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ONE

2019

JENN

If he could only see inside her mind right now, he would know how much this means to her. Just being in the car with him. Gazing out the steamed-up window into the darkness, she watches as houses and streetlights flicker by like a blurry reel of film. After a moment, she reaches up to wipe at the glass, leaving a smudge at the centre. The ghost of her reflection smiles back.

And then it catches her again; that awful, sickening, plummeting feeling in the dark of her belly.

Turning quickly in the passenger seat, she looks over to Robbie’s large hands on the steering wheel, up to his rough stubble and mess of dark hair. She’s always thought he was too tall for the space; a clown in a toy car, with his knees almost jutting into the dashboard. She places her hand on one now, tries to just focus on him and the love she’s feeling. She’s so glad she came back.

‘What are you smiling about?’ he says softly, covering her hand with his own. And then he does it, squeezes twice, like all those times before. I love you.

She tilts her head back against the seat. ‘Nothing, I’m just happy.’ She smiles.

Memories from the past whirl around in her mind: the first time they met five years ago, falling in love, moving in together. A thousand amazing moments fill up her chest like bubbles. Other memories flit briefly through her head too, but she pushes them away. They don’t matter anymore.

Last night was perfect, their first night together after eight months apart. That moment when he opened his door, the almost disbelief in his eyes, the familiar scent of him. They paused for only a few lingering seconds before his hands were on her skin and his mouth was pressed against hers and they were backing into the bedroom, frantically, urgently, shedding each other’s clothes like no time had passed. Oh god. It was like how they were when they first met five years ago: twenty-five and drunk on love.

Then afterwards, as they’d lain together in the dark, he’d produced a small gift – a packet of jellybeans. She’d laughed into his chest. Oh, the beans! They’d meant the world to her, even though she had no clue where they would go from there.

The clenching sensation in her stomach starts again, needling at her, pushing at her. Tell the truth.

‘How was your shift anyway?’ he asks, and she smiles automatically.

She’s fine, it’s OK. It will all be OK.

‘Good, great really,’ she nods decisively. ‘I’m enjoying being back at it.’

She’d missed medicine; the feeling of being needed by people, of using her brain in the way it had been trained. It had been strange walking away from it all for a time. It had been strange walking away from everything for a time.

They slow down to a junction and she looks out of the window to where Edinburgh Castle sits up on its lofty crag in the distance. She’s always loved the way it can be viewed from all angles of the city: a lighthouse on the rocks. The engine reverberates beneath them as the wind buffets against the steel cocoon.

‘Was it absolute bloody chaos?’ He smiles.

She laughs, hearing all the familiar words between them resurface. ‘Yes, yes, it was absolute bloody chaos. You know what it’s like.’

‘Well, they’re lucky to have you back,’ he says. ‘Like me.’

She loves the way he just says what he means straight off. He’s like that about everything – good and bad. She’s always struggled to articulate anything difficult, anything that’s bothering her. The last thing she wants is to burden people with her problems. To be pitied.

There’s a beeping sound from her backpack and she reaches down into a side compartment, retrieves the scratched phone pocketed there. Pulling it out, she draws the screen to her and in a split second she feels the life drop out of her.

No, no, no, not now. Not yet.

Her heart is thumping against her chest.

Oh god. She wishes the traffic lights would just turn green again so they could move. Her body feels frantic, and there’s a fizzing in her veins. A surge. They’re at the front of a queue of cars, caught between two moments in time.

‘It’s green,’ she says, looking up at the bright circle above. Her voice is suddenly panicked, even to her own ears, and she realises her thumb nail is pressed into the opposite palm.

‘You alright?’ Robbie asks as he presses down on the accelerator and they lurch forwards, over the junction and down the arterial highway towards the city. Soon they’ll be back home, and she can get out of the car. Her body stills for a moment at the thought, a scintilla of peace. She tries to imagine them going for a walk in the Pentlands this weekend, where they’ve spent so many happy moments together, the rugged hills sucking them in for whole days at a time. She thinks of the gorse and the heather; the Scottish sky spinning its roulette wheel over them each time.

Her heart stops beating for a split second and she closes her eyes, wishes she could erase this moment in time. It feels like someone else is manipulating her mouth, speaking these words; an alien imposter sent here to destroy her life.

‘I’ve got to tell you something.’

The air seems to drain from the vehicle and, for a moment, she wonders if he heard what she said.

‘What’s up?’ he asks, but she can hear the uncertainty in his voice – the change mirroring her own.

‘Maybe we should wait until we’re home.’

‘Wait for what? I don’t understand.’

She can’t bring herself to answer, and tension seems to radiate from the other side of the car.

‘What’s going on?’ he presses, his voice troubled now and it takes all her strength just to hold it together. Her cheeks are hot, and when she opens her eyes, looks at her legging-clad legs, they are shaking.

Up ahead, she can see another junction coming and wills the lights to stay green. Please just keep the car going. Please don’t let it turn red. She allows herself to look over at Robbie and his eyes are stressed, hands welded onto the wheel. As they approach the lights, it starts to turn amber, but it’s too late for them to safely brake. Amber gambler, Robbie would have probably said on another day, as they soar across. She feels him glance at her. Movement on the road ahead. Something skids across from the other side; headlights rush towards them.




TWO

1999

JENNY

Sunlight catches the glittery silver of her new wellies and they wink back up at her. Two fishies by the sea. She smiles, feeling a cool breeze dance across her face. Below her boots, there are snake-like ripples of sand. She’s always thought the beach floor looks funny with the tide out. Like it’s forgotten to put clothes on.

Looking back up, it’s so bright Jenny has to squint out at the waves, which scuttle out into the distance. Seagulls float through cotton clouds, and salty freshness floods her nose. She shades her eyes, feeling the weight of layers on her shoulders; a scratchy fleece underneath her berry-red jacket, both of which are far too big. Her dad always buys things baggy – to grow into, he says. As the afternoon sun touches Jenny’s raised arm, she feels a sudden heat. Then, just as quickly, it’s gone, and spring winds flip black strands across her eyes, cutting the world into shoelaces of colour.

Across the water lies Cramond Island, a lonely bump of brown and green, as though one day it waded out too far and got stuck. People can actually get to the island now that the tide is out – her dad says it’s one of seventeen that can be walked to from the Scottish mainland. He knows lots of stuff like that. She wonders what it might be like at night, if any ghosts roam the shores dressed all in white. Maybe one day she’ll get to find out.

‘Jenny, over here!’ a voice cries and she turns. Her mum is standing near jagged rocks, hair flying around her head as she beckons with a pale hand and excited eyes. She’s wearing her long green coat and too-big wellies today. They make her look funny, like she’s a child dressing up in adult’s clothing. Picking up her yellow bucket from the sand, Jenny runs over, a few scallops and pen shells rattling around on the buttercup plastic. She hears the wet slap of sludgy ground as she goes, the wind hurtling in her ears. Her mum dips down again, looks at something.

‘What is it?’ Jenny asks, stumbling to a halt as she sees the pool of glassy water, like a hundred others they have gazed into together. ‘What did you find?’ She wonders if it’s a shore urchin, or perhaps a blenny – a pipefish maybe? Her mum is excited, so it must be good. They’ve been coming down to this beach since she can remember, the whole ten years of her life. She knows every creature that could possibly live in a rockpool: the sweeping curve of the whelks, the shiny loops of the ragworms – the regulars that are the anemones and winkles. Then Jenny sees it shifting, weaving under the freezing water.

‘A brittle star,’ she breathes, leaning forward onto her knees. Long octopus-like arms creep out of the water, and the strange creature starts to pull itself over rocks. It looks so familiar, but she’s only ever seen them on the pages of her animal books.

‘It’s a good spot, isn’t it?’ her mum says.

‘Dad said we couldn’t get them on the east coast?’

From her crouched position, her mum looks out towards the water where the brittle star must be headed, eagerly twisting its body back to the sea. She smiles, her cheeks a bubble-gum pink, eyes crinkling up at the sides.

‘Perhaps he just fancied an adventure.’

After a lingering moment, her mum shifts on her haunches, and lifts an empty cowrie from nearby sand. She dusts it off lightly, before dropping it into an ocean-blue bucket with a clatter.

Jenny looks about herself and sees her dad a little further up the beach where the ground is firmer. He’s kneeling heavily in the sand, navy jumper rolled up on his hairy arms. As he pats around today’s construction, curls flap by his wind-burnt ears like a dog. Jenny runs the short distance between her parents, energy coursing through her legs, her arms, all the way to her fingertips. To the left, grassy hills rise up and away from the promenade – great for rolling down in summer. A dog walker passes by, but there is no one else on the beach, oddly. Today, it is just them.

In front of her dad lies a perfectly carved castle, with turrets, a drawbridge and a deep moat. It’s huge, and just marvellous. In his job he builds actual houses and buildings and things – places she’s seen the blueprints for in his messy study. But down here, he makes it up as he goes. All so Jenny can score it at the end.

‘So, what will it be?’ her dad says, and she smiles up at his bushy eyebrows and too-big ears – like hers.

After a little pacing around and pressing one finger to her lips, she comes to a dramatic halt. ‘Nine point six,’ she says, and folds her arms with a nod. Looking up, she knows he’s delighted, by the way his smile pushes into his cheeks. But he would never say it. He never says all that much – not like her friends’ dads, with their goofy jokes and silly voices. Not like her mum. She watches as he brushes his hands on the front of his cord trousers, hard grains on soft ridges. But it only seems to make him look sandier, and his palms are still covered. She wants to laugh, and thinks how much she loves him.

‘Marian,’ he calls into the wind, and Jenny turns. Her mum smiles across at them. He gives her a small, beckoning wave, and with that gesture, Jenny knows it’s time for home. Hot Ribena will be served and she might get a chocolate bourbon if she’s lucky – her mum will sneak her another later when her dad’s not looking. Then, as he starts to prepare dinner, her mum will wash her shells in the kitchen sink, and tell her stories, as the evening light from the kitchen window turns her hair a sunset red.

With her dad on one side, and her mum on the other, they say goodbye to the castle, and walk back off the beach towards the sea of rocks. Jenny takes her time, leaping from stone to stone. There are crocodiles below, and she must avoid them or risk falling into their toothy mouths. Snap. She feels the sharpness through the rubber of her boots, but her ankles hold steady. One day she’ll go somewhere like in the books, with jungles and fast-flowing rivers – up mountains so high they disappear into the clouds.

On reaching the promenade, Jenny looks back down onto the beach. She takes a final mental photo of the castle, sees the beach pulling the waves slowly back up itself. It will disappear soon. As she’s about to turn, something catches her eye along the sand. She blinks and squints, but there’s nothing actually there. A shiver goes down her spine, and she has the strangest feeling that she’s been in this exact moment before.

Her mum calls it the faraways.

‘Everything OK?’

She looks round at her dad, who raises a questioning eyebrow, before wrapping one arm around her shoulder. Her mum is already up ahead. She drifts up the grassy slope, blue bucket swinging in the breeze. A kite appears in the sky above, its green material waving at her playfully. As she runs ahead to see it better, the world seems to go hazy, and it’s as though the kite blurs away to nothing.




THREE

2014

ROBBIE

Green material waving above me. I’m somewhere loud and packed. What the hell is happening? Vaulted ceiling above, green bunting strung wall-to-wall. Fiddle music blasting, drunken chatter swims in and out of my ears. My heart is hammering and there’s a dull pain at the side of my head. It pulses.

People are swarming all around me, mainly men, all a bit pissed-looking, all with a drink in their hand. There’s a bar along the back wall, a mirror behind it. I know this place. It’s that Irish bar, in The Cowgate. I used to come here when I was younger.

But where’s the beach? Where’s Jenn? And why the fuck was she so young? Like a version I saw once in a battered photo album, from before her dad left. She looked about ten, eleven maybe? They called her Jenny.

Am I dreaming?

When I wake up, I’ll roll over to Jenn and say, I had the strangest dream, where I couldn’t wake myself up. And you were there, but it wasn’t you. And she’ll just smile and roll her eyes like I’m being daft as usual.

I look into the mass of people and a feeling rushes through me, like I’ve been in this exact moment before. But my thoughts are blurry, like a high-speed train whizzing by. I can’t think straight.

A roar of laughter. A few guys walk towards me, drinks in hand.

My heart leaps.

I know them – from school. That’s right. Doug, Rory and Gus. Absolute liabilities. Shit, I haven’t seen this lot in years now. I used to go out drinking with them loads though after I got back from Chamonix.

Before I met Jenn.

The guys come to a stop beside me and my panic lifts slightly. Perhaps I’m not going completely mad. Did I hit my head or something? Did I come here to meet them? Some sort of reunion maybe. I start to think frantically about what happened earlier, how I got here.

Perhaps I’ve had way too many pints tonight and it’s caused some sort of epic memory lapse.

Except I don’t actually feel drunk at all right now.

I feel pretty fucking sober.

Gus pushes back his surfer-blond hair and takes a sip of his pint, entirely oblivious to me standing here. I’m about to say something, when I see someone coming out of the shadows over to the right. The familiar form of a woman appears, pale white and slim, with dark pixie hair. I breathe a sigh of relief, even though my head is alerting to me something. Veering quickly over to her, I wait for her to clock me, for those big green eyes to light up.

She walks straight past.

‘Jenn—’ I start, but am immediately silenced at the sight of another figure moving away from the bar, cutting across the room at the exact moment she passes.

Time seems to stop, as they crash into each other blindly, his pint spilling over her and the floor as she stumbles back with a ‘shit’. My stomach drops, as a twisted recognition creeps through me. He’s too tall, and dishevelled, his jawline thick with stubble and hair unkempt. He looks as though he doesn’t wash, but a glint of an expensive watch on his wrist suggests something else. He starts saying he’s sorry, and with some lightheaded alarm, I realise what I’m looking at.

It’s me.

And Jenn’s hair is short, like before. She’s carrying that blue coat she used to love – the beer stain never completely faded. I’ve experienced this whole scene before. This was where we first met. This was it, the day that changed everything.

I reach out to a high table beside me, but I can’t seem to catch my breath.

What’s happening to me?

Jenn starts to walk away from him finally, and I can’t help chasing after her. ‘Hello?’

But my voice sounds cut off, muted, like the volume is turned down. There’s no carry, no follow through. I try again. I shout at her. But she can’t hear me. It’s like I’m somewhere and nowhere at all.

She stops briefly for some napkins at the bar, wipes vaguely at the stain on her coat. A thought occurs to me and I turn to the mirror along the wall.

I’m not there.

I have no reflection.

A pint glass on the bar. I reach my hand out to touch it, find that it’s cold and firm. Disturbingly real.

I feel like I’m about to pass out. But who would care? I’m not even sure this is happening.

A hand on Jenn’s shoulder in the mirror. She turns sharply, an almost hopeful look in her eyes.

It’s him again.

Me.

‘Hey,’ she smiles, a question mark across her face.

‘The thing is,’ he starts, and he breathes in. ‘I’ve got this rule that if I spill a drink on anyone in an Irish bar, I’ve got to buy them one to say sorry.’

Oh god, did I really say that?

She smiles up at him, but then her eyes seem to catch something over his shoulder. ‘I think my friends might have already got a drink for me actually,’ she says, almost apologetically.

He raises his hands to the side. ‘God loves a trier.’

As my old self walks away again slowly, Jenn bites her lip, like she does when she’s thinking something over.

‘Hey,’ she says after a moment, and he looks back a little too quickly.

Play it cool.

‘Maybe I could just have one,’ Jenn says, and raises her eyebrows. ‘I mean, you do owe me an apology for the body slam.’

He grins, just as the band kicks off with another song.

‘Fisherman’s Blues’.

‘I’ve got a better idea first,’ he says, and before I know it, he’s taken her hand, led her away. Weaving into the throng of people in front of the band, he spins her around quickly so they almost seem to disappear into the mass of people. They dance together like that for the rest of the song, spinning and laughing, both of them grinning like crazy.

And without understanding why, I move closer, unable to take my eyes off them.

Eventually the song stops, drums crash out their ending and they pause in front of me to catch their breath. He claps loudly in the air, shouts his appreciation at the band; wolf whistles. He’s sweating, small beads forming at the top of his brow.

He’s a fucking mess, but the way she’s smiling up at him.

She looks so damn happy.

‘I’m Robbie,’ he says, in the lull before the next song.

‘And I’m Jenn.’

A moment later and they’re back dancing again, their hands still joined together, and I can almost feel the light touch of her fingers on mine; sense her smiling right beside me.

JENN

It’s cold and dark outside on the cobbles as she waits. Old Town buildings loom up all around her: the castle up on the right, the Irish bar to her left. Pubs are in the process of shutting up, people roaming around everywhere, shouting to each other, stumbling. She looks towards the door, and as the last of the stragglers come out, her heart starts to beat quickly.

And then she sees him, walking out of the light of the Irish Bar towards her; and her heart does a little leap. He shrugs a winter coat on as he approaches, hair a riot from their dancing.

God, I fancy him.

‘Didn’t think you’d get rid of me that easily?’ he says, smiling down at her in a way which makes her stomach flutter. ‘Sorry, the coat queue was massive.’

I was so worried he’d disappeared on me.

‘I was giving you thirty seconds,’ she says, ‘and then I was off to find a late-night kebab.’

‘A kebab girl then?’ They start to walk away over the cobbles together. ‘You’re a woman after my own heart.’

She laughs, but it’s sort of weird – she’s got the strangest sense of déjà vu, like they’ve had this exact conversation before, this exact night. Shaking the feeling off, she tries to focus on the here and now.

‘So, where is it you live?’ he says, over the smashing sound of bottles.

‘Just five minutes up that way, Tollcross.’ She points over to the left.

‘Cool. You’re on my way.’

Her stomach flutters again with anticipation.

‘Are you making sure I get home safe or something archaic?’

‘Absolutely,’ he grins. ‘It’s the gentlemanly thing to do, surely?’

‘Uh huh,’ she smiles. ‘Just so we’re clear here, nothing’s going to happen tonight.’

‘I never said it would.’

He takes her hand in his, and she feels something like an electrical current right through her. They drift up towards her flat, chatting about everything and nothing. She tells him she’s a doctor, he tells her he’s a chef, and she finds herself bursting into laughter every two seconds as he chats about stupid stuff at his restaurant. She’s not sure she’s ever sparked with someone like this before, but the timing is just so crap.

How is she only just meeting him now?

Outside her blue front door finally, they stand under the hazy glow of a streetlight.

‘Do you fancy a drink at mine?’ she says, nerves flooding her suddenly. ‘I mean, don’t worry if you need to get home.’

Robbie smiles at her. ‘I absolutely do not need to get back home.’

She nods. ‘OK then.’

Leading him up the dingy stairwell, she feels the tension all around them; that atmosphere before something happens between two people. Opening the flat door, she lets him into the cramped hallway, and she wonders what kind of place he lives in. She got the sense earlier on in the Irish bar that he’s from a bit of money, and has a ‘normal’ type of family. Self-consciousness jabs at her.

Her life is a little more complicated.

They’re standing so close in the dark now, eyes on each other, and for a moment she thinks he might kiss her right there by the coat pegs.

She swallows. ‘I’ll just go get us a couple of drinks, OK?’

Ushering him into the living room, she goes to find something, anything, drinkable in the kitchen. She scans the fridge, spies two bottles of beer behind some mouldy-looking cheese at the back; Susie’s boyfriend must have brought them over. ‘Sorry, Paul,’ she mutters to herself, before taking them through to the living room. As she approaches the door, she pauses briefly in the dark hall to see Robbie leaning awkwardly on the small sofa, one arm along the back, like he’s trying really hard to seem nonchalant. Suppressing a smile, she walks in and he looks up sharply.

‘Here you go,’ she says as casually as she can, and passes him a bottle, before sitting down on the other side. They both take a sip of their beer at the same time.

‘So, just you living here?’ he says finally. He’s drumming his fingers lightly on the back on the sofa, and she gets the impression he never really sits still.

Or is he nervous too?

‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘I live with another girl from the hospital right now, Susie.’

‘Oh, cool, cool,’ he says, leaning forwards slightly. ‘She here then, tonight?’

‘No, she’s staying at her boyfriend’s.’

‘Great, great,’ he says, a little too enthusiastically and she smiles. He reddens. The space between them seems to have closed in now somehow. Their knees are tilted towards each other, practically touching. He shifts his arm along an inch further, and she sucks in air, knowing instinctively what’s about to happen.

Her skin prickles, and for a bizarre moment she has the feeling that someone else is here in the room with them too. But when she glances around, there is nothing.

As she turns back, he kisses her, their mouths pressing roughly, urgently, against each other. He tastes metallic, oddly familiar, and she’s not sure she’s ever felt so alive before. He wraps his arms around her and she forgets every thought in her head, losing herself in time.

ROBBIE

A purple bed. Two figures under the sheets, threaded through each other. It’s Jenn and my other self again. Light shines in under an old blind and the air is heavy with the scent of sleep and last night’s alcohol. Jenn laughs at something my other self has said, that wonderful peal of noise, and he smiles back, entranced.

I must be dreaming still about the first time we met – going back up to hers, our first kiss, our first night together. But it’s just so strange how it all keeps going like this, how it all feels so very real.

I’m ready to wake up now. But I’m also not. I want to stay in this moment a little bit longer.

When everything in my life changed.

I wasn’t even supposed to be at the Irish bar that night. I was supposed to be working at the restaurant. But at the last minute, Matt switched with me for the Friday – some gig he wanted to go to apparently. I checked in with some guys from school, headed to meet them for pints as early as I could. We bounced around from bar to bar, and as I listened to their tales of promotions into ‘proper’ jobs – lawyers, accountants, surveyors – I started to miss the Alps again. I wasn’t sure where my place in Edinburgh was anymore.

Looking back, I was completely lost. No clue. No plan.

But when I met Jenn that night in the Irish bar, something anchored in the pit of my stomach.

She was different – weirdly tall, with short hair. Not my usual type at all. But the way her eyes crinkled up when she smiled at me, I just melted.

And I didn’t want the evening to end. Not because I wanted to sleep with her – I did, at some point, of course – just not the first night. Because even then, I think I knew we were on the verge of something important.

We talked until the sun came up, too excited by each other’s company to actually fall asleep. She didn’t tell me too much about her past come to think of it – didn’t seem to want to speak about it. But I had all the information I needed to know. She was awesome and that was all that mattered. At some point she told me her favourite sweets were jellybeans, and I told her I’d buy her some the next day.

Because I just knew I had to see her again.

The other Robbie starts kissing her again, and I remember that feeling so well now; that intensity in the pit of my stomach, that hold she had over me. Then without warning, I think about the day she left me four years later, without any explanation.

A lightness in my head again, that pulse growing heavier against my skull, thumping insistently. I try to keep my eyes on them, but the room seems to get brighter by the second, and the image of them together on the purple bed fades out like a photo left too long in the sun.

ROBBIE

I’m back in the driver’s seat. The car. My hands are welded to the wheel. Outside, the front window is that bright, bright circle of light, now glaring at me. And sitting beside me is Jenn. But I can’t seem to turn to her. I cannot move my limbs.

This is where it started.

Here, in the car, driving home.

I remember now. We were talking about her work; I was squeezing her hand.

I love you.

But the rest of our conversation is blurry for some reason, and nothing is moving now. I can see dust particles suspended in the air between us, sparkling in the light. My heart is racing but I can’t seem to do anything.

Then it moves. The beam inches just the tiniest fraction towards us, and I know in that moment that it’s something big on the other side of the glass. Maybe a truck, maybe a bus – I’m not sure. But it’s coming for us.

And she’s seen it too.
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