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For Pieter

Because of the mountains

And for David

Because of love





The chapter titles in this book refer to classic gothic novels and stories. Each one is a masterpiece, and I recommend them all without exception.

T. O. H.





Battle not with monsters, lest ye become a monster, and if you gaze into the abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil
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Prologue

Something Wicked This Way Comes

What Happened to Julia Avery

But three, now, Christ, three a.m.! . . . The soul is out. The blood moves slow. . . . Sleep is a patch of death, but three in the morn, full wide-eyed staring, is living death! You dream with your eyes open.

—Ray Bradbury

 

1

Julia sees the people in the stairwell when she gets up at night to pee.

They’re standing there in the dark and staring up at her, frozen like a photograph, as if they’ve been waiting for her. Her left foot is already on the top stair and she’s about to put her right foot on the next, but her fingers clamp the handrail convulsively, and she stops. Of course she stops, because it suddenly penetrates her drowsy brain: there are people in the stairwell and they’re staring at her.

Just now, she has woken up with a start. The bedside lamp dispels the shadows in the chalet, but outside the wind is howling around the roof with such vigor that the shutters tremble and the rafters creak. The sound of the wind fills Julia with an instinctive sense of doom, a familiar sense of doom. It sends her back to Huckleberry Wall, and the night it burned down. That was fifteen years ago, in the Catskills, and this is now and thousands of miles from home, in the Swiss Alps, but when at night the snow clings to the windows and the wind kicks up, all cabins are the same.

Creepy as fuck and completely cut off from the rest of the world.

She reaches under her pillow for her iPhone. 1:15, no messages from Sam. Damn it. Her stomach turns.

Julia throws back the covers and her body warmth, held by the down, disperses in the draft. The night chill hangs in the attic. It’s the draft, eddying through the chalet like an echo of the storm, that has kept her from lighting a fire earlier that evening. She pictures the draft blowing life into the embers as she sleeps, puffing glowing cinders onto the rug and setting the curtains on fire. Fifteen years ago, her big brother was there to wake her up before the smoke suffocated her—she was six, he was nine—but the last time Sam called tonight was sometime before 10:30, as he was stuck in a jam on the Bern bypass.

The snowplows are doing their best, he’d said over a breaking connection, but traffic’s stop-and-go and the worst part in the mountains is yet to come. That is, if the valley is still open.

Maybe he’s given up and taken an overnight room. That’s what Julia hopes anyway, because Sam’s been under way too much pressure lately, and she’s worried as hell—that he’ll skid off the road and plow into a snowbank, or worse, 300 feet of nothing. She hears more than just simple concern in his voice when he asks her to be on the lookout for Nick . . . and to be wary.

Except it’s been almost three hours now, and Sam still hasn’t called. No sign of Nick, either. By now, Julia is more than worried. She’s scared.

Barefoot, she crosses the floorboards, which crack under her weight, around the supporting wall, out to the landing.

The stairwell plunges straight down into the dark.

There’s a light switch, but before Julia can grope for it, she’s at the top of the steps and sees the people at the bottom.

They’re barely more than silhouettes, black against black, but she feels their gazes fixed on her, senses the purpose in their presence. Six, seven figures, pressed together in the stairwell, motionless.

It’s immediately obvious that they can’t be intruders; the chalet is too remote for that, the night too remorseless. She also knows, triggered by some primitive survival instinct, that she cannot turn on the light. In the light, the people in the stairwell will no longer be visible—and not seeing them, while knowing they’re there, is worse than seeing them.

Much worse.

The chill that envelops Julia as she walks back to bed is more than a physical chill. It’s a cold in her soul, so elementary she has to brace herself against the force with which it possesses her. A floorboard snaps under her foot like a gunshot and she flinches, jumps into bed, pulls the covers up to her chin. She stares wide-eyed at the afterimages in her eyes, too paralyzed to know what to do next.

She can’t see the stairwell from here.

In the safety of her bed, the oh-so-obvious explanation gradually dawns on her: she dreamed up the whole thing. Of course. Julia welcomes this possibility with overly eager conviction; it is, however, irrefutably logical. She certainly did get out of bed—her cold feet are proof—but her half-asleep mind made her see things that weren’t there. Shadows on the landing transformed into human shapes, a sleep-induced projection of her fears.

You were awake and rational enough to wonder where Sam is. Awake enough to be seriously scared.

She pushes the thought away. There’s no one in the stairwell. She’s alone in the chalet. She remembers bolting the doors before going upstairs. Because, yes, she had been on the lookout, as Sam had asked. With a blanket around her shoulders, as she tried getting acquainted with the cabin’s unfamiliar sounds. It felt—still feels—like it’s alive. The cuckoo clock ticks its heartbeat. The slanting roof groans under the snow’s weight, occasional loads come sliding down.

The worst is the storm’s wailing.

There’s something irresistibly alluring about it. Time and again, Julia is compelled to exchange her warm corner on the couch for the chilly front door, peering out its window. She can barely make out the spruces through the snowstorm, not to mention the mountain ridges or the trail that leads back to the village along the brook. The chalet stands isolated at the end of a blind valley. Higher up, there’s only the reservoir, and behind it the treacherous glacier. At a quarter past eleven, she concludes that it’s impossible for Nick to be wandering out there, in this weather. She checks the locks, listens to the strange ticking sounds coming from the heaters now that she’s turned them off, and then turns out the light. If Sam is still going to come home, he’ll call and wake her up. Julia definitely wouldn’t mind.

So there couldn’t be anyone else in the house. She is alone with the wind. The downstairs is empty.

It’s just that . . . the house doesn’t feel empty.

Nonsense, of course.

All she needs to do to be sure is take a look.

Of course she doesn’t need to be sure, and certainly not to prove herself to anyone. But, like it or not, she still needs to pee.

Armed with her iPhone, Julia gets out of bed and walks silently around the wall.

There’s the stairwell. Like a pit in the wooden floor.

She has to walk all the way to the edge in order to look into it and, admittedly, she doesn’t want to. She doesn’t want the only way to the bathroom to be through that dark hole. So she stays put. Listens to the ticking of the cuckoo clock coming from downstairs.

She extends her neck but can’t see further than the top stair.

You’re being ridiculous.

Julia takes a deep breath and quickly steps forward. Only when she reaches the top of the stairwell does she see it—and when her gaze latches onto what’s down there, cold air is sucked violently into her body, and with an enormous jolt, the world comes to a standstill. Her lungs swell up like balloons, ready for the scream growing inside her, but it’s as if the air is trapped, because when she puts her hands to her mouth, all you can hear is a stifled squeak.

The people in the stairwell are still there.

They’re closer now.

They’ve all raised their heads and are staring right at her. But most terrifying is that they’re staring right into her. In their faces lurks the frozen silence of insanity. The one up front, a tall, gaunt woman dressed in black, with pale, almost translucent skin, is standing fixed on the third step. She is followed closely by a fat man in a grubby white shirt. The others behind them are phantoms.

Completely paralyzed, Julia stares back. It takes a long time before she’s certain that the people in the stairwell are more than a still projection or a lifeless afterimage, but then she sees the woman’s index finger trembling and the palpitating, purple-black skin under her eyelids. Her eyes are large, fierce and concentrated, full of hate. She has the face of a psychopath who’s on the verge of screaming. If she does, her face will shatter and fall off.

Julia finally manages to breathe. The air squeezes out of her lungs in a string of short, gasping cries. Her eyes well up with tears. She feels heat behind her cheekbones and a crackling stab in her brain, like electricity. My fuses are blowing, she thinks soberly.

She runs back to bed on legs that no longer feel like legs. The springs groan as she leaps in. She sits upright, one cramped hand pulling the covers up to her waist, the other clawing her face till it hurts. Pain is good, it clears the head. When she lowers her hand, she can feel half-moons of blood on her cheek and nostril.

A stair creaks.

Her gaze is fixed on the area of the vestibule that is visible behind the supporting wall. It’s empty, but she can’t see the stairwell. She looks quickly over her shoulder, as if expecting to catch someone behind her. There is no one.

That woman. That face.

Why did she have to look at her with so much hate?

Julia unlocks her iPhone and with trembling fingers swipes to the top of the recent calls list, to Sam’s number. If she hears Sam’s voice, she won’t have to feel scared anymore. Then her nightmare will dissipate; with Sam’s voice in her ears there will be no people in the stairwell.

It takes ages before she gets a signal and the phone starts ringing. It’s a bad connection. It’s storming not only around the roof but also on the line.

Pick up. Come on, come on, come on . . . 

Voicemail. She moans in dismay and tries again.

When another stair creaks, she lets out a silent scream.

He picks up after the third attempt.

“Julia!”

“Why didn’t you pick up?”

“Sorry, it’s a hairy situation here on the road. Hadda link to my Beats first. Any news?”

“I . . . no.” Not the news he was waiting for. She feels stupid. What should she say? That she fell asleep on sentry duty? That she’s afraid to be alone—that she’s afraid now that she’s not alone? She wants him to talk, for his voice to make everything all right. “Where are you?”

“On my way. You okay, sis? You sound weird.”

She listens for sounds from the stairwell but hears only silence.

“Yes,” she finally says. “It’s just this storm is driving me crazy. How long will it take you to get here?”

“Um, beats me. Get this: I’m driving behind a snowplow! Only way to go up tonight. After Bern there were no more jams, but only cuz no one’s crazy enough to go out there. There’s a weather alert for the whole west and they raised the avalanche alarm in the mountains to four, probably five tonight. Unbelievable. Some areas you literally can’t see your hand in front of your face. Somewhere before Montreux, I went into a skid. Lucky there was no one next to me, cuz I slid sideways across the road, all the way to the shoulder, before I got it under control. After that it got a bit better cuz they’re spreading salt, but they can salt till the cows come home, it’s not gonna do any good. Totally awesome, all the gear these Switzers bring out to . . .”

With the phone clamped between her shoulder and ear, Julia stands up. She feels a sudden urgency to go look, while his soothing voice is yapping on and on, to make sure there’s no one there, that it’s okay to go to the bathroom. Maybe she’s acting like a child, but with her brother’s voice in her ear—

Oh, Jesus, fuck-fucking-fuckery-fuck!

The phone slips off her shoulder and clatters onto the floorboards.

The pale woman in black looms out of the stairwell, up to her waist. Once more, she’s standing there motionless, but her head and shoulders are turned and she’s staring right at Julia.

Without pausing for breath, Julia stumbles forward to pick up her phone. That means she has to crawl closer to the hole in the floor, and as she tries to not lose sight of the woman, she sees fingers clinging to the edge.

Stocky fingers; a man’s fingers.

“Hello? Hello? Are you there?” Sam’s voice sounds tinny when she puts her ear to the phone. “Julia?”

“Yeah, I’m here.” Somehow, she manages to make her voice sound calm. Hollow, dead, but calm. Sam won’t notice a thing.

She looks up and gets the greatest shock yet.

The woman with the bulging, staring eyes is now standing next to the stairwell, right in front of her. The fat man in the grubby shirt is standing at the top of the steps, looking at Julia, and a third, gaunt face has appeared behind him.

In the split second her glance had strayed to her iPhone screen, the people had moved, and she hadn’t even noticed.

Now they’re standing still again.

Two bleeps sound in her ear and Julia has to bite her tongue to keep from screaming. She falters backwards through the vestibule, not letting the people out of her sight.

“Julia? Jules!”

“Sorry, I . . . I dropped you. Keep talking. I’m here.”

Yes, she’s here, but then she understands the mistake she has made: she’s back in bed and can’t see the people in the stairwell anymore. That means they’ll move again. That means they’ll come closer. But nothing in this world can make her go back there. At this moment of utter desperation, Julia needs the warmth and safety of her bed, because that’s where all bad dreams come to an end.

“Anyway, so when I finally got to the valley, what I was afraid of actually happened: the road to Grimentz was closed. All the way from the highway. I thought of risking it anyway, but you know how narrow that road is and how deep the drop. It would be total suicide to . . .”

Julia really needs to pee. She pulls up the covers and presses her thighs together. She doesn’t know what to do, can’t get her thoughts straight.

Why doesn’t she say anything to Sam? But she knows the answer: if she tells Sam, it will be a confirmation. Then there will be no ignoring the fact that there really are people standing in the stairwell, and she can’t deal with that reality.

Sam babbles on, but his words barely register: “. . . until the snowplow came. I hadda scream to be heard above the storm, but I managed to get across that I had to get to Grimentz. The driver said I was crazy, that I had to find a place to stay down there, and then I hadda think something up, so I said my girlfriend was up there and about to have her baby any minute. That the contractions had already started and everything. So the driver stares at me, and then he says it’s actually convenient for someone to drive the salt into the road. But he said I had to go slow, real slow, or the little critter will be semi-orphaned before even being born.” He chuckles. “I think the main reason he let me trail him was cuz I spoke French. Otherwise . . .”

Two more bleeps, and then it suddenly comes to her: her phone is almost empty. Julia looks at the screen. The battery is red and there’s a notification saying: Less than 10% charged.

And that was some time ago.

Julia leans over to the bedside table and the socket underneath it and breaks out in a cold sweat. She had started to charge the iPhone tonight in the strip next to the couch, but when Sam called at 10:30, she unplugged it. She forgot to plug it back in.

Her phone is almost empty and the charger is downstairs.

When she sits up, she catches a glimpse of something that makes all her muscles melt.

In the vestibule’s shadows. A black shadow, darker than the rest, just behind the wall. One hand. One eye. Peeking.

The eye is staring at her.

Julia feels her urine trailing down her thighs.

“. . . so we go up at a snail’s pace. Seriously, it’s hellacious. I think the road behind us snowed up again right away. Some of the time I can’t even see the plow’s taillights through the windshield and I’m only ten yards behind him. I was really lucky. He wasn’t supposed to go any further than Vissoie tonight, but—You still there, Jules?”

She, stock-still, in a warm, wet spot on the mattress.

The woman, stock-still, hiding behind the wall.

A staring contest. Don’t look away, or you lose. But Julia is afraid of something much worse.

Something dawns on her. “Did you get to the valley yet?” There’s a sharp edge to her voice that could be mistaken for surprise, but to the discerning listener it’s obviously hysteria.

“Yeah. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“Please get here quickly,” she whispers, and she starts to cry. Her whole body jerks, but her whimpers are silent and Sam can’t hear them.

“I’m doing the best I can, sis, but I can’t go faster than the snowplow. Eight or nine miles to go, I think. Half an hour, forty minutes tops.”

Oh god. She wipes the tears from her eyes. They’ve blurred her vision and to wipe them away she has to close her eyes. When she opens them, she sees the people have come closer.

The woman is in front, clear away from the wall now. Behind her, to the side, the fat man in the grubby shirt. His hands dangle motionlessly next to his flabby body. Behind him, three more men in grimy clothes.

Half an hour. Sam will never make it in time.

As if to confirm it, her iPhone bleeps again.

“I tried calling Nick,” Sam says. His voice has become softer, and in the background she can hear the constant swishing of the windshield wipers. “His phone is still off.” Silence. “I’m scared, Jules.”

Don’t cry.

Don’t look away.

Without averting her gaze from the people for even a second, Julia pulls up her legs and, with a grimace, pushes down her soaking wet panties. At least she doesn’t have to pee anymore. She slides to the other side of the bed, searches between the covers for Sam’s much-too-large sweatpants, which she’d kicked off when she went to sleep, and pulls them back on.

There are more people now.

Many more.

They’ve spread out across the attic.

Julia starts hyperventilating. She can’t get any air. Tears spring to her eyes, her vision becomes cloudy. Eleven, twelve dark monoliths, as motionless as salt pillars, fade out of view at the foot of her bed. When she can focus again and the figures solidify into recognizable shapes, they are even closer. With a silent, choked scream, Julia scrambles backwards, against the oaken headboard. It feels like her hair’s being tugged, her eyes almost pop out.

They’re all staring at her.

How much closer are you going to let them get? her mind screams. How much closer before you know what to do?

The pale woman in black is now standing at the foot of the bed. She is big and formless, wearing an old-fashioned dark skirt and an equally old-fashioned woolen cardigan, which give her the appearance of a schoolmistress from a hundred years ago. But that’s not what scares Julia the most. It’s what she sees in the woman’s face. Julia is looking at a face that’s completely detached from the landmarks in her existence. Inside it there are no memories, there is no contemplation.

Only anguish.

Anger.

Aberration.

Sam is saying something.

With halting, raspy spasms, she finally manages to suck in some air. “W-wh-what?”

“Julia, what’s going on? Are you crying?”

“No, I’m . . .”

“You are crying! Sis, what is it?” His voice sounds suddenly sharp. “Did anything happen?”

“Please come, oh god . . .” she whispers. The whispering turns to sobs as she tries to not lose sight of the intruders. She doesn’t dare to blink. Blinking could be her death sentence.

“I’m coming! I’m on my way, you know that, but I can’t go any faster! What happened?”

She finally brings herself to say it. “There are people here.”

“What?”

“There are people here.”

Silence. The swishing of the wipers. Two bleeps.

The woman is still standing at the foot of the bed. Her taut fingers contract. The dead skin under her left eyelid trembles.

“Whaddya mean, ‘people’?”

“In my bedroom.”

“Whaddya mean there are people? From the village? The people from the village who came earlier?”

“No, not them. There are people here . . .” She can only repeat it. But then it bursts out of her. “The whole room is full of people and they’re staring at me. Oh god, Sam, they’re getting closer! Oh Jesus. They keep getting closer. Help me. Please come right away. There’s a woman and she’s staring at me, she’s standing next to my bed and she keeps staring at me . . .”

“Julia! Oh god, do they have eyes? Do these people have eyes?”

Do they have eyes? Why would he ask that? Of course they—

She blinks. She can’t help it.

Julia finally screams, her face a disjointed mask of mortification. The woman is sitting ramrod straight on the edge of her bed. It’s true: she has no eyes. She has holes for eyes. Where her eyes should be, two deep tunnels disappear into her head. In those tunnels, pitch-black darkness abounds. The fat man is now standing where she had just stood, not a second before. He too has blind, black tunnels instead of eyes. The others crowd behind him. Blind. Gaping. And all of them about to scream.

Julia is out of her wits. The nightmare is complete. She feels like she’s being strangled, that the veins in her body are bursting open. That her heart is starting to leak and will stop beating in an instant, because it can’t endure so much terror.

“Julia, get the hell outta there!” Sam yells in the distance.

But how? She is completely petrified. She’s a prisoner in her own body, a hostage in a cell. And those people—of course they have eyes. How could she think otherwise? Intense eyes, staring eyes, digging into her own eyes. Or . . . 

They don’t have eyes.

Wait . . . they do.

Their visages shimmer; it seems like she can see both.

Julia slaps her face with both hands to distract herself from the madness besetting her. She shouts to her brother, who is too far away to help her, but it’s a voiceless shout. Her throat is so tight she can’t produce a sound.

“Get out of there, now! Julia! Julia!”

The woman is leaning toward her. Right in front of her. The fat man’s hands are on the edge of the bed.

Julia abruptly tugs the covers over her head and rolls up in a cocoon. Away, away, she wants to get away from here. It used to be safe under the covers. She remembers it clearly from when she was a child. That queasy feeling inside, when you would wake up and discover that there was still a long night ahead. When the storm would bash the roof up at Huckleberry Wall and the snow would pile up against the walls and you were too old to wake Grandpa and Grandma up but still young enough to think the unthinkable. If you rolled yourself up in a cocoon, you were safe and nothing bad could happen to you. Then you knew Sam was nearby, in the other bed, and he was always watching over you.

“Sam,” Julia whispers into her iPhone. “Sam, I love you. I need you. Please come quickly. I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want . . .”

The silence is oppressive.

Julia looks at the screen and it’s dark. When she presses the side button, only the empty battery icon appears.

Julia starts crying again, silently, uncontrollably, terrified, but this time it’s a submission. She feels the end is near and consciously detaches herself from the world to avoid experiencing it.

Here, under the covers, she’s alone.

Alone in her cocoon. Alone in the chalet. Outside is the storm, the world.

Her heaving chest finally settles. Her foot is shaking, but then stops. It’s quiet.

Something presses down on the mattress.

The covers are pulled tight.

Someone is lying next to her. In her cocoon. Someone who is hugging her like a lover. Like a brother.

She feels an icy hand on her shoulder. Julia shuts her eyes and imagines it’s Sam who’s holding her.
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From de Volkskrant, November 9, 2018

woman jumps from amc, possible connection to august tragedy

By our correspondent Robert Feenstra

Amsterdam—A 44-year-old woman jumped to her death from the roof of the Academic Medical Center in Amsterdam-Zuidoost. Her motives are as yet unclear, but a police spokesman has confirmed that she was a hospital employee. The AMC is withholding comment until investigations have been completed.

According to reports, the suicide is neurosurgeon Emily Wan, who was on duty during the August 18 tragedy, when 32 AMC patients died due to as of yet undetermined causes. In early October, after excluding the possibility of bioterror, Minister of Justice and Security Ferdinand Grapperhuis confirmed that there are no suspicions of foul play. Last week, the Dutch Safety Board announced that the first report on the case will be published by the end of the year.

The police cannot confirm whether Wan had been questioned in connection with the case. The dead woman is the third AMC employee to commit suicide since August.

Two years a widow, the neurosurgeon lived in Amstelveen with her two young children.





The Invisible Man

Notes by Sam Avery

“You don’t understand,” he said, “who I am or what I am. I’ll show you. By Heaven! I’ll show you.”

—H. G. Wells

 

1

When the Airbus started its descent into Geneva, Nick, or whatever was left of him, was still in a medically induced coma. And up here in the mountains it was booming thunder. Up here, a nightmare of jerks and jolts in unstable skies. The Airbus circled endlessly and blind-eyed, then suddenly torpedoed through a break in the clouds, and I realized we’d been flying lower than the surrounding ridges all along. The total lack of orientation instantaneously twisted into a razor of claustrophobia.

Not counting Manhattan skyscrapers, this was the first time in sixteen years I had been confronted with the mountains.

No doubt about it: I hated the mountains.

Always did, always will.

I hated the way they closed in on us. The way they were leaning over the plane. Tearing right through the storm, jagged like a predator’s teeth.

The mountains had bitten Nick’s face off.

I couldn’t figure what the guy on the line meant when he kept trying to explain about Nick’s face. The Police Cantonale rep, I mean. Said something was wrong with his face. The face I knew inside out. Sharp angles, but gentle features, a primitive symmetry that made him look like a creature straight out of nature. What I adored most about it was the total lack of shame. My mind jury was still out on whether Nick’s cool collectedness was because he simply didn’t notice other people’s gazes and jaw drops or because he was so used to them that he just didn’t give a shit.

And there it was, the phone going off and me still thinking it was him: the same face smirking at me from the screen. The pic I took ten days earlier, the evening before he set off. I wanted to see that pic every time he called. #bebacksoon I captioned it on Instagram. In the ensuing days, Nick had put up a few of his own; polarized glasses and ice axes and death drops that would give any sane person the heebie-jeebies. #livingthelife was how he’d captioned them.

The reason I saw that pic was because the Police Cantonale had used Nick’s phone to call me.

The drive to the CHUV, the university hospital in Lausanne, took ages due to the rain, and Harald and Louise Grevers, neither of them liked driving abroad.

Meanwhile, my mind was running in circles. Would you stay with me if I became paralyzed? If some gas tank blunder burnt my face off? Would you stay with me if my legs were gone? If I had to eat liquids through a tube? Would you stay with me if I became brain damaged and could no longer love you as I love you now? Will you stay with me when I’m old and invisible?

I thought, Accident or gravity—we all end up mutilated. That was from a Chuck Palahniuk novel, if I remembered correctly. But this accident was gravity. Not the kind that sags your once-fit body, but the kind that splatters you in one fell swoop.

Will you stay with me when my face is gone?

In the backseat of Nick’s folks’ Hertz rental, the mountains took me prisoner. Lake Geneva is the gateway to the Alps. This landscape was giving me the evil eye, I could feel it all over. A palpable malevolence hung over the water like a force field. As if a door had opened to something intangible but extremely menacing, something that was going to trail me for a long time to come.

The thing was, I was twenty-four and he was twenty-seven.

The thing was, we didn’t wanna be invisible yet.

Or compensate. We were too young to lower the bar. Rejoice that he was still alive. Thinking thoughts like that with Nick in a coma, did that make me a scumbag? Shallow? But it was my world. So please, I’ll take shallowness.

We met curling EZ bars at the gym, no less. Biceps: check. Pecs: check. Abs: check. The gym is the crème de la crème of the human casing, the antithesis of the bowels of the internet, where credit card pervs and butcher fetishists go to drool over mutilation and stumps.

Will I stay with you, if I can’t handle this?

The mountains loomed on both sides, higher and higher. A tangle of nausea settled in my stomach. I flashbacked to that first time in the gym: Nick lying on the bench, glistening with sweat, pumping iron, shirt soaked. But this time he had no face. Where it should have been was now a deep, dark cave, the agglomeration of gravity and bad dreams.
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His life wasn’t in danger, but he wasn’t out of the woods.

Before they let us see him, two Police Cantonale detectives took us over to the dental surgeon’s office. He did all the talking, bookended by the bored cops. Who knows what protocol stipulated their presence, but for spicing up the party, they got an F. After a while, it made me feel so awkward I started thinking maybe some social reintegration initiative now has the Swiss police employing deaf-mutes.

The long-winded powwow was the kind of quintessential linguistic extravaganza any one of my professors would cream their pants for: Nick’s folks talked Dutch to each other and English to the oral surgeon, the oral surgeon talked English to Nick’s mom and dad and French to the cops, the cops talked zilchese—all four of which I have mastered. I know that scene from Inglourious Basterds totally cracks Europeans up—you know, the one where Diane Kruger asks Brad Pitt, “I know this is a silly question before I ask it, but can you Americans speak any other language besides English?” Well, I do. I also speak Spanish, passable German, took a specialized course on Creole languages, and I read (or used to) Latin. I’m doing my master’s in linguistics at the UvA, and thanks to Nick, after three years, I’m fluent in Dutch (although I’d like to think my accent is less thick than he says it is, and to that, I say I can’t help that your language sounds like you all have a gerbil stuck in your throat and are trying to spit it out while you speak).

The dentist’s name was Olivier Genet, and when he spoke, it wasn’t to me. Maybe cuz I’m an American or maybe cuz he was a Jesus lover. He had one of those comb-overs gone wrong, with the last strands of hair swept from the sides of his skull over his bald pate like a diaphanous mesh. Alopecia androgenetica, I thought. When he addressed only Nick’s parents for the umpteenth time, I revised my diagnosis: mofo MPB. There was an imprint on his coat that said Propriété de Centre Hospitalier Universitaire Vaudois, and I wondered whether that applied to the coat or to the man.

Jerks like him are always something’s or someone’s property.

Genet said Nick was lucky. He got hit by falling rocks but he was still alive. Until he was able to spill the beans, it would be impossible to determine exactly what had happened, but enough could be deduced by the circumstances in which the mountain rescue team had found him. Had found Nick, cuz all they found of his climbing buddy, Augustin, was an ice axe.

Augustin must have gone for help in bad weather and fallen into a crevasse on the way down. Whatever was left of him was now frozen solid in the ice; “He Died in a Crack While Pursuing His Passion” would be his epitaph. His family had been brought up to speed.

“Oh, how awful,” Louise kept saying. “Awful, for his parents. Thank God our Nick is still alive.”

Yeah, thank God. Cuz Nick, as Genet said, Nick was lucky.

Only half of Nick’s face had been smashed off. The rock had split open his jaw, knocked two teeth out, and ripped off most of his cheeks. #livingthelife.

“He was lucky,” Genet said for the third time, and spread his thumb and index finger. “That closer and the rock would have got his eyes. That closer, he could have died.”

I didn’t get how this was “luck.” That close the other way and he would have come home in one piece. That close and we’d now be in a sunny hotel bed having hot and steamy sex to drown out the memory. I was already trying to come up with the French for “hot and steamy” but checked myself, remembering il dottore was probably still treating Nick.

Harald asked if the place where the accident happened was dangerous, and I was gonna say, Yeah, mountains, hello. If you’re at the bottom of the slope, you’re not technically dead yet, but let’s just say the clock is ticking.

Genet said he didn’t know the exact location. “In the Val d’Anniviers, in the Pennine Alps. But the Air-Glaciers report only mentioned that it was a remote and inaccessible area. Precarious terrain, seldom climbed.” He mumbled something unintelligible to his deaf-mute subjects, then turned back to us: “We’ll inquire for you on which mountain the accident happened.”

I thought, What’s the diff? A mountain is a mountain is a mountain. A pile of frozen rocks, sans coffee corners, club sodas, or mojito bars, you shouldn’t touch with a ten-mile pole. I didn’t give a hoot what a chunk of land ignored by evolution for millions of years was called. Drill a hole in it, fill it up with nukes, and boom, you’re recycling.

There were police photos, shot before they sewed up Nick’s face, but Genet held on to them so we couldn’t see. Turned them upside down, frowning, turned them right side up. “It will be difficult enough once the bandages come off.”

Louise covered her mouth with her hands.

“Your son’s lucky he was preserved well. He lay unconscious in the ice for hours before coming to, which stanched the bleeding and prevented swelling. The frostbite caused loss of soft tissue, which we had to suture with grafts.”

Grafts?

“From his arm.” He spread his thumb and finger again, closer this time.

I saw Nick’s face before me: a bloody, gaping hole.

I saw Nick’s face before me: necrotic and black, growing an arm.

Harald asked the million-dollar question: “Is there any permanent damage?”

Genet looked pensively at the photos of my boyfriend’s perfect, mutilated face and said, “Plastic surgeons call it a permanent smile, and not without reason. At a later stage, we can perform corrective surgery to reduce scarring, and it may be possible to make everything suppler with silicone dressings. But thinking we can make these kinds of nasty wounds completely invisible is an illusion. No one tells you, but after a face-lift people are covered in scars. It’s just that we apply the scalpel wisely. An incision above the eyelid. An incision around the nostril. An incision behind the ear. The difference is that with your son’s rectification, it’s not up to us.”

Yeah, that’s the word he used.

Nick didn’t even get a report in the newspaper, no “Mountain Bites Happy Horror Grin in Dutchman’s Face,” because the next day the press headlined pics proving actress and Miss Swiss Heidi Lötschentaler’s nose job and there was no space for trivial items.

“It will take about six months before the jawbone heals and we can insert dental implants. In the meantime, he’ll have to wear dentures. But that’s just the start of it. It’s uncertain whether he will fully recover facial expressivity. You have to be prepared for problems of functionality such as impaired opening of the mouth, irreparable damage to motor nerves resulting in a drooping mouth or partial facial paralysis . . .”

My head started to spin. Somewhere in the distance I heard Louise cry. I tried to focus on the zigzagging vein on Genet’s balding temple, a bead of sweat trailing down it.

“. . . loss of chewing functions, limited nasal inhalation, reduced sense of smell and taste, impaired speech . . .”

The vein, his baldness, they were scars, too: old age.

“. . . PTSS, partial memory loss, anxiety disorder . . . Is your son insured?”

And my brain on overload: Please end me now.

Of course, at that point I still hadn’t noticed something was wrong. I was in shock. And I still refused to notice it when I left the hotel that evening and, after rambling through a tangle of narrow, annoyingly steep alleys, eventually ended up at the hospital, where the night nurse, Cécile Métrailler, nervously handed me the folded note.

Don’t believe them. It wasn’t an accident.

Sure I shoulda believed him. Who wouldn’t believe his boyfriend when he says something like that? But Nick was suffering from the aftereffects of severe trauma, and Dr. Genet had said that he didn’t remember the accident. So I thought Nick was hallucinating.

And I also thought that it would be my biggest worry. But that surfaced only the next evening, after something had so scared the shit out of poor Cécile that she hightailed it out of the hospital in the middle of her shift and didn’t dare to come back.

That something was Nick.
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He was sort of conscious when we finally got to visit him that afternoon, and they’d given him a pen and pad to communicate with. But he wasn’t exactly writing epic poetry, just basic info—No, no pain and Water, please and Black magic—so the Police Cantonale dicks had to bide their time, hanging further up the hall like a coupla monitors on mute.

Truth is, opening that door made me shit bricks. Louise sensed it and squeezed my hand, but then went ahead into the room to see her son. It was all I could do to keep myself from turning around and beating it. I was scared of what was waiting in there, but I was also pissed off, cuz I’d begged him so many times to cut it out with that dumbass hobby of his, and I also felt sorry for myself because, dammit, the best we could look forward to now was looking back at how it used to be. Unfair? Maybe. But true.

Then I straightened my back, walked in, and saw what was left of the pretty Dutch boy I fell for three years ago. I wish I could say it wasn’t that bad. But if I start fibbing now, the rest I have to tell won’t be worth diddly-squat.

I recognized him cuz the light blue sheet was pulled back to his waist and he had no shirt on. Biceps: check. Pecs: check. Mutilated mummy mug: check. His face was wrapped in miles of tightly stretched gauze holding compresses in place. Fastened hit-or-miss to keep the whole shebang from falling apart and treating us to the hideous sight of what was squished underneath with a lick of pappy and putrid antibiotic salve. The only gaps were the holes for his eyes, his left ear, and his nostrils—one for breathing and one housing a plastic tube. Give him glacier glasses and he’s the Invisible Man on a glucose drip.

His eyes were dulled by the morphine but were still his, and, passing over his mom and dad, they searched mine.

“Hail, Tutankhamen,” I said.

This made Harald, Louise, and the nurse who was taking his blood pressure burst out laughing. Even Dr. Genet chuckled a little. I was secretly relieved, cuz it gave me the chance to look away from his glance. Woulda been too much to bear. Didn’t wanna start crying with everyone there.
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That first visit was pretty useless. Nick was still too groggy with anesthetics, and we were all too shocked to make it memorable. When I returned later that evening, I knew he’d be asleep, but I wanted to see him. Needed to see him.

As it often does in the mountains—didn’t know it then, but do now—the sky cleared just before sundown. After dinner, Louise and Harald went for a long stroll along the lake. Their grief had made them irritable, as had the news that it would probably be a week before their son could be flown to Holland—less danger of infection. They asked me to join, but I declined and went my own way, uphill, circling back to the CHUV, wondering what I’d do if they didn’t let me into the ward.

The hospital was very quiet. All through the long corridor from the open lobby to ic, one endless stretch of piss, body lotion, and disinfectant fumes, I saw just one patient and a coupla nurses, who greeted me politely as I passed. I focused on my feet, a cursory upward glance only when strictly necessary, cuz the view out the panorama windows gave me the jitters. The mountains on the other side of the lake were dark shapes dissolving into the clouds like some weird atmospheric phenomenon, more menacing than ever before.

No trace of the Police Cantonale in Nick’s ward. Later, I heard they’d asked Nick some questions that afternoon—standard mountaineering deaths procedure. They’d scribbled a concluding report and split. Nick played ball and confirmed the mountain rescue’s conclusions.

Even in his state, Nick could figure out there’d be hell to pay if he said anything about what was really weighing on him.

Confusing memories, images of horrors, vague, like a distant echo . . . 

(Dum-dum-dum duuumm . . . Roll credits.)

I slipped into his room undetected. There was my perfect prince, lying naked on the bed. The light blue sheets pulled back, a plastic tube coming out of his miserable, flaccid phallus, a young nurse with a full head of hair, dark, curly, leaning over him. My perfect mummified lover, molested by a young, attractive credit card perv with a cystoscopy fetish. Can you blame her? Chop off the head, stick the bod on a stanchion, and someone’d shell out a hundred thou for it and call it The Torso of Apollo.

Then I saw the tub of water, the washcloth, and the tube drip-dripping into a urine bag between his legs, and then the nurse saw me. She yelped with a start.

“Bonsoir,” I said.

Funny how people just don’t know how to react.

I said, “I sure am happy I didn’t catch Dr. Genet like this.” This was in French; same goes for everything else I’d say to Cécile, seeing as she could only speak a coupla words of English.

She seemed to relax a bit—just a tiddly tad—and looked at me with nervous, clear eyes. “You must be Sam.”

“You got it. How’d you know?”

She smiled, but avoided my eyes. “Nick told me about you. Cécile Métrailler.”

“Hello, Cécile.” I walked to the bed and shook her latex-gloved hand over my boyfriend’s naked body. “A man with those kinds of gloves on’s usually got other things on his mind.”

They say humor is a coping mechanism, but as an attempt to put Cécile at ease, it bombed. She gave a shy splutter, but quickly turned her head away and stuck an electric gun in Nick’s exposed ear.

Her edginess was rubbing off on me. Looking at that enswathed, out-for-the-count noggin got me all antsy, so I transferred my gaze to the compresses on the rest of his body. Biceps: check. Quads: check. Reps: until failure. Yep: plug his face with a slab of arm, plug his arm with a slab of thigh. Plastic surgery is shifting the scar to wherever it doesn’t matter. The human body as an all-inclusive DIY kit.

Thing is, a body like Nick’s had no wherever-it-doesn’t-matter.

Thing is, without a face, a body like that is worth jack shit.

I tore my gaze away from the bed and asked, “How’s he doing?”

“Sleeping like a baby. Temperature and blood pressure are stable. He’s not in pain.” First time Cécile looked at me longer than a nanosecond. “How are you doing?”

Shrug. Considered bullshitting. Said, “Bad.”

Don’t ask me why I was being candid with someone who’d been in my life less time than it takes to chug a tequila, but Cécile made some neurons in my brain dance and I liked her right off the bat. Sometimes you just feel it. Other place, other time, maybe we woulda been friends.

“It will be very difficult,” she said plainly. She handed me the washcloth. “Here. You probably want to wash him.”

I sure as hell didn’t, and Cécile sure as hell knew it, but she saw how far I kept away from the bed, saw me avoiding what I eventually had to face: this was Nick now; get used to it. Our lives would be defined by the moment the bandages came off and Nick’s irrevocably disfigured face would be unveiled. I dreaded it like a root canal. I kept seeing Dr. Genet turning those photos upside down and around again.

But worried as I was about whether I could deal with the impending display, I worried even more for Nick’s sake. The curse of being a beefcake is that it goes to your head. You become an addict. Gravity is your nemesis. Mirror, mirror, on the wall—one look and Nick’s a junkie in rehab.

I was terrified that my face would be the mirror and then that would be the end of our happily ever after.

So I relieved Cécile of the washcloth and washed him. Cleaned his body, every nook and cranny, which I knew like the back of my hand, every curve hiding its own memory. I’m pretty sure the act of cleaning cleansed something in me, too. I created a space for his imperfections and future scars, got to know them, tried to get acquainted, taking the edge off the horror waiting for us underneath the memory of his old face.

When I was done, Cécile finally trusted me enough to remove the folded note from her uniform pocket. She looked past me, checking the door, and said in a hushed voice, “He said to give this to you. It’s in Dutch, but I used Google Translate and it says he loves you.” She blushed. “Sorry. I was curious.”

I unfolded the note and read Nick’s claim that it wasn’t an accident.

The hospital room seemed to go mute. I suddenly noticed my heartbeat running rampant. When I looked up, I saw Cécile press her finger to her lips. I was stupefied; what I’d thought was edginess was in fact fear.

I thought, Dr. Genet.

“Listen, I’m on the late shift,” she said, currying a faux sense of comfort, “but how about coffee tomorrow morning? I know a nice place by the lake.”
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Next day, Nick was awake early, so his parents and I took turns sitting with him. Later that morning, Harald and Louise were gonna go to the Val d’Anniviers with Nick’s car keys to pick up his Focus, which the Police Cantonale had found where he and Augustin had left it before their fatal climb. As soon as it became clear when Nick could be flown to the AMC, they’d drive the car back to Holland.

Nick’s cloudy eyes drifted eerily between the strips of bandage. Still morphine-muddled but less out of it than yesterday, me babbling a mile a minute to distract him from the obvious. Flash: Fazila and Rob were on trial separation, text from Faz, nothing new under the sun. Flash: Ramses versus Chef, one ear got frazzled, has gone outdoors only in backyard since. Flash: Weleda introduced a new Skin Food Facial for dry skin, which is absorbed more easily than . . . Oh, fuck. Caught myself avoiding his masked face. In the mirror on the opposite wall (the nurses had rehung it where Nick couldn’t see it), I saw my reflection look away from the bed, again and again, a never-ending reality loop, till Nick took hold of my hand, shutting me up instantly.

I’m a monster 

he wrote on his pad.

Flash: Ohio mother eats baby and she was trending. #onlyinohio.

I won’t blame you if you leave me.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

Those eyes. I couldn’t force myself to look at them.

“No one’s leaving, got that? We got this, together.”

I sincerely hoped so, but we both knew reality would catch up with us sooner or later. We’d been inseparable for three years. Nick was why I didn’t go back to New York. Our dream was to go there together, eventually. I taught him how to dance and he taught me how to love. But this reality loop wasn’t about me; I knew that. If I were to look into Nick’s eyes, I’d see the ocean that lay between our old life and our new one, and I had no idea how we were supposed to bridge the gap.

Louise and Harald came in with coffee. Whew. Beat-around-the-bush conversation. Suited me fine. When they left for Wallis, half an hour later, I leaned toward Nick and whispered, “Whaddya mean it wasn’t an accident?”

Looked like he wasn’t gonna answer, but then he slowly shook his head.

“You don’t remember what happened?”

He looked away. A small red spot, like a tear, appeared in the bandages on his cheek.

“Not unusual.”

He was leaking.

“I mean . . . memory loss. After a coma.”

Nick picked up his pad, and as he wrote, I looked at his broad, bronzed shoulders, where I’d so often rested my cheek. The hollows under his collarbones that I liked hooking my fingers in. The stubbly chin, my perfect idea of sexy. The gauze, hiding something horrific instead.

I don’t know. Afraid to think about it. Help me, Sam. Scared I’m going crazy. Don’t trust my own mind. You’d run away screaming if you

His pen hovered over the pad for a long time before he added a few words, tore out the sheet and gave it to me.

Maybe it’s for the best.

I wish he hadn’t done that. What his unfinished sentence suggested was bad enough, but this was worse. It was my decision, not his, whether I could deal with sticking by him or should split because of something as trivial as a mutilated face. I hated myself for thinking it, but if he’d take that away, the last thing that was mine, I might as well throw all my organs in a steaming heap and donate them. You could tick a box not to include your heart, but why bother?

His eyes were open, he was alive, but inside, Nick was frozen in the moment he’d looked up and seen those rocks coming at him. Part of me didn’t want to doubt Nick’s state of mind—I’d be letting him down. But I couldn’t ignore Dr. Genet’s diagnosis. How could I convince him that the cold wind blowing in his head was no more than the echo of a torn face, the struggle of a traumatized mind? He wasn’t delusional; he was tripping.

PTSS/morphine—a potent cocktail.

And there I was: staring at what he wrote.

At a loss for words.

Those shoulders. That Amenhotep-style head. They unerringly laid bare my inability to deal with the situation and to whisper to him the words he needed to hear. New thing for me, being the strong one. I didn’t cut it, not by a long shot, because I needed his shoulders for support. His face to hold in my hands. His lips to whisper to me that everything would be all right.

Break the dynamics between two people and you’re both left alone, staring wide-eyed out into your own darkness.

Walking away from that bed was the hardest thing I ever did. On the move, I confettied the note and stuffed the shreds into my back pocket. I said Get some sleep, said I’ll be back soon, who knows what else I said, and then I was at the door. Last thing I saw as it closed behind me was that shattered body on the hospital bed, his dull eyes and, worst of all, his lonesome understanding.

In the corridor, life hit me like a tsunami, so hard I had to brace up. Didn’t budge for a long time, fighting my panic and, despite everything, relieved that I was out and scot-free. But there was nothing I could do, and anyway it was almost eleven. I had a date.
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“I saw his wounds,” Cécile Métrailler said. “I’ve treated rockfall victims before and I can assure you, Nick is not a rockfall case.”

The summer was hot-pressing Lausanne as I got out of the Métro in Ouchy. Little boats crisscrossing the water, windsurfer silhouettes glittering on the coastline. The mountains in the distance a mirage, ignis fatuus; reach for them and they’re gone. Maybe the blazing sun blunted the sharp edges off the peaks, but that did nothing to soothe me.

“If a rock hits your face, it’ll break your nose or a cheekbone. I mean, the bones that jut out. Nick got hit in the most protected area.” She opened her mouth and hollowed her cheeks.

Cécile didn’t use the word rockfall, by the way; she said éboulement. Everything sounds softer in French.

Admit it, even équarrissage sounds appealing.

“He broke his jaw,” I put forward.

“Yes, but it split only because two teeth were so forcefully knocked out of it. One with root and all. What you’d actually expect is random damage over the whole bone; open, bleeding wounds; and contusions under the skin. But he’s got . . .” Cécile put her hands to her mouth. ’Course, she realized I hadn’t seen it yet. “Sorry, you probably don’t want to hear all this en détail . . .”

“Is it that bad? Tell me the truth.”

She could see I was struggling, and she answered as tactfully as possible under the circumstances. “It will get better. But brace yourself. His face will never be the same.”

I stirred my iced mochaccino and shoved the glass aside. I mean, me, passing up a mochaccino? Armageddon. Big boys don’t cry, but good thing I had my shades on.

“Will it . . . affect his work?” Cécile asked gingerly.

I knew damn well what she was implying. I shrugged. “He’s a web editor for Tripadvisor and does freelance writing for Lonely Planet. You don’t need a face to travel. Or write.”

I thought, But I need a face.

“But if it wasn’t rockfall,” I finally said, “what was it? His note. Nick said it wasn’t an accident. I thought he was delirious.”

“Want to know what I really think?”

Nope. Also didn’t want to imagine any sidewalk double takes due to the walking freak show next to me. But this was my life now, so I said yeah. For now.

“It looks more like a stab wound.”

I stared at her.

“Sorry, it sounds bad . . . but it looks like someone stabbed him in the cheek with a knife, so deep that it came out the other cheek. And then wrenched it forward with force.”

A horrible image popped up in my head: Nick, not bleeding to death, but single-footedly staggering down a glacier to a spot where his phone got a signal so he could call a chopper, the icy wind whistling through the hole in his face. It gave me such a jolt I almost kicked over the table.

“But wouldn’t Dr. Genet have noticed that?” I said with difficulty.

“I talked about it with Dr. Genet.”

“So what did he say?”

“He said, at first glance, Nick’s wounds don’t tally with what the mountain rescue said happened to him, but they could. Rocks can be awfully sharp. Nick’s head would have had to be turned sideways, and the rock would have had to be shaped more like a tent peg . . . but it’s possible. Another scenario, according to him, is that Nick’s ice axe could have done it when he fell. Also improbable, but not impossible.” Cécile flushed and played with her cappuccino spoon. “I said he must be crazy if he believed that.”

“Really? What did he say?”

She looked at me intently. “He said if I didn’t want to lose my job, I should keep my mouth shut and not ask any questions.”

I whistled. “Wow. Is he always such a jerk?”

“No, and that’s what’s strange. Dr. Genet is a really friendly, competent surgeon. And he has a point when he says that even if something is improbable, you shouldn’t disregard it as a theory, as long as there aren’t any better explanations. It was high up in the mountains and his friend really did fall into a crevasse. The rescue team found his axe next to the opening, and they weren’t roped together, so he was probably alone then. Weather conditions were bad. As long as Nick doesn’t claim otherwise, there’s no reason to assume that what happened to him wasn’t an accident. And that Augustin had wanted to get help.”

“But Nick has claimed otherwise.”

“Right. And that brings me back to the nature of his wounds. I know what a stab wound looks like, Sam.”

I thought, And I didn’t buy his story.

My admiration for Cécile Métrailler was growing. She’d risked her job by meeting me here. I thought she had the right to know what Nick’s last note said, so I took the shreds out of my pocket, flattened them, and spread them out on the table. Torn, ripped like his face. Another SOS mosaic.

“Je crains de devenir fou” is French for “Scared I’m going crazy.”

“Fuir en hurlant” is French for “Run away screaming.”

“But why would he say that?” I asked. “If they got robbed or if someone meant to hurt them, why is he still so scared?”

And Cécile’s face all awkward, like I was the last person in the world to understand.

“Because what you say doesn’t make sense,” she sighed. “They weren’t robbed, Sam. Nick’s passport and wallet were still in his backpack. These are the Swiss Alps, not the Caucasus. Go higher than 10,000 feet and you only come across other mountain climbers, not muggers. And according to Air-Glaciers, they were in a totally remote area where climbers usually don’t go. They didn’t report any sightings of other climbers in the area where they found Nick.” Cécile had trouble looking at me, but she didn’t give up now, took my hand. “Do you understand what I’m getting at? If there was violence, it had to have been between them.”

Shit.

“The nurses are all whispering about it, but no one dares to say something out loud. I thought you should know.”

Augustin did it. Something happened up there and it was Augustin who did it. Augustin had mutilated Nick.

It suddenly hit me. Cold like a handful of ice. Chilly like whispers from a crevasse.

It was Augustin . . . but Augustin was dead.

You’d run away screaming if you . . . 

If you found out what I did.

So I sat there, sweating behind my shades, dripping next to an undrunk iced mochaccino in a country I didn’t want to be in, a country that, unlike the rest of the world, had no real horizon—only rows of ragged teeth stretching out into infinity. My own Invisible Man in the hospital, plugged into an IV pole, yellow and red juices leaking in and out of him, and me, scared, conspiracy-theory scared, that he had something terrible to answer for.

I slid my chair back and said I had to go.
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Faster than a speeding bullet to the CHUV, but when I stormed into Nick’s room, he was asleep. I called the day nurse, insisted she check his vital signs. Charmed by my concern, she assured me he was perfectly stable. That did nothing to soothe me, but I realized the fever afflicting him was raging only in his conscience. I stayed by his bed way into late afternoon, channel-zapping on mute between Swiss infomercials for Ab Wonders, Flex Belts, and Thighmasters till I almost OD’d on oiled six-packs. Pretty faces, laughing faces, plastic faces, they look the same everywhere.

Zapping through a thousand possible scenarios in my head, always coming back to one: self-defense.

Will you stay with me if my face is gone? Will you stay with me if I murdered someone?

It had to have been self-defense. In-your-face evidence. Like, literally. Whatever the reason, things got terribly out of hand up there—cabin fever, mountain madness, whatever—and Augustin must have gone at Nick with some outdoor knife. Why? Dunno. Didn’t matter. Nick, seriously wounded, had shoved him off. They were somewhere high. Ice tower. Glacial basin. Whatever the hell it looked like up there. Augustin fell. A one-way express ticket to reincarnation.

Not the kind of copy you hand in to Lonely Planet about your latest adventure, not the review you write for Tripadvisor sharing your experiences of the Val d’Anniviers.

Not what you tell the Police Cantonale or even your boyfriend.

Body Xtremes, Total Gyms, and Power Crunchers—ever more perfect, laughing faces living in perfect bubbles. Zap and they burst; zap and they’re replaced. Zap, and Nick’s perfect face would never laugh again. Nick’s perfect smile slashed away by the memory of what he’d done. How could I’ve been so stupid? Why hadn’t I seen it right away? Why hadn’t I conveyed to him that he didn’t have to face this alone?

Rather than distancing me from him, knowing what he did brought on a renewed determination to stand by his side. Immoral? Maybe. But this was something I could live with. Anything’s better than the futility of an accident. Hell, even if it was something worse than self-defense, how could I ever desert him? Nick, my Nick, scared shitless cuz he was responsible for someone’s death. That’s why he hadn’t said anything. And he didn’t need to, cuz the evidence was buried in a crevasse, deep-frozen for the next ten thousand years.

By the time anyone might discover the ice mummy, it wouldn’t be forensic investigation, just an archeological curiosity.

Augustin: Ötzi the Iceman 2.0.
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When Nick awoke, his parents had returned. He was upbeat and even made jokes. Careful conclusion: he was happy to see me, not upset that I split. He complained about a painful pressure to the back of his face, but the nurse said there was still an hour before the next hit of morphine. Last thing she wanted was a junkie on her hands.

I said, “I’ll take a dose. I sure could use it.”

But instead, there was Louise and Harald and a call from the AMC. The doctor they had talked to, like them, saw no reason to keep Nick in an overpriced Swiss clinic any longer. Under certain circumstances, it was even possible to overrule the local quack’s decision. Since Nick’s mountaineering insurance covered medevac, Dr. Genet was in for an unpleasant lunchtime surprise. Your patient X, your experiment, your faceless Frankenstein, well, he flew the Intensive Coop. Wild guess, but if you ask us, it was merely falling rocks.

We sat by the bed, all four of us feeling relieved, till early in the evening, when Nick’s next morphine shot kicked in and he had trouble keeping his eyes open. Louise and Harald said good-bye and went to the nurses’ station to bring the night shift up to speed about their son’s imminent repatriation.

Gave me the chance to finally try to say it.

“Nick . . . I’m sorry I left this morning.” I bowed over him, so close I could smell the antibiotic ointment under his bandages . . . and under them, unmistakable and sinister, the wound odor. I laid my hand on his shoulder. “I’m here for you, okay? Don’t be afraid. Whatever happened, you got my support, you hear? Whatever happened.”

Nick fixed his open eyes on mine. The morphine made it hard to tell which emotion they were harboring, but he squeezed my hand softly.

“And when we get home, I want you to tell me everything, okay?”

Another squeeze. I wanted to stay, but Nick took the notepad lying on his chest and wrote,

Go get something to eat with those two. Cécile will be here soon, but I don’t think I can stay awake till then.

So I did, and I wish I hadn’t.

Next to the hotel, we ate the best cheese fondue ever: Gruyère/Vacherin/tons of garlic/white wine. In the southeast, in the direction of Wallis, sky heavy and dark, faraway rumbling echoing against the mountains. Halfway through dinner, Harald got a call confirming the medevac the next day. Louise clapped her hands in delight.

“Oh, I’m so happy,” she said. She laughed, eyes glittering, leaned toward me. “Want to know something, Sam? That man, the dental surgeon, that Jeanette or whatever his name is, I’m sure he’s good at what he does, but like I told Harald yesterday, I think he’s an awful man.”

I smiled. “So I wasn’t the only one.”

And that’s why, for the second time that day, I ran through the CHUV’s corridors and stormed into Nick’s room. Not in shock this time but excited about sharing the good news.

“Cécile, he can go home!” I yelped—but then I saw that the woman bowing over Nick wasn’t Cécile at all. It was a nurse who was much older, heavyset, and when she looked up with a start, I saw dark rings under her eyes.

And something else.

It was just a flash before the nurse blocked what she was doing with her body, a flash before she fastened the bandages with those metal clips. But in that flash I saw something, and I could still see it the next day, when I was jolted out of a nightmare somewhere above the Atlantic, halfway to New York.

It’s the things you leave out that are the worst.

My knees buckled, I sank against the doorpost, only just managed not to fall to the floor. Sat there, sprawled, slumped, till the nurse was done and turned to me. Blood gone from my face.

“Where’s Cécile?” I managed to get out.

I stared at her latex gloves, at the metal tray in her hand. Stared at the strips of used gauze and wads of bloodied cotton, yellow-brown, disinfectant-sticky. When I spoke, I could barely recognize my own voice.

“Don’t ask me where she is. Fifteen minutes ago she ran out of the ward, screaming. The concierge saw her leave the building. Kid was absolutely terrified, he said.”

“What happened?”

“She was with that friend of yours. Something must have scared her witless. She was changing the bandages and left everything all exposed. Exposed! And he slept through it all, can you believe it?”

She nodded at Nick, but I noticed she didn’t look at him. She was actually already halfway to the door, as if she couldn’t bear another second in this room with her patient.

“I called her at least ten times, but she won’t pick up. She needs to come back. We’re understaffed as it is, and everything’s going haywire.”

“But . . . what could have happened?” I tried again.

“No idea, but if the staff find out, and they will, it won’t happen again. She’ll get fired.”

It hurt to hear it. “Can I go to Nick?”

She gazed at me, hesitated, then held up her hand. “I don’t want to have anything to do with this. If anyone asks, I never saw you here, got it? I’m assuming you’ll confirm it.”

“You’re an angel,” I said.

But the angel had walked away, one latex hand in the air, grumbling to herself about Cécile, God, and the world.

I closed the door softly. It was true: all the commotion had gone unnoticed by Nick. He lay there under the sheet, still as a stiff, face buried under all those new bandages. Behind him, the large window, looking out on purple-black thunderclouds and the foothills in the dying light. That window, it shook lightly in its grooves every time the lightning made the contours of the peaks appear in the distance. Maybe it was my imagination. What I didn’t imagine was my fingers, trembling so hard when I texted Cécile that I had to start over three times.

Cécile, WTF?

No reason to assume she’d contact me if the hospital couldn’t reach her, but surprise surprise. I got one text; and that was the last I heard from her.

Sorry. He was right, he’s a monster.
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The UvA gym, the workout bench where Nick lay glistening with sweat, the soaked tank top—it wasn’t only where we first met, it’s where we first smooched. In the locker room. Yeah, okay, after showering.

Don’t know how we got there, don’t care, but he pushes me against the tiled wall, tongue in my mouth, six foot four of macho-boy twinkdom, Dior Fahrenheit and body wash bouquet, one hand on my neck, the other guiding mine under his shirt. Nick, perfect-pec babe magnet, likely will have a girlfriend next week, but I’ll take my chances.

Wrong about the girlfriend; three years of exemplary fidelity instead. But when he pulls back and smiles at me, the corners of his mouth are split open to the ears and I see a row of bared, bloody teeth all the way to the back of his mouth. I touch my own lips and it’s like we just made out with a mouthful of raw mincemeat.

“It wasn’t an accident, Sam,” Nick says, and I can see his tongue, I mean the whole thing, and I start screaming. “Augustin is dead, and it wasn’t an accident . . .”
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I woke up in a panic, not screaming, just a groan from deep in my throat. I’d dozed off in the hard plastic chair by the window. The clock above the door showed 11:30 and the ICU was dead silent. Adrenaline supply not yet depleted, I staggered to my feet.

Nick was still asleep. Still hadn’t moved, but the motionless mound on the bed defined the hospital room. Hate saying it, but I could barely dare to look. All the getting used to the situation wiped out in one blow by what I saw when I entered the room at the wrong time. The dream was a horror show, okay, but this was real.

He was right; he’s a monster.

At the outdoor cafe in Ouchy, I had confided Nick’s harrowing words to Cécile. I couldn’t imagine what could have brought her to echo them like this. Maybe she’d come to the same conclusions as I did and was burdened with moral qualms greater than mine, but that was no explanation for abandoning her patient to his fate, just like that. What could scare an experienced nurse so much that it made her run away screaming in the middle of changing the bandages?

Nick slept. Sheet motionless. Lightning in the distance.

On the TV, the flawless faces and perfect six-packs had been replaced by experts analyzing Heidi Lötschentaler’s nose job, but I barely registered any of it. I walked to the window and looked out on Lausanne’s quarters, terraced on the various slopes, a cascade of yellow and orange light. Our hotel was more to the right, in the old city center, but my gaze wandered deeper down, to that mirror, the endless black lake that reflected the lights of villages pasted high up on the opposing mountains.

What drove people to live up there? And what had possessed Nick to make him so want to tempt gravity, to chase the clouds that ventured the highest ridges with such deceptive ease? Was life down below so pointless that he had to reduce his world to a spot from which the only way forward was downhill?

Something had happened up there, and from then on, things had gone solely downhill for Nick. Definitively for Augustin.

I realized that I was scared, irrationally scared, like a gust of wind on a cold winter night can scare a kid. Sounds became muffled, my thumping heart louder. I looked at my arm, felt the hairs creeping, as if the hospital room’s canned air was charged.

Jesus, what’s wrong with me?

When the lightning flashed again, revealing the contours of the mountains on the other side of the lake, I realized what had unsettled me: there was something conscious about them, something that deliberately made you stray from our trail of happiness. And once you lose your way in the mountains, gravity’s going to come and get you.

“There are holes in the ice,” Nick said.

I spun around to the bed.

A soft rustling sound accompanied the words that I thought I’d heard. Nick hadn’t budged, except that his head had slid sideways, as if he’d turned toward the window in his sleep.

It was a figment of your imagination; save that to your hard drive.

I’m sure I coulda convinced myself of that, but then I saw that Nick’s eyes were open, dark and drifting between the bandages. Awake. Despite the morphine, awake.

“Nick, you all right?” I asked. I walked over to the bed and took hold of his hand. It felt chilly. Unnaturally chilly. He didn’t seem to know I was there, stared right through me to the window, his eyes searching the mountains beyond it. I’d have expected them to be dulled by the morphine, but they were unusually fierce, exhibiting uncanny concentration and reflecting the distant lightning’s every spark.

Night terror, I thought. A sort of waking dream. He’s asleep, but with open eyes. It happens. He can’t talk; the muscles in his cheek were all slashed. Besides, he’d tear out all the stitches.

But then he looked right at me and spoke. “They look just like eyes. The water inside freezes and thaws, freezes and thaws.”

His voice was subdued by the gauzes, but the words were articulated and clear, and I will never forget them.

A broad, horrific smile broke through from behind the mummy mask. “And you will also find out what it’s like to fall. To fall . . . and to fall . . . and to fall . . . and to fall.”

My blood froze in my veins. That smile, I could see it in his eyes, like a stranger was staring at me, as if deep inside him, a door had opened and something else was looking out of it. And now I could see that grin on his face, too. It stretched the bandage seams tight, patches of blood blossoming on them like hideous flowers, so dark you’d swear they were black.

“Nick! Dammit, Nick, you’re freaking me out!”

I grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. His body shook like a rag doll, head rolling on his neck. “Nick! Come on, dude, say something! Talk to me, please . . .”

Stop! What are you doing? You could cause irreparable damage.

I stared at the bed in bewilderment.

Nick was asleep, as peacefully as before.

But the blotches of blood on the mask were real; the bandages were soaked with it.

The door flew open and the nurse, the one who wasn’t Cécile, stormed in, aghast. She stared at the bed. I stared at her.

She stared at me.

Déjà vu.

Then I ran past her out of the room.
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Next morning, I bought a ticket to New York at the Swiss desk in Geneva. This Airbus was bigger and disengaged itself from the surrounding ridges PDQ, but it was long after the last snowcapped summits were lost to view behind us and we were cruising westward in the sun-splashed sheer-clear stratosphere that I could detach my claws from the armrests.

Even then I didn’t feel free of the mountains’ clutches. That would take an entire ocean.

Landed at JFK at three EST. Phone on: sixteen missed calls, five texts, all from Louise Grevers. Didn’t read them, didn’t listen to my voicemail, whipped the SIM card out of my iPhone, bought an AT&T prepaid to use instead, then took an Uber into the city, where I stayed for the next three weeks.

No matter how far you’ve gone, or how long you’ve been away, home is where the door is always open, even when you’re on the lam.

It was America out there, but Europe was never far away.

Just had to close my eyes and I’d see that swaddled mask.

Then I’d see those dark bloodstains appear and hear him say, There are holes in the ice. They look just like eyes.
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