delta, Delta, Echo. Is that corre . . . Do you copy, over?’


Static disrupted the line and it took her a moment to ‘translate’ the call signs back to the letters on the sticker in front of her. ‘Yes. Yes, that’s it,’ she cried. ‘VX4DDE.’


‘. . . opy that . . . have the . . . sign . . . help is on its w . . . ust sit tight and don’t go . . . side . . . the . . .’


His voice disappeared, his presence leaving the room and abandoning her to the storm’s ferocity again.


‘Hello? Commander? Can you hear me?’ she cried. ‘Please! Oh God, are you still there? Can you send help?’


But even as she said the words, she knew how ridiculous they sounded. What the hell could he do? The man was in space. She had got through to quite literally the only person in the world – no, he wasn’t even in the world, he was off their planet – who categorically couldn’t help her!


She threw the mic down in despair, collapsing onto the desk, her head in her arms as angry, bitter, furious sobs wracked her.


There was nothing, nothing she could do. Mitch was gone and she had failed him. There would be no help coming tonight. They had to wait for the sun to crack the night sky, for the snow cannons to blast away the loose slabs before Search and Rescue teams could be deployed, for the winds to drop before the helicopters could take off . . . So many conditions necessary before they could even start to look for the man she loved.


Three hundred kilometres above the Earth, Jonas Solberg looked back down at his own planet. The meniscus of light heralding the new day’s dawn shone from behind the horizon like a halo, not yet visible from Earth. The airwaves were quiet, most of the residents of continental America now sleeping, even though the time aboard the ISS was – according to the GMT guidelines they worked to – currently half past seven in the morning. He had already orbited Earth five times since his own midnight.


He heard the woman’s voice again in his mind – her panic, her tears, her desperation as she fought to keep her head above the emergency that was engulfing her. He pressed a hand to the window, the land mass of Canada almost out of sight now as they sped towards Greenland. But he had seen enough to understand her terror, for he could see what she could not – nature extended to her full might down there. He had done what he could to help, immediately radioing the SOS to his flight director in Houston, whilst trying to calm the woman: Meg Saunders in a cabin near Wilson’s Gully, outside Banff in Alberta. But he had felt sick in his bones – the thick, swirling white cloud cover in the sky above her and below him had been a menacing sight. He hoped the best for her, that frightened, lone woman in the Canadian mountains, but it didn’t look good: he couldn’t envisage how anyone caught outside in a storm like that would survive.
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