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For Bruno and Clementina










Lockdown –3 Days


We drive to Istanbul Airport in the late afternoon. Aiyla’s checking her phone, reading me updates from the BBC, CNN, and The Guardian.


‘I’m worried,’ she says.


‘You’re always worried,’ I say. ‘I’m a Viking, remember? Ever hear of a Viking taken out by a microbe?’


She fakes a smile and throws herself into my shoulder, almost making me veer into a truck.


At the airport, no one appears to have heard of coronavirus. I see a couple of masks, a few guys washing their hands longer than usual in the toilets, but otherwise business as usual.


Aiyla waits at the gate as I head through security. Each time I turn around she’s palming tears from her cheeks, her eyes drowning me with a wounded stare. I retrieve my backpack and jacket from the conveyor belt and head back down the line to console her.


‘I’ll be fine,’ I tell her. ‘I’ll be back in a few weeks, virus-free. Promise.’


She grabs me by the cheeks and kisses me, the first time she’s done so in public in Turkey.


I find my gate without having to look for the number, by following a group of fifteen Italians with Milanese accents. Their talk is of the virus. I hear the words ‘bullshit’, ‘just a flu’, and ‘won’t come to anything’ in the twenty or so steps to the gate.


Onboard I have a whole row to myself and discover that the fifteen Milanese make up half of the plane’s passengers.


I sleep two of the three hours to Milan Bergamo. When I wake, we’re crossing the snow-capped peaks of the Bergamasque and Rhaetic Alps, the playground that has, these past six years, been my sanctuary, my safe haven from the world.


On our descent, the mountaintops look like clusters of French-tip icing on a cake. I make out the pyramidical outline of Corno Stella, the mountain where I almost died four years ago after crashing through a cornice while descending during a solo winter climb. I skidded for over 500 feet down the peak’s north face, breaking my coccyx and three ribs on the way, and only avoided breaking the rest of myself by arresting my fall with my ice axe just a few yards above a 100-foot cliff. It took me nine hours to crawl back to my car and another two to negotiate the three-mile drive down the bumpy forest track to the valley floor and then to the hospital in Sondrio. For the next three months I hobbled around on crutches carrying a rubber swim-ring decorated with Smurfs as a cushion, much to the delight of my colleagues, students, friends and my fellow townspeople. It would be another nine months or so before I regained full fitness, but within a few days of the accident, the ‘never again’ I’d repeatedly muttered on the shuffle off the mountain on all fours had already been forgotten and I was itching to get back up there – just as I am now, after only ten days in Istanbul.


The airport in Bergamo is deserted. I check my watch to see if there’s time to make the 7.20 p.m. train home and break into a jog after collecting my bags, but there’s a line of people before customs. At its front, a trio of suited medics are taking the temperatures of the bemused travellers. One of the more bemused, a man in his fifties waving his passport, is firing a volley of invective over the heads of the crowd. An armed guard stops him when he attempts to skip past the doctors.


I miss the 7.20 by two minutes and wait at the station with a young Polish guy trying to get to Switzerland. We’re the only two passengers on the three platforms. A cleaner is silently emptying bins.


On the 8.20 train, I have the carriage to myself. After arriving in Sondrio just before eleven, I haul my luggage through the cobbled streets, passing the bar where any other Friday night I’d find half a dozen friends standing outside drinking spritz and smoking. The bar is empty.









Lockdown –2 Days


I wake to my phone ringing: Matteo, my climbing partner. The training course he’s been scheduled to attend has been called off as a precaution and he wants to go climbing.


We meet three more friends – Franco, Sasso, and Lucia – at one of our local crags, a 40-metre bluff of gneiss on a wooded slope above the apple orchards and vineyards of the village of Ponte, a few miles down the Valtellina valley from Sondrio. Between climbs the only talk is of the virus – preventative measures, the ten villages to the west on lockdown, the rising death toll, the outlook. It will come to nothing, they assure me.


‘Nothing comes up this valley,’ says Matteo. ‘Not even tourists. Shit, not even the Romans. We’ll be fine.’


As we’re leaving the crag in the late afternoon, a farmer pulls up on the cobbled road where we’ve parked and emerges in a mask from his three-wheeler van. He gives us a wide berth while making his way to the stone-built hut, outside which three goats have trotted over to greet him. Once past, he stops and calls after us.


‘It’s no good climbing in times like these. Your fun could be the death of someone!’


‘He’s right, you know,’ says Lucia in the car. ‘We shouldn’t have been there.’


We go for dinner with Lucia’s brother, Michele, his girlfriend, Simona, and their friend Mirko in Tirano, a town 15 miles east of Sondrio. I haven’t seen them for at least a month but the usually obligatory baci (the kissing-on-cheeks upon which Italians insist) and hugs are replaced by elbow-bumps and awkward greetings at a one-metre remove.


We choose a bar in the town centre for a pre-dinner aperitivo. When we arrive, the solitary barman looks up accusingly from his phone. The place is playing music too upbeat for the mood. We’re the only customers apart from a man with a dog snoozing at his feet at the bar and a pair of giggling teenagers in the corner.


‘So, what’s gonna happen with you and Aiyla now they’re blocking flights out of Italy?’ Simona asks when we sit at our table.


We talked about it on the phone that morning. Turkish authorities have suspended all flights to and from Italy until 10 April, meaning the trip I’ve planned for the end of the month will have to be postponed.


‘I don’t know. Looks like we’ll just have to wait until it’s over. Or meet at my parents’ place in Scotland.’


‘Who says Scotland will be safe?’


‘It doesn’t have any cases yet. Or very few, at least.’


‘It isn’t going to be over for a while. You know that, right?’ says Lucia.


‘We’ll see,’ I say. ‘It’s not like—’


‘All this,’ interrupts Mirko, ‘because those fucking Chinese wanna eat bat for dinner. What’s wrong with rice, or pasta, or fish, or ham, or pizza?’


‘Easy there, Signor Trump,’ says Simona, smiling, but her face flushes. ‘What’s the difference between a bat and a pig?’ She nods towards the plate of skewered cubes of ham and cheese on our table. ‘They’re both animals.’


‘Yeah, but…’


‘But nothing. It’s just so fucking twenty-first century to use food as racism. I’m sick of it.’


‘It ain’t racism, Simo, it’s just a fact. They have uncivilised habits and the rest of us are paying for it.’


‘How about the other facts? Like, that just about every Chinese family in our valley has been physically or verbally abused since this all started. They’ve had to close their shops and restaurants because nobody goes there any more. Some are leaving. At work the other day, a Korean lady came in with a sprained ankle and I was the only nurse who’d go near her. Is that a good showing of civilisation? You think the Chinese are turning away Italians and spitting on them in their subways?’


The pizza place we move on to seems surprisingly busy until we learn it’s the only one still open. Mid-meal, Lucia, who works at a logistics plant over the border in Switzerland, checks her phone and discovers the government is in talks to declare all of our region, Lombardy, a red zone.










Lockdown –1 Day


Five of us cram into the car for a trip up the neighbouring valley of Valmalenco.


‘Shit,’ says Matteo, squeezing in beside me. ‘They’re advising one metre of distance between each person, but your fat Scottish ass is leaving me less than a millimetre!’


Overnight the local authorities have recommended the closure of all bars, restaurants, cinemas, museums and all ski and sports facilities in the valley. As yet, though, nobody has suggested any restriction on mountaineering or ski-mountaineering. We may be flouting the guidelines on distanziamento fisico (social distancing) that have just been announced by the Ministero della Salute (Ministry of Health), but up here the whole thing still seems too remote to make anyone feel overly uneasy about being in such close proximity to others.


The traffic on the tortuous series of switchbacks that climb from the centre of Sondrio towards the Valmalenco valley is slightly lighter than usual, but not much. We’re in a line of four or five cars, all with loaded ski racks, and before reaching the turn-off for Valmalenco pass at least a dozen cars and a handful of ape vans – the three-wheeled, rickshaw-style vehicles favoured by local farmers and vintners – descending into the town. Ahead, the grey-and-white heads of the Bernina Range’s Roseg, Tremoggia and Gemelli peaks are yellowing in the first light.


Turning off outside the village of Lanzada, we catch sight of our day’s objective – Pizzo Scalino, a 3,323-metre pyramid of ice and rock dubbed ‘Il Cervino della Valmalenco’ (‘The Matterhorn of Valmalenco’).


The car park is in a snowy bowl at 2,000 metres, and the number of cars there suggests we aren’t the only ones who’ve thought of getting around the ban by heading to the mountains.


The release is palpable as we ascend the mountain’s lower flanks. I couldn’t be feeling further from the panic and claustrophobia that has enveloped the valley since I returned from Istanbul.


But by the time we reach the first pass, Lucia has received a text message from her boyfriend telling her there’s talk of closing the border that evening. She lives near Lake Lugano in Switzerland, just across the border and about two hours’ drive from Sondrio. Closing the border would prevent her returning home and making it to work tomorrow.


We turn around and ski down to a rustic agriturismo serving goat’s cheese and plates of polenta for a late lunch. When we arrive, the news channels are already awash with conflicting information about border controls and who will be able to travel to and from work outside the valley.


We sit outside on deckchairs in the snow in the warm afternoon sun. Spring is coming. A mountain guide I’ve met on previous climbing trips appears with a client. He sticks out his hand before pulling it back and offering me an elbow.


‘So,’ he says, ‘it’s true after all. Mountaineers are the only free ones.’


‘It looks like it…’


‘It must be a year since I last saw you. Still living here?’


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘It’s home now.’


‘Still teaching?’


‘Nah. I gave it up. I realised I could get by doing some freelance journalism online. It gives me more time to do this.’


‘Wait,’ he says, tugging a lock of his long curls behind his ear. ‘So you’re free to work and live anywhere you like, and you choose to be here?’


‘It’s paradise here. My girlfriend lives in Turkey. If I can convince her to move over, I’ll never leave.’


That night the news comes that the lockdown will be extended to all of Italy until 3 April, and all travel to, from and within Lombardy will be banned. The only permitted movement will be to workplaces, or for ‘essential’ visits to the doctor or supermarket.









Lockdown Day 1


Half-asleep, I imagine myself in Istanbul, hearing the morning azan from the mosque.


Soon I realise the voice is Italian, issuing from a megaphone somewhere in the street below my apartment:


‘Ladies and gentlemen, in accordance with the latest restrictions issued by the Ministry of Health, we advise all citizens to remain at home. Those with auto-certification or permission to be at large are reminded to remain at least one metre from others at all times.’


The refrain continues throughout the morning.


Over breakfast I check my food supplies and find I have enough for a few days. My phone pings multiple times while I read through the news online. Most of the messages are jokes, attempts to make light of things despite the unnerving figures of deaths and cases of infection, which are rising steadily each day; others are short video clips showing thousands of people fleeing Lombardy for the south of the country in the hours before the lockdown took effect.


Soon, my social media feeds are awash with communications from the national mountaineering organisation, the Club Alpino Italiano, announcing that all mountaineering and climbing activity is prohibited with immediate effect.


For the first time, the potential impact hits home. I work freelance as a journalist. Each weekday I rise at 4 a.m. and finish work by lunchtime, then take to the mountains until dusk, spending an average of three hours outside climbing, ski-mountaineering, ice-climbing, bouldering or just hiking in the woods above the town. In really bad weather, I drive to an indoor climbing wall in Valmalenco to put in my daily quota of climbs. As a sufferer of Bipolar 1, this is my coping strategy, the only regime that forestalls the volatile mental states I’ve experienced in every other job I’ve had, or when deprived of my fill of fresh mountain air and exercise. It’s why I moved to these mountains six years ago and, over the years, is something that I’ve learned is every bit as vital to dealing with the symptoms of Bipolar 1 as my medication. Today’s message states that all climbing crags and gyms will be closed until further notice. Ski-mountaineering is also prohibited. Anyone caught in a vehicle with skis will be handed an on-the-spot fine of €206. I shuffle to the bathroom in my slippers and check my meds. My mum sends me my pills every month, but I have no idea if the post will continue running and don’t want her anywhere near a post office even if it does. I find three boxes. One is empty, but the other two have thirty-three pills between them – enough to see me through the lockdown period barring any extensions. I try not to panic. Things will get better soon. Normal life will resume.


My daily meditation of twenty-five minutes runs an hour longer than usual. For the first time that I can remember since childhood, there is a surfeit of time.


In lieu of my morning jog I hop on the cross trainer left behind by my apartment’s previous occupant and kill another hour.


My mother calls, as she has done at least three times daily since the news broke of Italy’s first cases.


‘Don’t worry, Ma. Even if I get it, I’m apparently too young and healthy to come to real harm.’


Her sharp intake of breath tells me to change tack.


‘It’s fine, Ma. I’m staying at home. I have everything I need and I’m ready to sit it out as long as need be.’


‘What about your medication?’


‘I mean everything, Ma. Gloves, masks, food, meds, reading material – everything. When the kilo of heroin I ordered online arrives this afternoon, I’ll be all set.’


Just a day into the official quarantine and less than a week after the red-zone declaration, I already feel like a lockdown veteran compared to friends and family scattered across the globe. The British response appears woefully inept – to the point of criminality. And the thought of the fate and well-being of my parents – both fast approaching seventy and potentially ‘high-risk’ – being in the hands of the fruitcakes who masterminded Brexit, and who seem hell-bent on depriving us of universal healthcare, put knots in my gut.


Here in Italy, the streets are empty, workplaces have shut down, trains have stopped running; police teams are patrolling the streets and fining those who’ve gone A(from home)WOL, supermarkets are enforcing a strict one-in/one-out policy; the government is releasing almost hourly communiqués on nationwide developments, financial relief for local businesses and homeowners, recommended safety measures and updated policies. Back home, people are panic-buying toilet paper.


Next on the line is Aiyla. Turkey has yet to register its first case. She suspects that the government is attempting to keep it under wraps to avoid the economy taking a hit.


Aiyla and I met in St Andrews two summers ago when I was home visiting my parents and she was over on a staff exchange at the university. We went on a couple of dates and promised to keep in touch when she returned to Turkey. Since then, we’ve video-called every day and alternated monthly trips to Sondrio and Istanbul, but it’s only been in the last few months that we’ve started talking seriously about building a life together, whether in Turkey, Scotland or Italy. On this last visit, we started discussing when, and how, to break the news about our relationship to her conservative Muslim family. Now it looks like we’ll be forced to wait.


When she hangs up, I call it a day and turn in for the night, hoping tomorrow will be brighter. As I make my way to the bathroom to brush my teeth, I glance at the clock on the kitchen wall.


It’s 8.30 p.m.









Lockdown Day 2


My morning’s work is interrupted by an onslaught of concerned messages from friends in the US, Germany, the UK, Portugal, India and even Sicily. I can’t help but feel uneasy. All this, I know, is coming their way.


In many ways I feel fortunate to live in such a remote part of the globe. And a remote part within that remote part, at that. I live on the lower floor of a two-storey house situated in a small vineyard above the town, at least half a mile from the nearest bar or supermarket, or any place where people are likely to congregate in numbers. The only person I’m likely to see without venturing into the town is my landlady, Giuseppina, the 90-year-old widow who lives on the floor above and is prone to sending down care packages of coffee and cake, cured meats and other edibles on an almost daily basis.


In the six years I’ve been here, Giuseppina has come to treat me like family: inviting me up for lunch or dinner with her grandchildren once a week, insisting that I leave her a note whenever I go to the mountains alone, and calling to check up on me when I’m away visiting Aiyla, my parents or my sister in Brooklyn. Since the death two years ago of her husband, Domenico, Giuseppina’s health has suffered, robbing her of some of her former vitality and infectious cheerfulness. Nevertheless, her face is permanently on the verge of a smile and every morning she appears in the garden at nine, her chin-length bob neatly brushed, and dressed immaculately in ankle-length skirts or slacks with floral blouses and woollen cardigans, and a pair of leather Mary Janes on her feet. She carefully inspects her flowers then either waves to me at my window or knocks on my door to tell me off if she hasn’t heard from me in a few days.


A glorious day is brewing. So glorious that I’m forced to bring down my shutters to avoid anger at missing out on an afternoon of climbing.


More pings on my phone convince me to turn it off while I work.


Around noon I peel the last sheet of toilet paper off the roll and find no replacement in the cabinet beneath the sink. I scour my apartment for any other form of tissue paper and dig up one lonesome paper napkin in my cutlery drawer and an antiquated, mangled tissue that may or may not have been used. I return to the bathroom, sure that there must be a roll hidden somewhere, but no…


While unfolding the napkin, my eyes land on the fitting that has remained disused throughout my six-year tenancy: the bidet.


I place the napkin by the sink. A twist of the tap on the bidet brings forth a gush of water. It’s far too cold so I wait until the temperature has risen, but then notice the angle of the flow appears… well, logistically suboptimal. For the first time in those half-dozen years, I spy a nozzle on the tap’s tip. A slight recalibration redirects the gushing flow first onto my shirt and then across the floor. I switch it off. When I turn it back on again after a readjustment, the flow is again directed safely inside the bowl but appears only to heat up when at full power, thus ruling out the possibility of angling the nozzle towards its desired target before that target is in situ.


I hover over the seatless bowl until my clenched buttocks make contact with the cold ceramic surface. On first impact, the feel of the even-colder water is among the most discomfiting sensations I can claim to have experienced, but as I increase the flow by reaching behind me to turn the tap, the initial unpleasantness dissolves in the increasingly tepid gush. After a further five minutes with the balmy jet of water buffeting my posterior, I am converted.


I work the rest of the afternoon. At dinner time, I applaud myself for coping with my second day of quarantine. Beyond my success with the bidet, I’ve completed a full day of work, done laundry in my breaks, emptied the dishwasher, and retained a degree of calm and stoic acceptance that I could not have anticipated.


But then I remember I’m at the epicentre of one of the world’s most serious health crises in decades and that there are people who may be wondering about my welfare.


The key to surviving, I think – as I restart my phone after the longest break it has known, to send out an ‘alive and well’ to my family and Aiyla – would not only be self-isolation from the microbial aggressors at large and their human hosts, but also self-isolation from the ever-maddening and increasingly unhinged response of those they threaten.


Fear is a virus itself.









Lockdown Day 3


The daily death tolls are rising. Yesterday, they breached 100 for the first time. Things are going to get a whole lot worse.


I take my laptop out onto my small terrace to work in the sun. At one point I hear the lock on the door upstairs and scramble to get inside; if reports are to be believed, Giuseppina’s age and health issues put her at serious risk.


But before I can fully retreat inside my apartment, I hear her call my name.


‘I don’t want to risk infecting you,’ I shout through a slim opening in the terrace door.


‘Let me see you, lad,’ she replies. My door is directly beneath Giuseppina’s and my terrace under the staircase that leads from the front gate up to the landing outside her door. I can hear that she’s still at the top of her stairs, more than three metres from my terrace. When I emerge again, I find her leaning over the banister, dressed in her pyjamas and bathrobe.


‘Ciao!’ she cries, giggling. ‘How is it going down there?’


‘It’s going well. As well as it can, I mean. I’m working.’


‘It will pass. You shouldn’t be stressing yourself with so much work in times like these. Rest a little.’


‘Maybe I will.’


‘Look. Have you seen the flowers?’


The cherry trees on the bottom tier of the garden have burst into flower – hundreds of pink flutes reaching skyward like Roman candles against the backdrop of the snowy peaks in the distance. I hadn’t noticed until now.


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘All this will pass. When I was a girl the young men went to war. We hid in the underground tunnels when the bombs came, with our families – down there, on Via Scarpatetti. Now we just have to stay at home. It’s no great imposition, is it? All these things pass. Take care of yourself, Kieran. And eat more. If you need anything, let me know.’


Once she has gone back inside, I turn on my phone to call my mother. It erupts with notifications. I ignore all bar a WhatsApp group chat with close friends, in which I find a message from Simona, who’s been placed in 14-day isolation after her sister tested positive. She warns us that she may have become infected before our dinner and day’s skiing together at the weekend. Reports claim the virus can remain in the system for as long as ten days without the appearance of symptoms, so she warns us all to be vigilant.


That night I become my own watchman. A small cough after dinner sees me on Google researching symptoms and a more precise definition of what type of cough to fear.


In bed I lie awake. Am I sweating? No, not sweating. Breathless? Nah. Cold? Maybe a little, but I’ve left the window open. I get up and Google the symptoms again just to be sure.










Lockdown Day 4


Rain today.


I work through the morning. For variety, I’ve decided to shift my work station around the apartment. The house stands on a slope not far below the highest point in the town. From my kitchen, I have a view across the top of the largest section of the vineyard, on the west side of the house, to Castel Masegra, a fourteenth-century castle squatting on a nearby hill above the town, just 250 metres or so away. My bedroom window faces south, down the length of the vineyard to the top of Via Scarpatetti, at the heart of the old town, and over the tiled rooftops and cobbled streets to the clock tower in the town centre and the Alpi Orobie – the Bergamasque Alps – on the other side of the valley. From my living room, I can look west towards the lower valley and the villages of Caiolo, Cedrasco and Colorina at the foot of the Orobie, and east over our neighbour’s garden, as far as the village of Piateda, four miles away, directly below the fang-like summit of Punta di Santo Stefano. Today, I choose the bedroom.


In the streets below there is no movement, no sound, no sign of life whatsoever.


Between spells at the computer I phone my sister, mother and father to update them. I also clear out my cupboard of climbing gear, polish every wooden surface in the apartment and make a start on a small alp of ironing that’s become an almost permanent fixture. While tidying the cupboard, I shake out a handful of sand from the running shoes I’d taken home on my last visit to Scotland. My parents live in a small village, Lundin Links, on the east coast. Beneath the village, two beaches extend for miles in either direction. My imagination carries me back there momentarily as I’m cleaning up the sand. I wonder how long it might be before I see the place again.


After completing my work for the day, I’m amazed to discover it’s not even 2 p.m. and wonder what I usually do with the hours. I message my friends in the valley to check up on them and then sit for another half-hour of meditation. The barking of my neighbour’s dog in his enclosure is a welcome interruption to the silence. Next, I hear sirens. One has barely faded when another begins to sound from the opposite direction.


I return to doing chores and find my supply of protein and vegetables is precariously low. The inevitable can no longer be avoided. I pull five biodegradable shopping bags from a drawer and stuff a mask and tube of hand sanitiser in my pocket along with a €100 note.


On the drive to the supermarket I pass Carabinieri and Guardia di Finanza and polizia locale, three different divisions of local policing authorities. I’m surprised that none of them stops me. Each day my Facebook feed fills with tales of those who’ve been less fortunate and been handed fines for being outside their homes without the requisite documentation (or dog).


There are more cars in the supermarket car park than I expected – maybe twelve in total. Then again, grocery shopping is one of only four permissible activities (along with dog-walking, giving kids fresh air and trips to the pharmacy), and already I could forgive anyone who has chosen to exaggerate their need for provisions to justify breaking the monotony.


I put on my mask before leaving the car and remind myself of the essentials: no basket, no trolley, touch as little as possible, stay well clear of everyone.


Inside, I spot eight heads above the rows of goods. In the first aisle, I find myself caught, with a masked fellow shopper, in that soon-to-be-familiar shuffle where two people heading in opposing directions attempt to get out of each other’s way, only to get in it instead. Not a good start. Eventually I skip past and begin loading my bags with the items on my mental shopping list – coffee, flour, chicken, milk, eggs, tinned tuna, hand soap, salad, biscuits, detergent, more biscuits, more chicken, a few frozen meals and a few handfuls of fruit. I’m surprised to find the shelves fully stocked. Online pictures from the UK this morning showed ransacked supermarkets and shelves empty of pasta, rice, toilet paper and soap. Here nothing is out of stock except hand sanitiser. As I hit the TP section, I decide to pass, mentally claiming a small victory over the world.


The masked-to-unmasked ratio is a straight 50:50, but everyone is steering clear of everyone else to the tune of one metre or more, and at the checkout area there are taped lines on the floor at 1.5-metre intervals. Waiting in line, I spot a man of around sixty in a hurry, rounding the aisles as though improvising a racetrack. He reappears at my shoulder a minute or so later and coughs, forcibly. I imagine millions of little coronavirus missiles swarming in a dense cloud before me and shift lane, consoling myself with the guilty thought that if my assailant is in fact infected, then his age and all relevant statistics to date dictate that he will be the most likely of the two of us to die.


Outside I load the car before taking off the plastic gloves supplied at the entrance and dropping them in a litter bin. Already I understand that the risk of contamination posed by the trip is far from over. I rub my hands down with sanitiser and run an alcohol-rich wet-wipe over my face.


In town, at the first roundabout, I’m stopped by the Carabinieri. The unmasked officer asks me where I’m going and where I’ve been. Before I’ve finished explaining he waves me through.


Back home I place my bags of shopping in the bathtub and wash my hands. I remove all non-packaged items from the bags and wash them in the kitchen sink before placing them away in the fridge or cupboards. I discard the bags, rewash my hands, then line up all of the packaged items in the bath. I skoosh shower gel over the top of them like syrup on pancakes, then rinse them off with the shower hose and leave them to dry. Next, I wipe down everything I’ve touched since arriving home with antibacterial soap and a cloth, and remind myself to buy fourteen days’ worth of food next time instead of seven.









Lockdown Day 5


Sirens again. Every quarter of an hour or so. Where are they going?


While drinking my morning coffee, I call my mother, who updates me on her revised MO.


‘I’ll only go for one coffee per day. And not to the hotel or to the busy cafés in St Andrews; just the farmhouse one. The tables there are well spread-out and they’re always very clean.’


‘Ma…’


‘And no more shopping. Only for emergencies and necessities. I already have all the boxes of pasta and toilet paper from when they were warning us about Brexit, but now I’m filling your sister’s room with more things. I mean, who knows how long this will last…’


‘Ma, it’s great you’re planning to scale down your, eh… stuff. But I really think you should be taking things a little more seriously. You and Dad both have what could be considered “pre-existing conditions”, after all.’


‘But I am taking it seriously. Do you think I should stop going to the gym? Boris Johnson was on yesterday: he says we’re not to panic.’


That morning I’d read the British premier’s containment plan and was horrified to discover very little in the way of containment.


‘I think you should be panicking just a little more, Ma. And no, no more gym. And tell Dad to stop going to the climbing wall. And maybe try having coffee at home. Walk along the beach. Take the dog for walks in the woods. Every interaction is a potential life-or-death situation – remember that. And not just for you – for everyone else you or they come into contact with afterwards.’


I call my sister, Cath. She works as an editor for a commercial property magazine in New York City and lives with her dachshund, Vincenzo, in a little apartment between Sunset Park and Park Slope in Brooklyn. We normally speak every other day, but she’s just back from a holiday in Hawaii with her boyfriend and has been busy. New York busy is very different to Sondrio busy, keeping her in her office from 7 or 8 a.m. until 9 p.m., often for weeks on end. Things there seem to be escalating and she travels to work every day on the subway. I can’t imagine a worse place to be. Her employers haven’t yet okayed the work-from-home policy that their staff have petitioned for and her edginess is apparent. It seems a bit soon, but we agree to cancel my planned visit in May.


That night my head is ringing from twelve hours at my computer and breaks spent placating worried friends and family members on the phone. I sit at the window, slumped so low in my chair that I can only see the mountains across the valley. At that angle, the world is as it was three weeks ago, unsullied by the stain steadily expanding into its every corner. If only I could be up there now, I think, but have to nip the reverie in the bud before I let myself get carried away


I change into gym clothes, planning to put in an hour or so on the cross trainer. I didn’t sleep well last night. It’s the lack of activity, the lack of stimulus, the drowsy lethargy that’s the defining feature of each day. I’ve barely started on the cross trainer when I have a change of heart. Instead, I change into trousers and walking shoes, and slip out of the apartment. It’s dark, and the cool air is a balm on my skin. My lungs rejoice. I look up and down the street for anyone who might object to my breakout, but see no one.


I head uphill, passing the dozen or so houses that lie between my apartment and the huge expanse of vineyards that rises above the town. I reach the vineyards without incident or encounter. A sliver of guilt accompanies me each step of the way, but the chances of bumping into anyone are slim.


Balloon-like clouds, impossibly white, play in the light of a buttery, almost full moon. The snowy peaks sparkle across the valley. As part of my effort to stay sane as a work-from-home freelancer, I’ve walked through these vines hundreds of times, setting off in all weathers to stretch my legs and air my lungs between stints on my laptop. Never have they seemed more beautiful.


On the way back down the slope, the trail forks multiple times between the drystone walls that divide the vineyards of different owners. At one juncture I’m surprised by a black mass that appears in the corner of my eye. The black mass appears to be surprised by me, too, uttering a profanity and apology in a single breath before hurrying on down the trail.


I video-call Aiyla before bed.


‘We’re only five days in and I’m already dreaming about the mountains,’ I tell her.


‘For a moment there, I thought you were going to tell me you were dreaming about me. You realise this qualifies as an obsession, right?’


Yes, but explaining it to non-climbers is never easy. How do you persuade someone of the beauty and merit in something that’s so patently dangerous, arduous and almost invariably painful? My ice-climbing partner, Luigi, never misses an opportunity to remind me that ‘l’alpinismo è sofferenza’ (‘mountaineering is suffering’). He works as an insurance broker in Sondrio’s town centre and for the past five winters has taken it upon himself to show me all the big ice-climbs in the area. When we climb together, our friends call us ‘Le Torri Gemelle’ (‘The Twin Towers’) on account of us both being 6ft 3ins tall, roughly half a foot above the group average. He’s fifty-six years old and has been climbing for over forty years, but still has the enthusiasm of a newbie.


‘People don’t understand,’ he says, ‘that suffering can be a good thing. How can you know A without knowing Z, eh? My ex-wife used to take offence that I’d choose all you smelly bastards and ice and rock over her. She was a lawyer. Soulless. I should never have married a woman who doesn’t climb, and you shouldn’t either, giovane.’


A month after I met Luigi, he came to talk to me one afternoon while I was climbing at our local crag, Sassella; he’d just finished work and was dressed in shirt, tie, slacks and brogues. He scrambled up the rocky approach to the climbing area, clutching his jacket in one hand.


‘What are you doing this weekend, Highlander?’ he asked, loosening his tie.


‘Nothing. Why?’


‘Pack your rucksack. We’re doing the Biancograt.’


The Biancograt is an epic three-day route that begins in the Engadin valley in Switzerland, not far from St Moritz, about an hour and a half away from Sondrio. It climbs a series of glaciers and fin-like rock-and-snow ridges to the summit of Piz Bernina (4,040 metres), the highest mountain in the eastern Alps, before descending back into Italy via two more glaciers and a long hike that ends in the upper Valmalenco valley, less than a mile from where Lucia, Simona, Matteo, Sasso and I set off on our skis the day before lockdown. It’s considered one of the classic climbs in the Alps and was one I’d had on my tick-list for years.


We left Sondrio at four in the morning on the Saturday. We were joined by Luigi’s friend and boss, David, a forty-something sport climber I’d first met one day at Sassella, when I’d watched him spend his lunchbreak free-soloing a trio of routes that I’d struggle to take on even with ropes. We left the car in the village of Pontresina, five miles from St Moritz, and hiked up the long, forested Roseg Valley before turning off to climb the steep banks of glacial moraine along the flanks of the Tschierva Glacier up to a rifugio (mountain hut) at 2,600 metres. We spent the night in the hut and set off at one the next morning with head torches and crampons, crossing the foot of the glacier on the way to a narrow col just below the three-kilometre ridge that constitutes the Biancograt proper. The headlamps of the twenty or so other mountaineers and guides we’d shared the hut with bored tunnels of light into the inky darkness above and below us on the glacier and the only sound was the scratching of crampons on ice and rock.


The glacier steepened and narrowed below the col, bottlenecking between a rocky bluff on the flanks of Piz Morteratsch to the left and, to the right, the towering cliff face we’d be climbing over to reach the start of the long summit ridge. We stopped for a drink and to let the team in front get ahead of us so we could avoid placing ourselves in the fall-line of any rocks they might knock down onto the route once on the cliff above. While waiting, we heard the crunch of crampons in the darkness to our left, at least 20 metres from the route in an area pocked with crevasses. Then, a voice.


‘Scheisse!’ it said.


We aimed our headlamps in the direction of the voice and saw a figure hunched over, on one knee, on a small island of snow between two large crevasses.


‘Ma che cazzo sta facendo?’ said David. What the fuck is he doing?


‘A suicide,’ said Luigi.


I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The slope we were on was at an angle of at least 55 degrees, iced over and riddled with deep crevasses, yet the man appeared to be unroped, without a partner or ice axe, and unable to stay on his feet.


‘Excuse me, signor,’ Luigi called to the man. ‘Do you need help?’


‘Ich spreche kein Italien!’


The man tried to take a step towards us but slipped onto his side.


‘Wait!’ shouted Luigi.


We built an anchor in the snow with an ice screw and ice axe, and I belayed Luigi while he went over to fetch the German. When they returned, we saw that the man was old, maybe in his seventies. He was wearing rustic crampons with spikes worn to their last centimetre, and carrying a wooden-shafted snow pick that was no more than a foot and a half long. I’d only ever seen them in museums.


Luigi, who speaks a few words of German, asked the man a few questions and learned that he was alone. He’d joined a team who’d left the hut at midnight but they’d abandoned him at the foot of the glacier because he was too slow. They’d told him to go back to the hut, but he’d thought he might be able to do the route alone.


‘Crazy old bastard,’ said David, ‘and irresponsible too. Now he’s our responsibility. What the fuck are we supposed to do with a 100-year-old German dressed for Carnavale? If we send him back, he’ll end up in a crevasse.’


‘Let’s take him with us,’ said Luigi.


‘What? He doesn’t even have a harness!’ David replied. ‘How the hell do you rope up with someone who doesn’t have a harness?’


‘I’ll make one for him,’ Luigi said. ‘If we take him back to the hut, we’ll lose three or four hours. Anyway, there are four of us now, and it’s always better to work in teams of two. We have two ropes so, David, you go with the Scotsman and I’ll take the German.’


Luigi fashioned a harness from a large sling and buddied up with the German.


In the next hour, we learned that the German’s name was Anders and he was seventy years old. He’d chosen to do the Biancograt because he’d spent the spring and early part of the summer visiting his sister in a hospice in Graubünden and hadn’t seen the mountains in months. He’d always dreamed of climbing Piz Bernina, he said, and his usual companion had died last year.


We also learned that Anders had never belayed a partner or abseiled before. On his first attempt at belaying, he dropped Luigi five metres down an ice gulley before finally stopping the rope. On a short abseil down the side of a thumb-like gendarme on the ridge, he lost his grip on the rope while still three metres from the rocky ledge where I was waiting for him with David. He landed with one foot on my hand, his crampon slicing open my glove and leaving a three-inch gash between my wrist and knuckles.


The remainder of the route was far more perilous than what we’d negotiated so far: a few knife-edge ridges with 500-metre drops on either side, a handful of steep ice pitches, a tricky climb on ice and rock before reaching the peak at just over 4,000 metres, then a pant-filling descent on iced-over snow-slopes on the way to the next mountain hut. In the car the day before, we’d estimated the journey from hut to hut would take us ten hours. When we finally reached Rifugio Marco e Rosa, the mountain hut on the other, Italian side of the route, we’d been on the mountain for nineteen hours, not counting the hike in before our three hours of sleep in the Tschierva hut.


At Rifugio Marco e Rosa, we were greeted with a roar of applause by the teams of climbers who’d overtaken us on the route and witnessed our struggles to get Anders, and ourselves, off the mountain safely. Luigi had been complaining of chest pains since just before the summit, and while I was sleeping in the cramped dorm shared with sixteen others, David woke me to tell me he’d had a heart attack.


In the morning, the mountain-hut caretaker told us a helicopter would be on its way to airlift Luigi to the hospital in Sondrio shortly, but would only be able to take Luigi, not me or David. After finding another team to take Anders off the mountain, David and I rushed down the south side of the mountain over the Scerscen Glacier to the end of the road in Valmalenco, where he and Luigi had left Luigi’s car on Friday night.


When we reached the car eight hours later and charged David’s phone, we discovered the helicopter hadn’t been able to land at the rifugio that morning owing to the high winds that had kicked up just as we were leaving. Luigi, however, was doing better. We drove directly to the hospital in Sondrio, hoping the chopper would have managed to land by the time we arrived, but when we called the rifugio again the caretaker told us they’d suspended the rescue until the next day. When we phoned the rifugio the next morning, they told us Luigi had decided to set off before sunrise to hike off the mountain under his own steam and they hadn’t been able to dissuade him. He’d last been spotted assisting a duo of climbers struggling on the steep, ice-riddled couloir about half an hour south of the hut.


We drove up to the trailhead and parking area in Valmalenco and waited. After waiting for four hours, we spotted Luigi finally lumbering out of the larch-and-pine forest to the north, beyond which the trail up towards Piz Bernina wends over two high passes and across the Scerscen Glacier on its way to Rifugio Marco e Rosa, some 1,700 metres above.


I crossed the parking area to meet him with a hug and bottle of water.


His t-shirt was dripping with sweat. His face was pink and his lips cracked with sunburn.


‘How are you?’ I asked him. ‘And what the hell happened up there?’


He took a long swig from the water bottle and steadied himself with an arm on my shoulder, then broke into a wide and jubilant smile.


‘L’alpinismo è sofferenza,’ he said.





‘Anders was an idiot!’ says Aiyla, who’s never heard this story before.


‘Maybe,’ I say, ‘but I understood him – his need to be up there, I mean. Even at seventy, even alone, even without the right gear. I understand him even more now. The absence devitalises you, wears you down. It’s not like missing other things. It’s not something you get used to; it just gets worse every day.’


‘Is this what I have to look forward to?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean waiting at home while you’re away on three-day adventures trying to kill yourself?’


‘Wait for me? You’ll be coming too!’









Lockdown Day 7


The worst day.


Rain again.


While trying to read myself to sleep last night, I’d struck upon a plan: to walk to the supermarket to get around the no-walkabout-without-due-cause rule and get some fresh air and exercise. Three birds with one stone.


After breakfast, a mental image of Aiyla chiding me for my laxity sneaks into my morning meditation. I abandon the plan and resign myself to a day of work.


Others have been equally inventive. Dog-walking has exploded since the decree. Though I’m still avoiding social media, my WhatsApp groups have updated me on a dog-borrowing trend that’s taken off nationwide. To keep things fair, or purely to lighten the mood, others have taken to walking their cats, gerbils and even goldfish.


My anticipated two-hour window of relief from work and boredom vanishes with the news that my football team’s game against our Glasgow rivals has been cancelled. At last, my fellow Scots are seeing sense, but it doesn’t appear infectious.


News arrives that China has donated thousands of masks and respirators to Italy in light of the national shortage. Instead of calming the uncalm, this segues into an uproar about the lack of assistance from our European neighbours. A story about the Slovenians building a wall on the Italian border doesn’t help, despite countless Italians having proposed the exact-same measure to prevent Eastern European immigrants reaching Italy across the exact-same border just a few months ago. A British TV presenter accuses the Italians of wanting to take a national siesta, claiming the lockdown is just an excuse for absenteeism. Dog walkers and others bold enough to post scenes from the outside world on social media are being attacked for their carelessness. Other Italian commentators see a racial divide in social-distancing efforts, posting photos of non-Caucasian citizens congregating in town squares, on park benches, on terraces outside closed bars, all while blithely ignoring the Caucasians out jogging, cycling, walking borrowed dogs and goldfish. The deaths caused by this virus will be mourned, but I do not know what will be done with the hatred.


I turn off my phone and lean back in my chair to gaze at the night. There’s refuge even in the smallest and most distant trifles of nature – the stars, the stir of clouds, the blossoming harbingers of spring now peeping their heads above ground, as if to check where all the humans have gone.


Before bed I check the Worldometer stats again: Italy has 3,590 new cases and 368 new deaths.


Italy’s death count is closing on China’s in a race we don’t want to win.









Lockdown Day 8


Monday. One week down, two and a half to go.


Over my morning coffee I allow myself my first daydream of what I’ll do when this is all over. I’ll take to the mountains and gorge myself on everything they offer: freedom, fresh air, beauty in abundance, a sanctum sanctorum far from the daily assault of information upon information, an unblemished canvas upon which I may stomp unhindered and uninterrupted for as long as my legs might carry me. Once that’s taken care of, I’ll fly to Istanbul and spend a week with Aiyla, then home to visit my parents, then New York to see my sister. I’ll hug everyone I meet. I’ll never again take for granted the simple act of going somewhere and the freedom to roam as I please. I’ll…


I should stop.


From my window I can see a total of eight peaks each over 2,300 metres high. I’ve climbed all eight of them, in both winter and summer. My favourite is Punta di Santo Stefano, a cupola-like point in the Alpi Orobie that stands at 2,697 metres. The peak directly in front of my bedroom window is the 2,374-metre Pizzo Meriggio. In my early days here, I used to park my car at 1,000 metres and jog up to the top for training, using snowshoes in winter. I must have climbed it at least thirty times. In my first few days of confinement, the mountains in view seemed to taunt me, but the urge to be up there among them has faded for now. I seem to be precisely where I should be.


My biggest fear is that when this is all over, it won’t really be over, will it? When the authorities declare an end to the lockdown, who will return to their freedom as before? Who’ll go hugging friends, shaking hands with strangers, kissing cheeks? Who’ll travel, visit museums, go to concerts, go climbing? Who’ll let their guard down in supermarkets, bars or cafés? Who’ll do anything while there’s even just one known case of this thing anywhere in the world at all?


Matteo calls. He’s just returned from a week of work in Austria and was put through rigorous testing at the border upon re-entry. He tells me he’s hunted through all the official rules and believes there’s no blanket prohibition on walking for personal health. He thought of me when reading it, he says, and adds that he’s seen people in his village heading up the mountain paths in the daytime, most of them dogless.


I’ve no sooner hung up than I abandon the idea of finishing off my work for the day and set off up the slopes of the mountain.
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