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			‘Damn you, spoilt creature; I shan’t make you love me any the more by giving myself away like this.’

			             Vita Sackville-­West’s letter to Virginia Woolf

			 

			 

			 

			‘Hate is a bottomless cup; I will pour and pour.’

			        Medea, Euripides

		

	
		
			 

			2018

			People looked at the photographs and decided they knew everything about us. Believing in the oil spill of newspaper ink, how it clung to every shadow, conspiring grit and gloom. Always the same photos, of the farmhouse coming apart. Gaping windows, streaks of blood across the kitchen floor where the women had walked with glass in their feet. Walls swollen with damp, an overturned chair. In every grainy shot, the whisper of chaos. Even on the internet, in the blogs and top-­ten lists which regurgitated the same information over and over again, the photographs never improved. It didn’t seem to matter. People looked at them and came to their own conclusions – about Breach House, and about us. What kind of women we were. They never saw us in the summer, how we dug our hands into the soil. The long evenings spent on the lawn. 

			They never saw the life we had made for ourselves. 

			The memory of those first few days after everything happened sat briny in me, perfectly preserved. I could close my eyes and recall what I ate for dinner, what brand of soap I used to clean myself with, scrubbing so hard I left pink contrails across my skin. The constant static of news in the background, waiting for the moment when I’d hear a name I recognised, perhaps even my own. Part of me disappointed when it didn’t come. All of my clothes were gone and so I went rooting around in my mother’s wardrobe for something to wear, found that it was all too big for me. I twisted in front of the mirror, examining the planes and divots of my body, the bone that now jutted from my hips. 

			And then, finally, walking past the television one morning and seeing Breach House garlanded in police tape, a series of grave faces peering shock-­drunk into the camera. At that point there was so little information that journalists resorted to frantic interviews with locals, only half of whom had known the place existed at all. Those who did could only shrug, their eyes wide and bright, unable to express everything they felt. 

			A pilgrimage amassed. Only a few at first, people who had watched the news or read the paper and wanted to see for themselves. And then more. They came from all across the country and seemed overly prepared, as if they’d been sat quietly in the dark, waiting for it to happen. At night, they climbed the barricades and entered the house, took home souvenirs to show their friends and family. Someone’s jumper, a broken dinner plate. Convinced that what they were doing was more noble than theft: it was preservation. 

			In the years that followed I went on eBay, searching through listings of yellowed paperbacks, hairbrushes, underwear; shrapnel sellers claimed came from the farm. Some listings mentioned items that contained dark stains, and these usually sold for more. I followed each bidding war closely, surprised by how much someone was willing to pay to feel like they owned a little piece of us. We were collectible. I was hopeful it wouldn’t last, that another tragedy would come along and people would forget what had happened. But they continued to talk about us, our story passing from one mouth into another until it changed shape, was chewed into legend.

			I began spending more and more time online, searching. Her name appeared in a couple of blogs, but the information was always vague, teetering. Nobody knew her last name and so her first stuck out, rang on the page like a bell. Hazel, Hazel. It gave me a kind of comfort, that the rest of the world knew so little about her. I scavenged through forums, hoping for a sign. She must be out there. At the very least, she must be alive. I would sense that much, wouldn’t I? 

			How easily it returned, the past. There were so many things that could wrench me back to that summer. Heat rising from the engine of an old car, light dappled over water. The smell of jasmine which had the power to tear open an almost-­forgotten space in me, flood my body with adrenaline. 

			Sometimes I wished I’d never met her. That my life had remained dependable and ordinary, leading from one day into the next. The natural conclusion of a career, a marriage, a baby. And other times I’d wake in the middle of the night and find myself grasping for something, my hands splayed as if to say: don’t go, stay. 

		

	
		
			PART ONE:

			SPRING

		

	
		
			1

			2008

			It was March, warm and wet, the first time she appeared.

			Only segments of her body were visible through the trees, an initial glimpse of waist and hip and clavicle. And then her hair the colour of a burnished penny, brushing lightly against her tailbone. She must have been cold, dressed only in a skirt and blouse, the sort of thing you’d find in a charity shop. A pair of boots that looked a size too big for her feet. As she came towards me, I realised I was holding my breath, waiting for something to happen. She hadn’t seen me yet, was busy searching the ground for something. Up close, there was a plumpness to her I hadn’t noticed before, a soft sculpt of chin, the band of her skirt cutting into her waist and drawing the flesh out. Her mouth which was red and wet like a wound. Everything about her smacking of excess. 

			I wouldn’t have seen her at all if it hadn’t been for my mother and her dog, James. The three of us had gone walking on the downs, something we did not usually do together. My mother had recently become self-­conscious about putting weight on, how it made her look, and she was trying to lose it. However, as soon as we’d arrived, I knew it had been a mistake to come. We weren’t dressed for the weather. It was colder than I’d been expecting, and the sky hung heavy, threatening rain. At the first sound of thunder, James took off into the woods, and I was sent to retrieve him.

			The woman bent over and picked something out of the dirt. After a moment I realised they were mushrooms, porous-­looking morels. As she crouched, I caught a glimpse of underwear beneath her skirt, a girlish floral pattern. The knowledge of it was searing, embarrassing – but something else as well. Something that felt like power. She held the mushrooms up to her face, inspecting each one closely before slipping them into the pocket of her skirt. 

			Suddenly, James burst through the trees, his snout pressed to the ground, hoovering up the trails of other animals. He ran straight for me, barking and slobbering, running excited circles around my feet. Bloody dog. The woman stood up quickly, her pockets bulging with the mushrooms, and looked. Something seemed to pass between us, a kind of fissure. As she held my gaze, I felt the pent-­up breath catch in my throat and shoot its way out, forcing me to cough, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. Through a film of tears, I saw the other woman begin to smile. Place a hand around her own throat as if she were the one choking, as if our lungs were the same. 

			I squeezed my eyes shut to clear them and when I opened them again, she was gone. 

			*

			The house I grew up in was sagging, its white walls pocked with chipped plaster and bird shit, arterial trails across the front where ivy once grew and died. The garden was overgrown, weeds displacing the concrete slabs, making them topple underfoot. Crushed cider cans and crisp packets peppered the ground where teenagers had carelessly tossed them. There was an alleyway behind the house where they sometimes liked to gather, play music and feel each other in the dark. When I was a child, we’d had a family meeting to discuss what colour to paint the front door. I’d voted purple, but my mother said people didn’t paint their front doors purple and in the end we’d chosen green. It was a cartoonish hue, like dollar bills, flaking now but still insistently bright.

			There was a gust of stale air as we struggled inside, mingled with the lingering smell of fat. My mother wasn’t a good cook. Her bacon was always pink and floppy, unrendered curls of rind that lodged in your throat. When she used to make me porridge before school it would sit thick in the bowl like clay. 

			I went into the kitchen to make sandwiches. There was cheddar in the fridge and a packet of roast beef that had an iridescent sheen to it. I gave it a sniff, thought it smelled okay. Outside, the wind had begun to pick up. It knocked on the windows, rattled them. 

			‘We made it back just in time,’ my mother said, following me into the kitchen. She put the kettle on to boil and leaned her backside against the counter. People said we looked alike, but I only saw my father, the same crook in our noses, dry-­skinned and short-­sighted. It wasn’t something I’d ever point out. He’d been gone almost twelve years, buried in pieces because his car had slipped under a truck. I remembered him in vivid bursts – how well he got on with everyone, the tins of mackerel he’d open and then forget about, leaving them to fester in the fridge. When he went on work trips he’d call the house phone and pretend to be someone else, a spy or a criminal who was holding my father hostage, always demanding to know how much I loved him, how far I’d be willing to go to save him. 

			We took our lunch through to the dining room which overlooked the rear garden. Tangles of mint grew wild, suffocating the other plants, sending their suckers back into the ground. After the rain, I knew, the smell of menthol would steep the air, sharp and clean. Years ago, we used to have a gardener who sometimes left Jehovah’s Witness leaflets around the house, until one day they stopped coming and no one had thought to replace them. 

			‘I’m thinking about dyeing my hair,’ my mother said with her mouth half full. 

			This might have caught someone else off guard, but I was used to these diversions of hers, the little trips in logic. I sat back, tipping my head to one side. ‘What colour would you dye it?’ I asked. 

			‘I don’t know, blonde, maybe. With a fringe. Or would that look too desperate at my age?’ 

			‘Maybe,’ I said. 

			She pursed her lips, pushed her plate away. ‘I don’t want any more. The bread tastes stale.’

			As I looked down, I saw her touch her thumb and forefinger together in a series of taps, like Morse code. Tap, tap, tap-­tap-­tap. Trying to complete some unknown pattern, a compulsion I’d noticed for the first time a few months after my father died. Other behaviours followed: adjusting the volume of the television in multiples of two or five, eating dinner every night at six or not at all. She armed herself in ritual, as if it might help predict what would come next. Once, when I brought my boyfriend, Nathan, home for dinner, she leaned across the table and adjusted the angle of the fork on his plate, smiling up at him. Afterwards he’d asked me if she was an alcoholic. 

			It wasn’t always this way. When I was a girl she would iron my school shirts very carefully, bake carrot cake for my birthday, the cream-­cheese frosting, which was soft and sweet and sat like glue between my fingers. She knew the names of all my friends and, more importantly, the names of my enemies, gleefully cursing them on our morning rides to school. She would sing in the bath, her voice throaty with steam, emerging in great clouds of it, her beautiful pink body.

			But that was years ago. I was thirty-­two now, the same age she’d been when she’d had me. 

			‘I should go upstairs and sort through the rest of my things,’ I said, sitting back in my chair. ‘Finish unpacking.’

			She looked at me over her cup of tea, the liquid gulping down her throat as she swallowed. ‘I’ve had a think about that. It doesn’t make sense for you to unpack everything, especially if something changes. Seems a waste of effort.’

			‘Nothing’s going to change,’ I said, the words falling flat with repetition. ‘And I can’t keep living out of boxes.’

			The plates on the table rattled as she leaned in close, sour coffee breath. ‘You could speak to Nathan, though. If you spoke, things might feel different. You might feel different.’ 

			‘Mum,’ I said, a gentle plea. 

			She turned towards the window. I felt her disappointment keenly, like a lump below the skin. Nathan and I had broken up almost two months ago, but she kept worrying at the fact, treated it like a temporary thing, something we’d get over. I knew she thought I hadn’t tried hard enough to salvage my relationship with him, or that it must have been my fault somehow. She worried that my failures were a reflection of her own, that people would look at me and see a continuation of her own humiliation. 

			Maybe she was right. 

			I left her and went upstairs before she could say anything else. My bedroom hadn’t changed much over the years. The mauve carpet, which my parents had thought was a good idea when they’d first moved in, was now threadbare in several places, worn down to the floorboards underneath. There’d been a brief period of time, after I’d gone to university, when my mother had thought about turning the room into a gym. A stationary bicycle was still pushed up against one wall, functioning now as a clothes horse.

			I sat down and began sorting through the pile of cardboard boxes with my name on them. Nathan had done most of the packing, thinking he was being helpful, but the neatly folded dresses and ornaments wrapped in newspaper felt too eager. I thumbed through a stack of CD cases, half of them empty, and thought that perhaps my mother had a point: why bother unpacking, if this was all I had to show for myself? A life that could be gathered in a few boxes, made small. There was something defeating about it too, the suspicion that if I moved back into my old bedroom I’d never leave it again.

			I could hear my mother moving around in the kitchen downstairs, the run of the sink as she did the washing-­up.

			I did not want to get stuck here. I could not.

			*

			Later that night in bed I thought about the woman in the woods. The moment had been fleeting, and yet I couldn’t stop scrutinising it, breaking each second down into its component parts. Her copper hair, the way she’d pushed her body through the trees as if she didn’t care what happened to it. She reminded me of something that lived in the water, strange and slippery like an eel: a formless thing that seemed to change shape the longer you looked at it. 

		

	
		
			2

			Nessa’s boyfriend, David, was not the type of man to judge things by taste: he needed to know the measurements for everything. Consulting his recipe book as he fixed another round of cocktails, the pneumatic sound of ice churning in its metal shaker.

			They’d been together a few years now. I’d been surprised when Nessa had first introduced me to him – so unlike the men she’d dated in the past. Nessa liked big men, broad and loud, the kind who drowned their food in vinegar. But everything about David was slender: his hands, his temper, his mouth.

			‘What are you making?’ I asked.

			‘Amaretto sours,’ he replied, beginning to pour. I could tell straight away he’d overmixed the egg whites, the liquid sitting thick and syrupy in the glass, smelling of arsenic.

			Nessa had texted me earlier to say she was hosting, and that I should arrive by seven. She no longer checked to see if I had other plans, knew me well enough to assume that I didn’t. Helen and Adam – friends from university – were over as well, already busy exchanging work anecdotes. Stories of misplaced lanyards and deplorable managers, colleagues they prayed would quit and uncomfortable office chairs. I had no stories like that. Sometimes I thought it would be nice if I did, something that would allow me to join in their complaining. But then one of them would talk about spreadsheets or synergy and I’d feel physically ill.

			‘When did we order the food?’ Helen asked, sipping from the drink David handed to her. I noticed the muscles in her jaw stiffen, resisting the urge to gag. She placed the glass down on the table and dabbed at her bottom lip, wiping away the excess foam. ‘We should call the manager and complain.’

			Helen was very beautiful. She reminded me of the girls I went to school with who used eyelash curlers and were always being harassed by boys. Even when she was being unpleasant you couldn’t help but feel drawn to her, in the way all people are drawn to beautiful things.

			She turned on the television, scrolling through the channels before deciding on a property programme, the lipsticked presenter showing a retired couple around a villa – somewhere warm, France or Spain.

			‘How’s work, Iris?’ Adam asked.

			‘It’s okay,’ I shrugged. ‘My manager is all right.’

			‘I’ve lost the plot,’ Helen said, not looking away from the screen. ‘Where are you working now, the deli?’

			‘Off-­licence,’ Nessa corrected her. Impossible not to hear the judgement in her voice.

			‘That still qualifies you as the best person to get us pissed,’ Adam said. I smiled, grateful.

			Helen continued: ‘And what about Nathan?’ Something threatening in the way she turned to me, her lips puckering with sympathy. ‘Have you heard from him at all?’

			I shook my head.

			‘Men can be such pigs, can’t they?’

			‘I keep telling her to get back out there,’ Nessa said. ‘Sitting around moping is the worst thing you can do. You need to be proactive.’

			Helen nodded slowly like a great wisdom had been imparted.

			Nessa’s desire to corral my life into a size and shape that was similar to her own was nothing new. She’d been trying to map out our futures since uni. We would both get jobs that afforded us houses with patios, perfect for barbecues in the summer. Our husbands would get along, perhaps even play squash together once a week. There’d be a well-­behaved dog or cat to dote upon – and later on, children. I knew I should want these things too, and yet I kept finding myself tetherless, slipping further away from Nessa’s nuclear ideal and unable to tell whether that was such a bad thing.

			The couple on television were crying now. I could see by the camera angles that the presenter had asked them a personal question, something to invoke tragedy. Did these people agree to humiliation before going on the show? Did they know? The woman shredded a tissue between her fingers, a membrane of mucus suspended between her nose and hand. Someone should have cleaned it away for her – her husband – but instead they let her go on like that, sobbing and leaking. 

			‘Another round?’ David asked.

			‘I can help,’ I said, following him into the kitchen.

			He opened his recipe book and began chopping lemons. He was good with a knife, slicing confidently through the peel. Outside, I could hear Nessa and Helen talking in a hush. Imagined their heads bent low, almost touching.

			‘She’s just worried about you.’ David had stopped chopping, was looking sideways at me. ‘We all are. We just want to make sure you’re okay.’

			‘Why wouldn’t I be okay?’

			‘How you’ve been lately,’ he told me. ‘The break-­up with Nathan, moving back into your mum’s. It would be a lot for anyone.’

			‘I’m not about to kill myself,’ I laughed.

			David flashed a hollow smile and crossed over to the sink. The kitchen was tiny, enough for a fridge and a couple of laminate cabinets, and it meant he had to go around me, his body brushing, briefly, alongside mine. I tried to gauge the closeness of him, if he pressed himself harder than was necessary against me. Lingered a moment too long, so that I felt the shape of him through his clothing. I watched his face as he rinsed the cocktail shaker, but there was nothing there, no hint of knowing. 

			*

			By the time the food arrived it was dark, the moon a ruddy thing in the sky. We’d ordered Indian food, but there were foil cartons filled with portions of chips and onion rings, slack from the steam, which Nessa piled on to her plate. She’d never been an adventurous eater. We crowded round the small dining table, our elbows jutting as David fiddled with the CD player, the gravelled undertones of Stevie Nicks filling the gaps in conversation while we ate. Helen insisted on sharing a main course with Adam and made a point out of serving him herself, giving him the largest chunks of meat so she was left with the onions and gristle, picking at them and smiling like she’d made some personal sacrifice. I wondered if he knew she was in love with him.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want any more of this korma?’ he asked her, holding up the foil carton.

			She placed a hand over her stomach. ‘I better not. I really need to lose weight.’ It was obvious she wanted Adam to disagree with her; she was putting herself down so he could pick her back up again. But he either didn’t notice or was uninterested in her little game, spooning more curry on to his plate. 

			David served a third round of drinks, better this time: Nessa must have helped. I drank quickly, without really tasting anything, the edges of my mind gradually blurring into pleasant nothingness. I blinked around the table, watching the others talk but no longer able to follow the thread of their conversation. Somebody must have told a joke because suddenly they were all laughing, so loudly it bordered on hysteria.

			My hand felt heavy as I picked up my fork, cumbersome. I let go without thinking and watched it fall on to the table, shattering a poppadom. Helen gave a small cry, rearing back in her seat. Nessa looked at me, her annoyance tamped down by a parental patience. 

			‘Come on then, Iris,’ she said to me. ‘We were just talking about our plans for the year, what we want to achieve. So: what do you want to achieve?’

			I told her I wasn’t sure.

			‘You must have some idea though,’ she pressed. ‘I mean, you can’t carry on like this forever. There will be things you want to do. Move out of your mum’s, meet someone new.’

			I made a noncommittal noise. Nessa was a good friend – my best by default – but her pragmatism was exhausting. She’d always known the things she wanted in life and how to get them, whereas my desires had no clear shape, sat inside me like a clam, impossible to shuck open. All I knew is that I wanted something different; something more.

			‘If you’re looking for a place to live, I might know somewhere,’ Helen said. ‘My sister couch-­hopped a bit last year after she lost her job. She ended up at this place out in the sticks for a few months and said it was just what she needed.’ 

			‘Isn’t she a vegan now?’ Nessa asked. 

			‘Don’t get her started,’ Adam said, making a point of rolling his eyes. ‘Her sister’s a nutjob.’

			‘Why is she a nutjob?’ David asked.

			‘The last time I saw her, all she did was talk about how my clothes cost too much money and that it was sexist to kiss her goodbye on the cheek.’

			David laughed, but I could see the hurt on Helen’s face. ‘You’ve only met her once,’ she said. ‘She’s been through a hard time. But this place helped.’

			‘It sounds like a spa or something,’ Nessa said.

			‘Or a cult,’ Adam added.

			Helen reached into her handbag, strung on the back of her chair, tubes of lipstick clattering as she searched for her phone. ‘It’s a place for women who, I don’t know, need a change of scenery. I have the number here somewhere if you want.’

			She slid a napkin across the table to me. Underneath the phone number were two words: Breach House.

			‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’ Helen’s helpfulness surprised me. I tried to smile at her, but she’d already turned away, was locked in conversation again with Nessa. I traced my thumb across the napkin, watching as the ink bled into the tissue. 

		

	
		
			3 

			There was a memory of Nathan I couldn’t quite shake loose. It was during those final few weeks, when we were barely speaking to one another, already living separate lives. I’d suggested going for lunch at our favourite pub, the Wheatsheaf. We liked it because there were three springer spaniels who sat at the bar all day, their faces resting on the counter-­top so you had to thread your hand through a tangle of ears and snouts to get your pint. Nathan always ordered the fish-­finger sandwich, could eat all of his and mine and still have room for dessert. Over the years I’d found myself leaving the food on my plate for him to finish, even if I wasn’t full yet: it felt like the sort of thing a good girlfriend should do. 

			We sat at our usual table, eating and watching the dogs. Nathan took a long sip of his pint and when he put it back down again there was a foam moustache along his upper lip. I smiled, gestured to it, but he wasn’t looking at me. He’d barely spoken a word since we arrived and I wondered if he would have noticed if I hadn’t come, if I hadn’t got into the car with him at all. 

			A couple walked past our table and I recognised the man as one of Nathan’s work friends. He stopped next to us and punched Nathan gently in the shoulder. 

			‘Small world,’ he said. 

			Nathan sat up, a smile coming to his face so quickly I knew it rang false. He’d been caught off guard and now had to bungle his way into the role of contented boyfriend. 

			‘Andrew,’ he said. ‘How are you?’

			As they chatted, I let my gaze slip sideways to Andrew’s girlfriend, who was the kind of woman my mother would have pointed out in the street, all legs and lipstick, her hair an impossible helix. Our eyes met and I felt her quick calculation as she worked out what box to place me in, whether I was someone worth knowing. She did not try to make small talk.

			After they’d gone, I drank what was left of my gin and tonic, turned flat from the melted ice. Nathan touched a finger to his lip, the foam still streaked across it. ‘For fuck’s sake, Iris,’ he said, swiping a hand across his mouth to clean it. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 

			I smiled, uncertain. He was joking, he must have been. But the look on his face. ‘It was just a bit of foam,’ I said. And then, to appease him, to bring him back to me: ‘You looked cute.’ 

			‘I must have looked like an idiot.’ He shook his head, a wounded expression on his face like I’d betrayed him. 

			*

			There was a pattern in my family, of women losing their husbands. My grandmother, Anne, had been widowed a decade by the time I was born. She almost seemed to take pleasure in telling me how her husband – my grandfather – had died of a brain aneurysm. The suddenness of it, how they’d been having a conversation one morning about what colour to paint the downstairs bathroom when his head had keeled over into his bowl of cereal. Soggy bran flakes stuck to his cheek by the time my grandmother was able to pull him out. It can happen to anyone, she’d tell me. There could be a ticking timebomb hidden away in your head and you’d never know about it until it decided to go off. Nothing to be done except die. Now eat your broccoli. 

			Anne never remarried, which was a shame, because on her own she was insufferable. To me, she was unnecessarily cruel with her constant wheedling, forcing my mother to check my hair for lice, bending my neck over the bathroom sink and scraping my scalp with a metal comb until it came away bloody. The soft and unsalted dinners she’d occasionally cook for us. 

			When my father died, I began to see Anne’s behaviour repeated in my mother. Little things at first. Synaptic flashes of paranoia, driving to school and then turning around halfway to make sure the front door was still locked. Refusing to eat red meat or fish in case the gristle or bone lodged in her throat. Once, she became so fixated on carbon-­monoxide poisoning, convinced that our oven was broken and emitting dangerous fumes, that we packed our bags and camped out in a Travelodge for almost a week. It was the fear of not knowing, of having something taken away without notice. I should have felt sorry for her, but instead all there was was anger. The urge to force my mother in front of a mirror and make her look until she saw something she recognised, a version of herself that lived unhaunted. 

			The first man my mother dated after the death of my father was an electrician with yellow teeth. He drank his coffee like sludge, thick mugs of it that made him reek. He’d shown up at my school one afternoon and said he was there to take me home. His jumper was stained, gut pressing, stretching the fabric so I caught an embarrassing glimpse of hair above his belt line. I’d gone with him, forgetting every preventative video they’d shown us in class, handing him my backpack and climbing into the passenger seat. No one had stopped us and, besides, I’d been curious to see what might happen. Whether I’d make the headlines if he killed me. He didn’t say anything as he drove, which might have frightened me if he hadn’t seemed to know the way to my house so well. There were takeaway cartons scattered across the dashboard, glossy slicks of dried mayonnaise stinking the air. I went fishing in the glove compartment, glancing at this strange man to see if he’d stop me, and found a couple of crumpled magazines, more takeaway remnants and one of those multitools used for camping. When we arrived home, my mother greeted me as if everything was perfectly normal. But there was something in the way she simpered, giggling when this man touched her bottom on his way to the bathroom, that made me feel sorry for her. 

			After the electrician there were others, although they never stayed for long. Men who were kind or not, who smirked when I came out of the shower or tried to help me with my homework. I dealt with each of them carefully, like I would a wild fox that had wandered into the house. Giving them a wide berth, checking to make sure they didn’t piss on anything.

			*

			I waited two days before calling the number Helen had given me. The ink on the napkin had blurred a little but was still legible. I felt nervous dialling, although I wasn’t sure why. Held the phone very close to my ear and then seemed to catch myself, going instead to the fridge and helping myself to one of my mother’s Diet Cokes, as if the nonchalance of one act could follow into the next. 

			It rang. I sipped my drink, sweetener washing to the back of my mouth. The fizz from the can almost eclipsed the sound of someone speaking, so for a moment I wasn’t sure if it was that I heard or someone breathing.

			‘Hello?’ I said. 

			There was no response, although I was certain now I could hear a voice on the other end of the line. Breathing or smoking or laughing. ‘My friend gave me this number,’ I went on. ‘She said you might have a spare room available.’ 

			‘Your friend,’ the voice said. A woman. 

			‘Her sister lived with you for a few months, I think.’ 

			‘Good for her.’ 

			I opened my mouth, closed it. This wasn’t what I’d been expecting. ‘I’m not a smoker.’ The inexplicable urge to impress this woman, to gain her favour. ‘And I don’t have any pets. A single bed would be fine.’ 

			‘What’s your name?’ the woman asked. Something almost familiar about the way her voice rolled up the last syllable at the end. 

			‘Iris.’ 

			‘I’m sorry, Iris,’ she said. ‘I don’t think I can help you.’ 

		

	
		
			4

			When Nathan and I broke up – properly, I mean: for good – neither of us cried. We were not those types of people. Even when my father died, I didn’t remember crying – although perhaps I did and had buried the memory, somewhere dark and quiet where it couldn’t be easily accessed. Nathan wasn’t one of those men who considered crying effeminate, but nor did he show any grand gesture of emotion either. He’d smile politely at birthday gifts without really investigating them, so you never knew if you had bought the right thing, and never revealed when he was in pain. Once, he disappeared for almost a day, and when he came back I noticed one of his teeth was missing. He shrugged and told me it had been bothering him for a few weeks and he’d decided to have it pulled. 

			So I didn’t cry, although I wished that I had. Wasn’t that what bodies were for? Physical commemorations of our emotions, literal outpourings. To cry would have been an acknowledgement of the life we’d built and subsequently dismantled. But that wasn’t our style. There was never a world-­ending confrontation between us, no clear event I could point to and say: yes, that was the end. 

			Rather, there were microcosms. Little moments I would pick over weeks, months later, and scour for their portent. Going for breakfast at the local garden centre and asking Nathan to order for me while I went to the toilet; coming back to find he’d chosen eggs royale even though I was allergic to salmon. When I’d asked him about it, he said it had been a simple mistake.

			We broke up multiple times without realising it. A gradual dissection of our lives. Separating our CD collection into mine and his, going to social events alone. Never volunteering the information that I was in a relationship unless asked, so that when he finally asked me to go there was an air of readiness about it. 

			What I’m trying to say is, sometimes things get away from you. 

			When I told my mother it was over with Nathan, she asked me if I wanted to put my head in her lap. I told her yes, knowing better than to turn down such a rare offer, and made appreciative noises as she stroked my hair with blunted fingers. She promised things could be mended between me and Nathan, that it was important to try. Of course, when she said those things she was not really talking to me but to herself, making assurances about her own marriage that were years out of date. She’d never taken off her wedding ring and now couldn’t: her fingers were fatter than before, the skin growing around the ring so the only way for it to be removed was with some kind of saw. 

			*

			Three weeks passed. I tried calling the number again, but nobody picked up. I’d stay on the phone, sometimes for nearly ten minutes, convinced if I hung up that would be the moment someone on the other end of the line – the woman I’d spoken to – would notice and run to answer. When no one did, I asked Helen if she could find out more about the place her sister had stayed. Whether it was a hostel, or some kind of retreat. If she knew anyone who lived there now. Helen was eager to help, jumping on my first real attempt at getting myself together, but didn’t have any further information, and her sister was now living in Italy. 

			I began calling at different times of the day, early and then late. Once at three in the morning after drinking too much wine. Not fully knowing why it mattered so much, only that I mustn’t stop, that I had to hear her voice again. Could even convince myself it was some sort of endurance test, an appraisal. It didn’t matter that it didn’t make sense, I just needed an answer. 

			At some point I left the house to grab a coffee. The man behind the counter at the café handed me a biscuit with my order, even though I hadn’t asked for one, told me it was on the house. Something alarming about the way he smiled, slow and wide like he knew what I was thinking.

			I sat down by the window and drank my coffee quickly, scalding the roof of my mouth. Turning the saucer around with my other hand, the biscuit taking on a bizarre significance. There was nothing stopping me from eating it. Perhaps I would eat it and tell him how much I enjoyed it, and he would say he was glad to hear it and ask for my phone number. It could be a fun story to tell our friends at dinner parties: the biscuit that brought us together. And yet there was something about the presumptuousness of it that pissed me off.

			‘Didn’t you like it?’ the man asked when he came to clear away my empty coffee cup.

			‘I didn’t order it,’ I told him.

			When I arrived back home, I went upstairs to my bedroom and dialled the number again. Hope a stone in my throat as it rang, and rang.

			This time, someone answered. It was the same woman as before, clicking her tongue before she spoke, already annoyed. I ducked my head around the corner, checking to make sure my mother wasn’t listening. 

			‘Yes?’ 

			‘Hello,’ I said, the elation I felt at finally getting through to someone overtaken by the need to keep her listening. ‘Please don’t hang up. My name is Iris. I called before, about a spare room.’ 

			‘Called and called and called,’ the other woman said. 

			‘I can pay in advance. If you need it in cash, I can do that as well. I don’t have any animals and I’m not allergic to them either.’ 

			‘There’s such a thing as playing hard to get, you know. You don’t want to come across as needy.’ 

			‘I think it’s probably too late for that,’ I told her. I pressed my lips tight, but even then I couldn’t stop the noise from leaking out of me. A low, desperate whine. 

			There was shuffling on the other end of the line, a rearran­ging. 

			‘Are you free tomorrow?’ the voice said. 

		

	
		
			5

			My mother knew Tom, the owner of the off-­licence, from church. She wasn’t religious but enjoyed going to Mass, having somewhere to gossip and eat biscuits afterwards. There were ten years between them, enough that he didn’t think of her in that way but still wanted to be a good Christian, offering me work when I was made redundant from my last job. I could only imagine what my mother must have said about me to him, that I was in need of a strong role model, someone to take me under their wing.

			When I started working in the shop, it soon became obvious Tom had a predilection for hiring younger women and that, being in my thirties, I was the anomaly. The age difference only served to heighten my shame. It was clear the other girls viewed the shop as something transitional, a waiting room before they moved on to somewhere more interesting, university or the city. But for me it felt like a terminus, a room without windows or doors. The other girls seemed to sense this about me too, would only talk about the weather or their favourite sandwich filling, conversations they could wriggle out of easily, as if worried my inertia was contagious.

			It was Wednesday and I’d arranged to meet the woman on the telephone here at the shop. It was only after I’d told her where I worked and what time I’d be there that I realised I hadn’t asked her name. It seemed trivial at the time, but now I worried I’d fallen at the first hurdle. I’d spent a long time getting ready that morning, curling my hair and then going over it again with straighteners when I hated the way it looked. Putting on make-­up for the first time in weeks, mascara clumping my eyelashes together, lipstick borrowed from Nessa that made me look as if I’d smashed a beetroot against my mouth. 

			The shop door opened, triggering the electric bell overhead – not a delicate chime like the ones you heard in old movies but a synthetic two-­note yowl. A woman walked in, dressed in a floral kimono and jeans. An electric current passed through me, the startle of recognition. 

			‘Iris,’ she said. Not a question, but a statement. A fact. 

			‘I know you,’ I said, an involuntary hand coming up to my throat. The pulse under my thumb beating a frantic tattoo. 

			‘We spoke on the phone,’ she replied, speaking slowly like I was a child. 

			I shook my head and smiled. ‘I mean the other day. I’m not sure if you remember. Up on the downs? My dog had run away.’ 

			Her eyes narrowed, taking me in properly now. I got the sense, not that she met many people but that it took a significant event for someone to lodge in her memory. As she came closer, I realised there were details about her I hadn’t noticed before, or had wilfully misconstrued to satisfy my own image of her. She was shorter than I remembered and her skin was very dry, flakes of it peeling from her nose. Her hair fizzed with split ends.

			‘I remember,’ she said after a moment. 

			It was strange, how the coincidence of her being both the woman on the downs and the woman on the phone didn’t seem odd to me, not just then. Rather, there was an inevitability about it, a slotting together of pieces.

			‘How is he, the dog?’ she asked. 

			‘He’s fine,’ I said. ‘He’s my mother’s, actually.’ 

			‘Does he usually run off like that?’ 

			Part of me hoped someone else would come into the shop. I was unused to this kind of scrutiny. Talking to her was like being plunged into a body of water, cold rushing into all my crevices. Every time she looked at me I could feel myself beginning to drown. ‘No,’ I told her. ‘I don’t think so.’ 

			She smiled as if I’d told a joke. 

			I watched as she began walking down the wine aisle, reading the labels on each bottle. ‘Do you sell those things that look like flowers?’ She cupped her hands together, miming the shape. 

			‘Artichoke hearts?’ I stepped around the counter and pointed to a shelf of antipasti, Tom’s attempt at appealing to the middle class. She took one of the jars and opened it. Stuck her fingers inside and popped a bristled globe into her mouth. I watched her eat, the tendon in her jaw jumping as she chewed. I realised she didn’t intend to pay for it and that I wouldn’t ask her to. 

			‘Are you Italian?’ she asked. ‘Your hair, I wondered.’ I reached an instinctive hand up, felt the dry and brittle strands. She was teasing me, she had to be. 

			I shook my head. ‘No.’ 

			She talked with her mouth full. ‘I went to Rome once on a school trip. I couldn’t believe my parents let me go. Would you trust an underpaid teaching assistant to keep an eye on your child, let alone thirty of them, for a week?’ She ate another artichoke. ‘I came back from it a stone heavier. My mother put me on a diet.’ 

			‘I’ve never been to Italy,’ I told her. The furthest I’d ever got was a long weekend in France with Nathan and some friends. It had rained constantly, so we spent most of the time inside the rental flat, reading the detective paperbacks the owners had left behind.

			The door opened again and a man walked in, lumbering towards the counter, dressed in a coat that was large and black and looked as if it contained a multitude of pockets. As he came closer, I saw him look between the two of us, a mixture of confusion and suspicion on his face, like he’d just walked into the middle of a crime being committed. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ I told her. ‘I’ll just be a second.’ 

			Her eyes flicked towards the man and then away. She shrugged. ‘Do your thing.’ 

			The man set several bottles of cider down on the counter, the teeth-­grating sound of rattling glass. He dug into one of his pockets, searching for coins. I tried not to look at her, but every now and again my eyes would drift towards her as she walked up and down the aisles, eating more artichokes. Her fingers wet and shiny with oil. There was something feral about her, the way she stomped around in her wellington boots, leaving clumps of mud behind. The sound of her breathing, so loud I could hear it from behind the counter. As she rounded the corner, I caught sight of a long scratch along her left leg. A perfect red line, angry-­looking. 

			‘The other girls who work here ask about my day,’ the man said, glaring at me. I blinked at him as he held his hand out, cupped with coins. I realised he expected me to take them directly from him, rather than placing them down on the counter. He went on. ‘Customer service is a part of your job. I come here every week, I give you my business. I don’t have to, I could go somewhere else. The other girls, they ask.’ 

			‘How is your day?’ I asked.

			He shook his head, quietly loading his coat with the bottles and walking back out of the shop, rubbing his hands together as if trying to rid them of a stain. 

			*

			If my father were alive, he’d tell me the same thing. That it was important to smile and ask people how their day was, even if you didn’t mean it. Especially if you didn’t mean it, because then it was worth more. He was an expert in subterfuge, could wheedle his way under anyone’s skin – like a splinter – just by asking about their day. At dinner parties – when my parents still threw dinner parties – he would cup each guest’s shoulder and ask them very seriously if they suffered from any allergies. And how could you deny a man like that, who enquired about your body’s shortcomings in such an earnest manner? Never mind that he didn’t bother to check before you drove all that way, or make any effort to set out gluten-­free bread. You were just thankful for the glimmer of his attention, a single moment when you felt as if your requirements mattered. After that, how could you deny him anything? 

			To this day, I didn’t know a single person who’d disliked my father. They flocked to him like magpies, drawn to his shine, and it was easier to tell yourself that it didn’t matter, that you were content with only the glimpses of shadow left behind.

			*

			Once the man had left the shop she introduced herself to me. She told me her name was Hazel. Like the tree, the nut, the colour of a person’s eye. I asked her if she wanted to come back to my house, where it would be quieter. Nobody would notice if I closed the shop for a couple of hours – Tom’s lunch breaks usually overran. And even if he came back and saw the shop was closed, I could always say I’d had an emergency. I’d tell him my imaginary cat had been run over or that I’d got my period. I knew I was being greedy, that I wanted Hazel all to myself, without interruption. But there was a very real sense that if another distraction came along, the next time I looked for her she would be gone. Her attention was like eating a good oyster: delicious, but swallowed in a second. 

			Under the fluorescent light, I saw her frown before finally rolling her shoulders in a shrug. ‘Okay.’ 

			*

			The house felt different with Hazel in it. When we arrived, she lingered in the hallway, eyeing the artwork hanging above the coat rack. ‘That looks like something you’d find in a hospital,’ she said. ‘Do you know what I mean?’ 

			I nodded and we went into the living room. Hazel did a lap of the perimeter, one hand brushing along the walls and furniture, her expression that of someone who had only recently arrived on the planet, was still learning the texture and shape of everything.

			She went over to my mother’s CD collection, wiped the dust from one of the plastic casings. ‘Are these yours?’ she asked. 

			‘No. They’re my mum’s.’ 

			‘Do you get on with her?’

			I wasn’t sure how to answer that. She began examining the CDs at random, putting them back in the wrong order – a very deliberate carelessness, like she was waiting for someone to challenge or stop her. But I couldn’t, just carried on watching. This was what it meant to spend time with her, I was beginning to understand. A thousand tiny oversights. 

			‘Do you want something to drink?’ I asked. ‘I think there’s wine.’ 

			Hazel shook her head. ‘I don’t drink.’ She hadn’t taken off her boots and the dried mud from them rained in chunks on to the carpet. 

			I went over to the window and lit a cigarette, a habit left over from university when Nessa and I would split a pack between us, more interested in the way the cigarette looked in our hands than actually smoking it. The flourish of our wrists, overwrought gesticulation. We’d huddle against the side of pubs and bars with the other smokers – the proper ones – waving our arms about as we talked, ash littering the hems of our dresses until someone pointed out that neither of us had taken a single puff of our cigarettes and that they’d burned down to the filter.

			Hazel came and perched next to me. I offered her the cigarette but instead she leaned forward, inhaling directly from my fingers. Bending so her hair fell in slices across her face. Her presumption was staggering, made it seem impossible to dispute. I found myself adjusting the angle of my wrist, a slight movement so she’d be more comfortable. 

			‘Don’t tell anyone about this, okay, Iris?’ Hazel said. ‘I shouldn’t really be smoking.’ 

			‘I won’t,’ I replied. 

			‘So,’ she said, blowing smoke through her front teeth. ‘You’re looking for somewhere to live.’ 

			‘Yes.’ When she said nothing further, I scrambled to fill the silence. ‘I broke up with my boyfriend a few weeks ago and I’ve been living here ever since. It’s not really a sustainable situation.’ 

			Hazel ducked underneath the window sash so her upper body was leaning outside. We were on the ground floor, but even so I felt a little gulp of panic that she might lose her balance and fall. 

			‘It’s good you weren’t married,’ she said, her voice muffled by the glass so I had to watch the shape of her mouth very carefully. ‘Less paperwork.’

			Until now everyone had treated my break-­up with Nathan like an amputation, something vital removed from me. They spoke in low voices like I was a wounded animal, their pity piling on top of me. But Hazel made it seem as if I had been cut free of an impossible weight, and now there was no telling where I might go. Her assurance was infectious, made me laugh. 

			‘How much did your friend tell you about where I live?’ Hazel asked, ducking back into the living room. 

			‘She said her sister stayed with you for a few weeks when she was having a hard time. And that when she came back she was – different. Better.’ 

			A beat of silence. Then, ‘Right.’ 

			‘Please,’ I said, too afraid to touch her. Using my voice instead to carry my craving, the need to know more.

			And so, this was what Hazel told me. Breach House was not a hostel. It was not a retreat either, or a wellness centre, or a refuge. It was a place for women. Buried away in the downs where it couldn’t easily be found. Not everyone was made for it. Some only stayed for a matter of days, or hours. There was something about being around so much quiet, Hazel explained. People tended to fill the silence with unwanted thoughts, and in the end preferred the white noise of cities and apartment buildings. But, for some, Breach House was a raft. No, it was wet earth. Something to sink into. 

			‘I didn’t know places like that still existed,’ I told her. ‘It sounds perfect.’ I smiled, trying to communicate how serious I was, to convince her that I could belong in a place like that. I could – I wanted to – be like her. ‘I can pay in advance, if that helps,’ I said.

			Hazel said it was not up to her. That there were steps to follow, conversations to be had, but she would let me know. She stood up from the windowsill and made her way back to the front door. I got up with her, knowing this time there was no way of keeping her but still desperate to cement myself in her favour. 

			‘When I saw you on the downs the other day,’ I said. ‘You were picking morels, weren’t you?’ 

			She seemed surprised. ‘You know about mushrooms?’ 

			‘They’re rare for these parts. My father and I went picking once when I was a girl, only he ended up finding false morels. They can be hard to tell apart. He was ill for two weeks.’ 

			In the hallway Hazel gave the artwork one last glance before stepping out on to the street. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Thank you for your hospitality, Iris. I’ll let you know.’ 

			I was learning to love the sound of my name in her mouth, the final syllable drawn out and serpentine. 

			I-­rissss. 
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