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Facebook

Walk for Women

2 hours ago

And we’re off!

Setting off today from Land’s End and aiming to reach Margate sometime in mid-January. Our plan is to walk the whole South Coast, averaging around 10 miles a day. We’re carrying everything we need for the month on our backs and wild camping along the way. Please come out and support us if you can. Let’s get our voices heard!

Because if we don’t start talking about it, nothing’s going to change. And things have to change.

In the past twelve months, four of our friends have had their drinks spiked in a nightclub, nine have been called whores for refusing advances from drunk men, eighteen have been touched inappropriately, thirty-four have been catcalled in the street, forty-one have received unrequested sexually explicit photos in their DMs, fifty-three have had abusive or sexual comments posted on their social media feeds by men they don’t know, and absolutely every woman we know has felt unsafe or uncomfortable in at least one situation when she was out alone. One friend has had to report an ex-boyfriend to the police for harassment because he couldn’t accept that she didn’t want to be with him and, tragically, in a terrible manifestation of all of these threats, one friend was raped by a man she went home with after a night out.

We’re raising money for Safe Space UK, a charity that helps women put their lives back together after experiencing acts of violence or coercion because we recognize that, even with all the things that have happened to us and to our friends, we’re still the lucky ones. We’re not one of the 1,500 women murdered each year in the UK, around two a week killed in their own homes by their partners. And we don’t have to navigate our days around a violent man or try to keep our sanity as someone manipulates how we think. But way too many women do. Because for all those who die there are thousands of others living in fear all day every day.

Please follow our progress here, on Twitter and locationtracker.com, or donate on our JustGiving page @walk4women.

Peace Moll & Pheebs
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Maninthewild

stupid bitches. Hope you get raped on your stupid walk.
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I moved to get away, which is probably the reason anyone makes a significant life change. And my need to get away wasn’t particularly special either. Very simply, I was trying to outrun the pain that had engulfed me since my marriage fell apart and my heart felt like it had been removed from my body and stamped on, so it was nothing more than a few interconnected tissues.

My new home was on a remote stretch of coast in the South of England and it’s no exaggeration to say that I felt an almost instant sensation of calm when I stepped out of my rental van on that first day in early October, the air still warm with the last of the summer, golden sun lingering in the fields, the scent of salt in the air, and birds chirping in the branches overhead. I stretched my arms out wide and gulped down a few deep breaths, imagining the air’s passage through my blood like I’d learned when online yoga sessions had been the only thing to get me out of bed in the morning.

That first week I hardly ventured further than my garden gate, which meant I didn’t speak to anyone because my cottage sits entirely on its own at the end of a river which leads down to the sea. It’s near the Wildlife Hut, where my new job was based, so I caught glimpses of people passing along the lane, but nothing more. I had meant to pop over and say hi to Holly, my new boss, but it took much longer than I’d anticipated to get the cottage straight. I’m not the sort of person who’s happy to drop things where they fall or leave a ring around the bath or let the bin overflow, so I was never going to keep my possessions mouldering in boxes. I was always the tidy one in our marriage – emptying the dishwasher, sweeping dust from the shelves, picking dirty clothes off the floor, hanging up wet towels left on the bed.

The evening before I was due to start my new job, I walked down to the beach as a reward for all my hard work. I’d caught tantalizing glimpses of the countryside as I went about my domestic jobs, the high majestic hills and the glinting curve of river. And I don’t mind admitting that it filled me with a real sense of pride, the realization that I’d made a change for my own benefit after years of never putting myself first. The sun was dipping down as I left my cottage, casting the sky in a beautiful hue of pinky-purple, a flock of geese silhouetted against it in a raggedy V, the air fresh with the sharp tang of salt. I reached the beach in about fifteen minutes and sat on the warm shingles, filling my lungs with the cleansing air.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t feeling scared or sad sitting there. I couldn’t not. I’d left behind everyone and everything I knew to start again, which is a terrifying prospect even when it’s what you want. Or maybe, in my case, it would be more accurate to say what I needed. Before I left London, people had started to feel overwhelmingly messy and the idea of being alone for a bit, of reconnecting with myself, felt pretty imperative. But the landscape was ridiculously romantic and that evening I found it impossible not to associate it with Mel and feel her absence like a missing limb. I let myself wallow, which is something I’d promised myself I would stop doing after the move. But my wife is a conundrum that I’m not sure I’m ever going to be able to solve. I have, quite simply, never been as sad or lonely as she made me feel at the end, although I find that thought hard to reconcile with all the things I know were great about our relationship, and all the ways I loved her.

We met on a dating app, swiping left and right until we matched. And even though that sounds soulless, we both knew immediately that we’d found our person. In fact, on our very first date we both deleted the app in front of each other. Maybe we rushed into it? It’s something I worry about quite a bit, as we were both thirty-six and shared a sense that time was ticking. Five months later we’d moved in together and six months after that we were married. We didn’t start trying for a baby right away because Mel had just started a new business, but we talked about our family from the beginning, so I never imagined it wouldn’t happen.

She came off the pill about eighteen months after our wedding. Mel’s business was pretty successful by then, so we agreed that I would be the main carer when the baby came. I would lie awake at night fantasizing about pushing our child’s stroller through the park, mashing bananas for first tastes, holding chubby hands for first steps, marvelling over first words. I saw myself recording those moments and sending them to Mel, who’d glance at the buzzing messages in the middle of her meetings and smile.

In those early, heady days of trying, we talked endlessly about selling our flat, which we both loved, but was too small for a family. I’d spent months renovating it when we moved in and it really was beautiful, but it was up four flights of stairs and the only outside space was a balcony. We looked online at houses with gardens, and I thought about the swing set I’d build and the barbecues I’d cook on the weekend.

But we couldn’t get pregnant and all too quickly we were both about to turn forty, so we decided to try IVF. Mel insisted on going private, because the NHS waiting times were awful in our postcode. It’s not a nice procedure and Mel was a superstar, but still the first and second rounds failed. After the first failure, I started doing lots of research and, from everything I read, it soon became obvious that we both needed to slow down to give it the best chance of working – which sparked the idea about moving to the country. The more I thought about it, the more vital it seemed. London had already started to seem so busy and polluted and fast that I couldn’t imagine bringing up our children there, with all its failing schools and drug gangs.

I was also worried about Mel, who seemed constantly stressed and pulled in so many different directions with her business. I didn’t want her to have to live like that, or to sacrifice her relationship with our children just so we could live in a house that cost as much as an entire street in other parts of the country. Material wealth has never mattered to me, and I had lots of ideas for businesses we could start instead which wouldn’t make us rich but would give us more time together. Mel seemed interested, she even seemed keen, but nothing ever changed. In fact, if anything, she speeded up after the second failure, always working or out with clients, always letting the stress get to her, always exhausted.

The months before we started the third round were pretty dire and I felt about as alone as I ever have. It was a bit like being back at school, when I’d been at a remove from all the other boys who seemed to understand the rules of life in a way I didn’t and who clearly disliked me for not wanting to scream and rampage. I tried everything I could think of to make things easier for Mel, but she withdrew further and further, never properly communicating with me. I wish she’d articulated how she was feeling during that time, but she’s too proud and puts up a front like a suit of armour. Not that I blame her for that. Being a successful woman and building your own business means you have to be twice as hard as any man, which is ridiculous, but true.

I only wish she hadn’t lumped me in with all that and remembered I wasn’t the enemy. She was so mean to me in the end, so spiteful and hurtful, I sometimes thought she had confused me with someone else. Sometimes my heart feels so broken I have to stand very still or I’ll disintegrate into the million pieces she made of me. Sometimes, I almost feel scared of her, like she would do me harm if she could.
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The first few weeks after moving passed in a blur, mainly spent getting used to my new job as a wildlife ranger, which was so different from my old desk-based office job and took up pretty much all my attention. I never fitted into the alpha male office culture thing. The banter as people like to call it. The nudges and winks and raised eyebrows. By the end I was so desperate to leave, I could feel the office on my skin even when I wasn’t there, like slime. Being outside all day was the tonic I needed. The landscape and grandeur of the sea were totally awe-inspiring, both changing so continually, every iteration like a painting by an old master. I started to feel more connected to the land than I’d even dared to anticipate, and awoke every day actually looking forward to going into work, which was a unique sensation for me.

As a reward for getting through the past couple of years, I started doing something that was just for me. I started swimming in the sea every morning before dawn, even as the calendar turned and autumn, then winter, set in. It was something I’d been researching for a while before I moved, and I was particularly interested in the benefits it gave to the nervous system. Still, actually doing it came as a surprise because it’s not easy, forcing your body into cold, wild water. But my God, I’m glad I found the strength because it feels amazing being in the sea at that time of day, encased by the freezing, antioxidant waves when I wouldn’t have even thought myself capable of it a year before. It gives you a real clarity of mind, cold like that. And, of course, the mental strength from overcoming fear is quite incredible.

There is only one man-made structure on our coastline, an old coastguard cottage which sits right on the edge of the cliff, right above my nearest beach, about a fifteen-minute walk from my house. I’d known about the cottage before I moved because I’d studied the Ordnance Survey map and it had caught my eye, so I’d googled it and read its romantic backstory about a faded profession and crumbling cliff. But until I saw it in the flesh I hadn’t appreciated quite how precariously on the edge it was and I certainly hadn’t considered that anyone lived in it.

A few weeks into my new life, I was on the path which leads right past its gate and looked over at the rickety clapboard structure, its white paint peeling and its small windows dancing in the light from the low sun, and was surprised to see a woman in the front garden. She was bending over a pot, wearing wellies on her feet and a thick cardigan over a long cotton dress imprinted with little flowers. The sight was so wholesome and bucolic it brought me up short. In moving I’d sworn off all forms of materialism, but if they bottled and sold the swelling feeling of contentment I got as I stood at that gate, I’d be first in line with my cash. I only let myself linger for a moment, though, walking on before she saw me. I’d already noticed how walkers often stopped and took photographs there, which seemed like an invasion of privacy I had no intention of being part of now that I knew it was someone’s home.

But after that, wherever I was on the hills or beach, I found myself always aware of the cottage, like a beat in my blood. Often I’d see smoke trailing from the chimney and get a rush of cosiness, thinking about the woman who lived there going about her day. I couldn’t help quickly glancing in whenever I passed, and sometimes I’d catch sight of her, pottering in the garden or reading in the sitting room. Over the weeks I never saw a sign of anyone else there, which made me think that she lived alone.
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I reckon mid-December was when I started to think about this new life as my actual life, rather than some elaborate role play. And around that time I got a late afternoon call reporting a sheep trapped in some barbed wire. I trudged over to the coordinates I’d been sent and sure enough there was a ewe, her thick coat completely entangled. She’d clearly wrapped herself tighter against the wire in her distress and now she was sagging limply, making sad plaintiff moans into the dusky air. She tensed when I approached, but I was gentle, handling her body with such care that she soon came to trust me. I eased her away from the spikes, managing to only nick her skin once, a drop of bright blood blooming on her dirty white coat. By the time I got her free, she was calm and even seemed grateful. I stroked her funny sharp face and she pushed against my hand, making me smile.

‘Off you go, now,’ I said, nudging her rump, but still she hesitated for a few moments before running back to her flock.

As it was the middle of winter, the darkness had fallen completely by then, so I lost sight of the sheep pretty quickly. I love that time of year, when the night is king. It feels so cosy and exciting, as if there’s magic in the air and anything’s possible. And in the country the darkness is so much more absolute than it is in a big city. But, that evening, a flash of light caught my eye down the hill, which I knew must be the glow from the coastguard cottage.

Since it was easier and safer to get home via the path that ran by the cottage, rather than cut across the field to the beach, I glanced into the lighted sitting room window as I passed and was met with an absurdly charming, homely scene. Fairy lights glinted along the mantelpiece and the fire glowed orange in the hearth. The chairs and sofa sagged with comfort and the walls emanated a golden warmth. Small lamps sat on wonky tables and a mirror reflected the lights so they seemed to bounce and move. A large shrouded canvas on a wooden easel sat in the corner of the room, which made me smile. Painting seemed a perfect hobby for the woman; perhaps it was even how she earned a living, selling the odd piece at quaint local galleries and craft fairs.

The woman walked into the room, which made me shrink back into the night. She went over to a table by the fireplace and fiddled around with a speaker until I heard the beat of music filtering through the glass. She was wearing a russet-coloured dress with buttons down the front, with bright yellow tights and thick socks. Her hair was piled on top of her head and the wavy tendrils that had escaped made her face look like it had a frame. Her cheeks were rosy from the heat and her lips were moving as though she was singing along to the tune. She started to dance, throwing her hands above her head with abandon which made her dress catch on her hips, and the sturdiness of her body sparked such joy in me; it was so soft and undulating, so different from Mel’s sharp lines.

Mainly, though, I was impressed by how comfortable she seemed in her own skin, how grounded and solid. It had been a long time since I’d seen a woman look like that and it made me feel sad about the pressures we put on women and girls nowadays to shrink themselves down and conform to male ideals. If I ever have a daughter, that’s one thing I’ll be sure to teach her – not to get distracted and to let her body find its own shape.

I had to look away for a moment to stop myself from tearing up. Because, even though I had sort of settled into this new life, looking at the woman made me realize that I was lonely. It wasn’t that I wanted another relationship, but I did miss the companionship of marriage. That lovely ease of coming home and knowing someone was going to be there, that conversations were waiting to be had, that suppers would be shared. Not, of course, that Mel and I had done much of that in the last year or so before the break-up.

I forced myself to walk on because even though the countryside was deserted and there was no one to witness me watching, the moment was private. Besides, I would have hated for the woman to catch sight of me and feel scared. Mel loves those shows in which beautiful women end up ugly dead. Sometimes she’d ask me to sit with her, curled up warm and cosy on the sofa, but I didn’t see how anyone could enjoy watching shit like that when you can turn on the news to see it all being played out in real life.

I carried on my descent to the beach along the coastal path, the space beside me like a huge empty void. I am fascinated by the coastline and can’t imagine a day when that feeling will ever leave me. Because it isn’t what I expected. Before I moved, I hadn’t appreciated how the land does literally just stop and not in a neat way, but in a jagged mess, as if even nature is as confused by how to end things as the rest of us. The path is about three feet away from the edge and marked by a loose line of string, along which there are a few macabre notices proclaiming danger. Erosion is very bad on this section of coast and the cliffs are very high, veering down towards either rocky beaches when the tide is out or wild seas when it’s in. It’s really stupid to step over the barrier onto the part of the cliff which will be the next to fall but, that evening, I felt drawn to the edge in a way that’s hard to explain. I knew I was being insane because it’s actually part of my job to stop the teenagers who come here from sitting on the edge to take ridiculous photographs. But, in the end, I couldn’t resist and stepped across, feeling more invigorated with every step, until I was standing with my feet clipping the nothing at the edge of the world.

The night was bitterly cold and the salt-saturated wind was whipping off the sea and churning the clouds so the moon was hazy. I could hear the waves slamming into the bottom of the cliff, so knew the beach was temporarily swallowed. My heart was high in my throat as I looked out into the blackness, broken only occasionally by the white tips of waves. It should have been an invigorating moment, but the loneliness was nagging at my back, threatening to follow me home. I took a deep breath and forced myself to focus on the positives and, when I did that, I was able to see that although Mel was still a shard of glass in my heart, it didn’t feel as ripped and raw as it had a few months earlier. I was, in fact, physically healthier all round: my breath ran smoother, my eyes were clearer, my digestion calm, and long-forgotten muscles were starting to push through my skin.

I thought about the woman dancing in her cosy home and it made me smile. Perhaps her happiness could be infectious? Next time I saw her out on the cliffs I decided I would nod, maybe say hello. I liked the idea of being part of the community, becoming a local. Not that I wanted a Cheers ‘everyone knows your name’ level of intimacy, but I wouldn’t mind feeling properly part of something after a lifetime of feeling on the margins.

The woman seemed so completely part of the landscape I felt sure she’d always been there, perhaps descended from a line of coastguards, brought up in the cottage with the whole of nature always on her doorstep. Perhaps she’d learned to swim with the seals and picked wildflowers and eaten the blackberries on the path to the farm. I began to wonder if it was possible that, having spent so much time surrounded by nature, she knew a secret denied to the rest of us. A secret that could help me become the person I so desperately wanted to be. Maybe, if I got to know her, I could ask her how she lived so serenely. I doubted the first thing she did in the morning was scan her brain for signs of cracks and I longed to reach that state of equilibrium.
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I hadn’t known anything about the Christmas party until I came into work the next morning to find Holly pinning up a list of jobs on the noticeboard. Her usual high colour was even brighter than normal as she told me excitedly that it was my job to collect the kegs of beer donated by the local pub, something they did every year. Holly’s job was to get some holly, as it apparently was every year.

‘It’s fun,’ she said, which made me realize my embarrassment must be showing. ‘A local band plays and we make The Hut look all festive. Everyone who’s mad enough to live round here is invited.’

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘Although of course I’ll pick up the beer.’

She pushed me on the arm. ‘Come on, Cole. You’ve been here three months and I’ve never even seen you in the pub. It’d do you good to meet a few of the locals. We don’t bite, you know.’

I could tell that I had to go and reasoned that it would probably be very different to the Christmas parties I so hated at my old job, which were usually lost in white powder and rounds of shots chased with endless days of regret.

‘Also, when you’re out and about over the next few days, can you check the barriers all have the appropriate warning signs on them,’ Holly said. ‘Those Walk for Women girls are due to pass quite soon and word is they’re attracting a few fans.’

I was lost. ‘Walk for Women girls?’

Holly laughed. ‘Really, Cole? Come on. Don’t tell me you haven’t heard about them. They’re all over socials.’

‘I don’t have social media.’

Holly’s eyes widened in the way I’d become used to. ‘Wow, OK. Well, these two girls are walking the South Coast to raise money for some sort of domestic abuse charity, I think it is. And in some places people have been coming out and cheering them on along the route.’

‘Right. And they’re going to pass by here?’ My neck felt tight, so I stretched it from left to right.

‘Yeah. In the next few days. To be fair, they’re more likely to get a reception somewhere a bit more populated. But better safe than sorry and all that.’

As soon as Holly had gone I googled Walk for Women and, within seconds, found links to various articles and posts which told me that Molly Patterson and Phoebe Canton, both aged twenty-three, were indeed walking the South Coast to raise money for a domestic abuse charity called Safe Space UK.

On one post they’d written, Our mothers and grandmothers did such a fantastic job of changing things, but they made the mistake of trying to start a conversation with the men in power. That was never going to work because why would they want to give up their privilege. We have to do this for ourselves now, in a different way. It’s up to us to make as much noise as possible to get this conversation on the national agenda.

Their posts made me feel sad, like that hollowness you can get after a bad argument. Of course I didn’t disagree with what they were saying, you’d have to be a Neanderthal to do that, but they reminded me that we live in such a polarized society. I know it’s a terrible cliché to say ‘not all men’, but also, genuinely, not all men. In that moment I missed my wife and wanted everything to be less complicated.
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Stupid though it sounds now, it never even occurred to me that the woman from the cottage might be at the Christmas party. I’d seen her a few times in the week leading up to the event, through her windows and once on the beach, where we’d sort of nodded at each other.

When I arrived, she was talking to Holly, who waved me over. I felt oddly nervous as I slowly made my way through the throng of people, squeezing between sweaty bodies. The woman was wearing a pair of worn jeans and a bright shirt that tied up in a bow on her shoulder. Her hair was pulled tight against her head and there were large golden hoops hanging from her ears. She’d also painted her lips a bright red, which unnerved me. I mean, each to their own, but I’ve never been a fan of make-up. I once said to Mel that I thought she looked better without it, which I meant as a genuine compliment, but it didn’t go down well. She threw her hairbrush at me, and I had to lie to everyone and say I’d walked into a door.

‘Cole,’ Holly slurred. ‘You’ve got to meet Lennie. She’s new here as well.’

‘Hi,’ the woman said, holding out her hand. ‘Nice to meet a fellow newbie.’ She had a harsh accent, with letters that faded from the ends of words. It sounded like it had originated in London and reminded me that people are rarely what they seem.

‘Anyway,’ Holly said, ‘I’m going to the bar for a refill.’ She smiled as she walked away but might as well have winked.

I leaned in a bit closer and smelt musky roses wafting off the woman. ‘Sorry, I don’t think I got your name.’

‘Lennie,’ she said.

‘Lennie?’ I repeated.

She smiled as though she was used to that reaction. ‘Well, technically Leonora. But that was just my mother having delusions of grandeur. It doesn’t, you know, suit me, or her for that matter. You’re Cole, right?’

My brain felt tight, which is usually a sign that a bad headache is building, and I should go to bed. ‘My mother as well. “You Do Something to Me” was her favourite song.’

Lennie bobbed her head. ‘Excellent taste. So, Cole, how long have you been living here?’

‘Since October. And you?’

‘Oh, I beat you by a month, got here in September. I’ve seen you out and about, where do you live?’

‘I’ve seen you, too.’ I felt strangely embarrassed by the way I had invented a version of her that wasn’t really her, even though it’s what we all do to everyone all the time. ‘I live right next to The Hut. I’m one of the wildlife rangers, so the cottage came with the job.’ I realized I had to return the question or it would look odd. ‘How about you?’

‘I’m in that mad old coastguard cottage right on the edge of the cliff.’ She waved vaguely in the direction of the sea. ‘I’m sure you’ve seen it.’

‘Of course. I walk past it all the time for work.’

As I was speaking I got this strange sense that neither of us were saying what we meant. That our words were sounds with no meaning. I used to get that all the time at work, incredulous that no one ever threw water in their boss’s face or stripped naked and ran around the office.

‘Well, you should come in and say hi next time.’ She smiled over her glass. ‘I didn’t expect it to feel so bloody lonely. Which is stupid because, I mean, I could hardly have chosen a more isolated spot.’

‘Why did you then? Choose it, I mean?’

She laughed. ‘Oh, well, I turned forty at the beginning of the year and had one of those cringey “what’s it all about” crises. Got it in my head that I needed to lock myself away for a while. Regroup, I guess you’d say. How about you?’

I felt my stomach turn the way it used to in London and imagined an ulcer nestling in my gut. ‘Much the same.’

‘So, is it a sabbatical for you, then?’

‘No, not at all. A total life change.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, right. Where have you moved from?’

‘London.’

‘Me too. And you’ve done it on your own?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, that’s two things we have in common.’ She clinked my glass with hers. ‘Here’s to being brave and following our hearts.’

The thought of following my heart relaxed me. ‘How long are you here for?’

Lennie, Leonora, shifted her weight to her other hip. ‘Well, I have to be back in London for work in June. And I’ve taken the cottage for a year. But we’ll see how long I can keep the bogeyman at bay.’

‘What do you mean?’

She did a funny shiver. ‘Oh, just, at night, it could be the setting for a horror film, that cottage. You know, right on the edge of a cliff, with no one around for miles. No one to hear you scream.’ But then she smiled. ‘Sorry, I’m being melodramatic. I’m enjoying it, really.’

It seemed an odd thing to say because I’d never thought of the cottage as scary, simply beautiful. Although that thought made me feel a little ashamed because obviously it would be different for a woman living alone there. She was jigging a bit to the music so, to change the subject, I said, ‘Do you want to dance?’

She dipped her head. ‘Goodness, I haven’t been asked to dance in about twenty years, but, yes, that would be nice.’

‘Oh no,’ I said too quickly. ‘I don’t mean with me. I only meant you look as if you want to dance, and I don’t want to stop you.’

‘Oh, right.’ She spoke in that tone Mel would use when I said something she thought was mean. A mixture of hurt and regret that made my balls feel like they were shrinking. It was hard to tell what would produce that reaction, the goalposts ever changing. And then I felt exhausted by the fact that I was standing in a dark room making small talk. It seemed such a mountain to climb to get to know someone else as intimately as I had Mel.

‘Sorry, that was rude of me,’ I said. ‘It’s just, I never dance. I hate it. Of course I’d dance with you if I did.’ My face felt hot, and I was glad of the thickness of my beard and the darkness of the lights.

But she laughed away my worries. ‘No sweat. I’m not easily offended. But you should dance, you know, it’s one of the few things absolutely guaranteed to make me feel better.’

I smiled because it was the sort of thing Mel would have said. She was constantly offering advice for things I could try – drink more water or take up running or practise positive visualization, stuff like that. I’d always thought it was sweet of her to care so much but, since the break-up, I’d begun to wonder. It had occurred to me that she could have been trying to change me because she was so fundamentally disappointed in me. She always said that she didn’t mind being more successful workwise, but I wonder how true that was. On dark nights I sometimes cringe at the thought that maybe I embarrassed her. I wish I’d started talking to her about giving up all the corporate bullshit and moving to the country years ago. If we’d done it when we first met, I think we could have made a good go of it together, which makes me feel very sad. I worry that she’ll wake up one day and realize that all her rushing has meant life has passed her by. The band encircling my head tightened. I was too aware of the heat and noise and my shoulders were starting to clench.

‘I think I’m going to make a move,’ I said.

‘But not on the dance floor.’ Lennie laughed. ‘Though seriously, it’s only just gone nine. Don’t go yet.’

‘I have to get up early.’

One of the things I’d promised myself before moving down was that I’d get enough sleep and, also, that I’d give myself a break. I’m a natural introvert, whereas Mel is a real social animal, which had taken a lot out of me over the years. One of the good outcomes about being on my own was that I was going to take things at my own pace and be happier with a smaller, more sedate life.

My sight was already starting to zigzag when I stepped out into the cold night air, the precursor to a terrible headache that would make me feel as woozy as if I were drunk. When I get a really bad one, I can even black out – whole sections of time lost or half-reflected in these weird hazy memories that feel more like dreams. It’s a terrifying sensation when I come round, my brain scrambling for clues which never fully emerge. It’s why I try to put myself to bed as soon as I get the first symptoms, so I can account for myself when I wake up.

A couple of years ago Mel made me go to the doctor about them, but all he did was prescribe some really strong painkillers and ask if I wanted to think about antidepressants, which I actually found more depressing than the headaches. I hate the way we’re always encouraged to think of a chemical, rather than lifestyle, solution. When I said no, he said I should at least think about taking a holiday, although at that time I found holidays almost as stressful as work. Mel liked to plan our holidays and, by plan, I mean colour-coded notes on what to do, what to see, and where to eat. Naturally nothing ever went to plan and there was always one moment in the two weeks that she’d end up screaming at me in front of a picturesque view.

I put myself to bed as soon as I got in, but sleep eluded me, so I had to lie in the dark watching the swirls telescoping my vision until it was nothing more than a pinprick. But there was a tiny loosening in my neck muscles which told me it wasn’t going to be a sledgehammer one. Although, as I let myself relax slightly, the real pain started, which is probably a metaphor for something.
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I must have drifted off to sleep eventually because I was awoken by a weak sun nudging its way into my room through the badly drawn curtains, which meant it was much later than I usually woke up. I contemplated still going for my swim, but the light seemed too exposing and I had a terrible vision of someone calling the coastguard if they saw me in the water, which would have been so humiliating. It was Sunday, so I didn’t have to go into work, but knew I had to get out or I’d feel restless all day.

I showered and got dressed with the cold weather in mind, then went downstairs and made tea and porridge, which I ate looking out onto my little garden, with its outhouse tucked in the far corner. My plan is to become fully self-sufficient, only eating produce I’ve pulled out of the earth with my own hands. I’d also bought a trap as eventually I hope to only eat meat that I’ve killed myself, something that my outhouse is all set up for. But I had yet to christen my knives because up until that morning I’d only ever caught a couple of rats, which I’d let go as it felt like a step too far to actually eat them. Still, I dutifully checked the trap before I set off on my walk, only to find it resolutely empty. I know it’s bullshit, but it made me think that, just for once, I wouldn’t mind being an advert man, as I call them, a man who looks ripped and smells good and achieves the things he sets out to do.

I wasn’t making for the coastguard cottage, but once I’d walked along the beach a bit and thrown a few stones into the sea I had the option of either retracing my steps, which seemed a little pointless, or walking up past the cottage, across to the Long Barn and back down to mine. And the day was cold but bright, which is my favourite weather, making the scenic walk extra tempting. A few other walkers were taking the path up, so I fell into step behind them, looking out at the white cliffs, smart against the blue of the sky and sea.

My name was called as I passed the cottage gate. Lennie was barely dressed for the weather, a coat thrown over some pyjamas and her feet stuffed into fluffy boots, with a laptop clutched to her chest.

‘Ah, you’ve caught me,’ she said.

‘Doing what?’ I wondered for a mad moment if she’d stolen the laptop. But then I saw her hair was a mess and she had dark globs of mascara under both eyes, so I guessed that must be what she meant.

‘It’s pathetic,’ she said, holding her laptop up. ‘Too many bloody years in London. I locked it in my car boot last night because I was frightened about it being stolen.’

‘Oh, right.’ I’d lived in London for almost twenty years but never locked anything into the boot of my car. Then another thought struck me. ‘Did you walk home alone?’

‘Well, no one was exactly going my way,’ she laughed.

I used to hate it when Mel came home on her own late at night. I linked our Uber apps so I’d get an alert whenever she ordered one, and would track its electronic progress across the city, sweating whenever it took a strange route. I felt terrible that I hadn’t thought of the fact that Lennie would have had a horrible fifteen-minute walk home the night before.

‘I’m so sorry I didn’t think to ask you last night. I should have walked you home.’

Lennie smiled. ‘That’s sweet of you, although no reason why you should’ve done.’ She took a few steps towards me so we were standing on either side of the gate. Her voice wavered slightly. ‘Although, if I’m honest, it was really horrible. I was so scared at one point I thought my legs were going to give out. There were so many noises, you know. And then, when I got home, it was like I couldn’t shake the fear. I’ve been awake most of the night, convinced someone was trying to break in.’

‘Oh, that’s awful,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry. Shit, I should have walked you.’

‘I was being silly, really. I mean, it would be pretty ridiculous if a murderer were waiting along the river path for someone to pass. They’d be waiting a bloody long time.’ She laughed. ‘Anyway, do you fancy a cuppa?’

I hadn’t swum and my headache was still nestled sickly behind my right eye, as it often is the day after a bad attack, which can feel almost prophetic. ‘Actually I’ve got a banging headache, I need to get some fresh air.’

She laughed again. ‘That ale is lethal.’

I nodded, even though I hadn’t finished one pint as, truthfully, I’ve never been a heavy drinker. Mel used to say it was one of the things she loved about me, after years of dating men who saw getting drunk as a competition, although in the end it was definitely one of the things that irritated her when I refused to share the wine she liked at the end of the day.

‘Anyway, another time,’ I said, shoving my hands deep into my pockets.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I’m going to see some friends in Dorset tomorrow for Christmas. But I’m back on the twenty-seventh, why don’t we go for a drink in that dead time before the new year?’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘Unless you’re going away?’

I shook my head. ‘Oh, no, not at all.’

‘Sorry, I’m being pushy.’ She looked down at the ground. ‘I’m not some mad stalker type, but I’ve felt pretty lonely down here and it would be nice to have a friend nearby.’

I liked the sound of a friend as they were in short supply in my life. ‘Look, sorry, I didn’t mean to come across rude. It’s just, I’m recently off the back of a very painful break-up.’

She reddened. ‘Oh, no, I wasn’t suggesting a date date.’

It was my turn to redden then. ‘Oh no, I know. I meant, I’m sorry if I’m acting a bit weird.’

She reached forward and patted my arm. ‘Listen, it’s fine. I totally get it.’

My arm felt warm under her hand and it made me realize that no one had touched me, even accidentally, for a couple of months. ‘If I’m honest, it’s been a pretty brutal year. I actually still don’t really understand lots of things that happened, and it’s made me question stuff.’ I’d started speaking before I’d thought about what I was going to say. To stop myself I looked behind Lennie at the horizon, the grey sea meeting the grey sky, worried I was going to cry.

‘I’m so sorry for your pain,’ she said, which made me focus on her again, on her kind eyes.

‘Look, I’m being silly. I’d really like to go for a drink with you. I just wanted, you know, to let you know where I am.’

‘Well, that’s super sweet of you, Cole.’ She fished a phone out of her coat pocket. ‘Give me your digits and I’ll call when I get back.’

She bit her bottom lip in a strangely alluring way as I handed back her phone. ‘I hope you have a very merry Christmas. See you on the other side.’
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Christmas wasn’t great, if I’m honest. Although that was hardly a surprise. I doubt many people have a good first Christmas after a painful break-up and mine was no different. Everything seemed duller without Mel, and I felt exhausted from the moment I woke up. When we were together, we spent every Christmas with her parents in Devon, a studiedly jolly affair in their over-heated house where fairy lights were left on for days at a time and there was more food than we could have possibly ever eaten. Mel has a brother and sister, both married with two children. They’d alternate years at home with years at their partners’ parents’, which obviously wasn’t something we could do. I don’t know which years felt more uncomfortable, either the noise of the children or the sound of silence amplifying everything we didn’t have. I would have loved to occasionally spend Christmas alone, just the two of us, but Mel liked going there and I understood that.

I woke, as everyone else must have done, to the news that a man in Cambridge had murdered his estranged wife and children the night before. He’d dressed up as Santa Claus and tricked the youngest daughter into opening the door. But once inside he’d stabbed them all and then himself in a frenzied attack. There’s nothing to be done with information like that so I went down to the beach as usual. My anger at the man gave me a false sense of warmth on my walk, but the temperature was actually below freezing, so when I first dived in I thought my heart was going to stop. It was a bad start and the further out I got, the more I could feel my fear creeping up from the depths.

Mermaids are my most frequent terror, which probably sounds stupid, but my mother had a series of pictures of Barnum’s mermaids displayed on her study wall when I was growing up. They were grotesque, like mutant fishes stretched into human form, a terrible parody of what mermaids are meant to be. I clearly remember the first time she told me what they were. I must have been about thirteen and the information felt like a gut punch because they’re not at all beautiful. But when I said that, my mother basically told me not to trust the male imagination, which I recognized as a criticism even at that age. (I wouldn’t, by the way, recommend being brought up by a psychiatrist if you want a trauma-free adulthood.) Naturally, I became totally fascinated by the mermaids and found myself sneaking into her study to look at the pictures most days, which might explain why I feel their icy hands around my ankles in the early morning sea and sometimes am sure they’re going to pull me under.

There comes a point during all my swims in which the pain of the cold starts to feel dangerous, so I turn for the shore. I bolster myself with a glance up at the coastguard cottage. But when I saw it on Christmas morning, knowing it was empty made me feel unexpectedly sad, so I lost my rhythm and swallowed a gulp of seawater. The tide was also stronger than I’d realized, the sea sucking outwards, so my arms and legs tired quickly. I wondered if I was going to make it back, which filled my head with images of my own bloated corpse washed up on a distant shore. No one would have reported me missing for days and it was hard to work out what I was doing in the pitch-black freezing sea on Christmas morning.

I drank a cup of tea and ran a hot bath as soon as I got in but must have warmed up too quickly because when I got out my brain was buzzing and my limbs felt like they were made of string, so I had to lie down on the bed for a while before I could get dressed. Breakfast didn’t make me feel a whole lot better and then I felt even worse when I checked the trap and it was still empty.

I did all the cooking while Mel and I were together and, if I do say so myself, am pretty good. But it had seemed so depressing to cook Christmas dinner for one that I’d cycled forty minutes to the nearest Co-op the day before and bought a packet of fresh pasta and sauce, plus a chocolate cake. When I’d paid, the elderly woman cashier smiled in such a pitying way that I almost ran out of the shop without my food. And, as I chewed my way through the bland, synthetic tastes, I wished I had because I couldn’t work out what I’d been thinking.

I considered firing up Netflix on my laptop after lunch, but was worried that Mel would have changed the password, which would have depressed me further. Besides, I’d promised myself that I’d try to expand my mind now that I lived alone, which meant I shouldn’t be indulging in made-up stories. I’d bought a series of non-fiction books before leaving London, but they were still languishing accusingly in a bag in the corner of my bedroom. And truthfully, the thought of losing two hours to a Bond film, even with its appalling misogyny and glamorization of violence, seemed pretty appealing at that moment.

I opened a bottle of Prosecco around three, which was another ill-advised purchase that made me wonder what the hell my psyche had been playing at the day before. I’ve never liked its sweetness and all it did was remind me of Mel, as it’s her go-to drink. I rang her almost automatically, the numbers like muscle memory in my fingers. Then it annoyed me that I felt surprised when she answered. Although all she said was, ‘Cole,’ in a way that made me feel like a naughty schoolboy.

I felt immediately foolish and briefly considered hanging up, but that would have been pointless, so I ended up lamely saying, ‘Happy Christmas.’

‘Have you just rung to say that?’

The sharpness of her tone flustered me. ‘Where are you?’

‘Obviously at Mum and Dad’s.’ Her words conjured up the scene as if it were in front of me – the excess of food and drink which would be thrown in the bin, the fire and central heating blaring, every light twinkling in an explosion of electricity, the dogs fat and unwalked, the mountain of presents so deep that many would be lost or broken before the day was out. And then it was impossible not to also see the pain that had gone into creating the day – all the low-wage workers staying late in supermarkets, all the third-world children stitching together garments, all the plastic and paper left out for pollution spewing rubbish vans to take to incinerators and burn into tiny fibres that would find their way into the lungs of children too poor to be housed anywhere else.

‘Is everyone there?’ I asked, even though we both knew the answer.

‘Yup.’

It seemed strange that I hadn’t even lit my fire and I was suddenly aware of the silence surrounding me. I could hear a low hum punctuated by the odd childish shriek from her end and presumed she’d stepped out of the room to answer my call. I knew that when she went back in they’d all talk about me for a while. Maybe even pity me.

I tried to laugh but it came out wrong, like a sneeze. ‘In fact, I was thinking about our New Year’s holiday last year and how glad I am not to be in the heat.’

She puffed her breath which made me realize I’d said the wrong thing. ‘If you remember rightly, we went on that holiday because we’d had such a shit year.’

‘Yes, of course I remember.’ I immediately thought of Dr Leggart’s office and blood-stained sheets and Mel crying in the bathroom while my insides curdled.

‘Not on some whim of mine.’ Her voice had a dangerous edge to it, like she was near to tears.

‘I didn’t mean . . .’ I tried, although I knew I’d already committed one of those impossible to predict verbal sins that she punished me for so thoroughly.

‘I’ll be there in a second,’ Mel called, and I could tell she’d leaned away from the phone.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Mum. They want to cut the Christmas cake.’

But then I heard Mel’s mum close to the phone saying, ‘Come on, Melanie, please.’

‘Can I say hello to her?’

Mel snorted. ‘I don’t think that would be a good idea.’

‘Why?’

She lowered her voice. ‘I’ve told her things, Cole. Let’s just say you wouldn’t want to hear what she’s got to say to you.’

I wondered for a brief second if I might be dreaming because there was no sense to what Mel was saying. ‘What things? What are you talking about?’

‘I’m done playing nice,’ Mel whispered into the phone so it sounded as though she was hissing. ‘And if you don’t sign the bloody papers like you’ve been promising to do for a whole month now, I’m going to make your life very uncomfortable.’

‘Are you threatening me?’

An ominous silence followed, in which I imagined her dramatically putting her hand to her forehead or letting her eyes fill with tears, as she always did when she lost an argument. ‘It’s Christmas Day,’ she said in the end. ‘I don’t want to do this now.’

‘Mel, please,’ I said, even though I wasn’t sure what I was pleading for.

‘Look, I have to go.’ Her words sounded strangely desolate, and I felt a heavy clawing in my stomach which might have been the processed food I’d eaten. Perversely, I wanted to ask her again to come and join me, to persuade her that we could have a good life together in the countryside, away from the foolishness and stress of London. But there was no point because I’d spent ages trying to persuade her of that before and she’d made it clear that she liked her life, which was another way of saying she didn’t love me enough. ‘But I need the papers. Both sets.’

‘You know I’m never signing the other ones. Only the house ones.’

She made a little noise that sounded like she was being strangled. ‘Cole, this is insane. You’re making my life a misery.’

‘But what you’re asking me to do would make me miserable.’

She snorted. ‘You’re not going to win, Cole, so I don’t understand why you’re persisting.’

Sometimes arguing with Mel made me feel mad. She was capable of making me believe that my views were inconsequential and I was crazy to think they were worth considering. ‘You can’t ask me to give away my life.’

‘It’s not your life,’ she shouted. ‘It’s mine.’ Which of course was the root of the problem: I didn’t actually matter to Mel.

She sighed as if everything hurt. And then the line went dead. I replayed the conversation as I finished my glass of Prosecco, the sweet acid nestling behind my breastbone. It sounded as if Mel was now making up lies about me to her family, but I couldn’t work out why, or what she might be saying. It wasn’t as though I’d done anything to hurt her. In fact, she was the one who’d done something incredibly hurtful to me.

But, if I’m honest, all throughout our relationship I’ve felt a little like I was failing a test. Mel has a photographic memory, not just for facts, but also for emotions, and she expected me to be the same way. She was always hurt if I couldn’t remember every single tiny detail – her likes and dislikes, her views, her feelings – and would get especially cross if I forgot that we’d gone somewhere together or misremembered a present she’d given me. Sometimes she was even annoyed when I thought differently to her. And it was exhausting because sometimes I did forget things, or disagree, and I don’t know any more if that’s OK, or if I was a total prick who let her down.
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I forced myself to be more proactive after that call, but still felt like I’d taken quite a few steps back from the equilibrium I’d begun to feel. I started every morning with a swim, I got enough sleep and I ate good food. But still, one day I had to shout at a family standing right on the edge of the cliff for a photograph, their two young children literally inches away from the fifty-foot drop. And on another, I turned on the radio and was met with the end of a discussion about female safety. They were talking about the Walk for Women girls and the abuse they were getting online. I looked them up again and, sure enough, a couple of comments on their posts were sexual and revolting, which made me feel pretty ashamed to be a man. Then Mel texted a few days after Christmas, reminding me to at least sign the house papers. When I admitted that I’d forgotten again, she got quite abusive, saying she knew I wasn’t good on details, but could I please get the fuck on with it.

So, all in all, it was very nice when Lennie texted two days before New Year’s Eve and we agreed to go for a drink. When I got to the pub, she was sitting at a table by the fire with two pints in front of her, scrolling through her phone, which reminded me uncomfortably of Mel, who is obsessed with social media and always had an email to answer. It became impossible to have a proper conversation with her because she was always tapping away. She’d often shove her phone under my nose to show me a plate of food or an animal or a sofa or a view I couldn’t place. At first, I’d make the appropriate noises but eventually I couldn’t bear it and told her she was frying her brain, which produced a huge sulk and every time I caught her looking at her screen after that she’d pull a face and tell me not to speak to her because I’d be appalled by her intellectual inferiority.

Lennie put her phone away as soon as she saw me and we spent the first few minutes on a polite ‘how was your Christmas’ type conversation. She spoke in a very loud voice, her accent scratching the air, which made me feel embarrassed as I hate taking up too much space. But she also asked lots of questions about my job, like she was interested, which was a nice change.

‘But what is it you do?’ I asked after a bit, worried that she might think I was one of those self-involved men only interested in the sound of his own voice. ‘You said you don’t have to be back at work till June. What sort of job lets you not go in for a year?’

She waved a hand in front of her face in a dismissive way that made me feel sad, because women are so conditioned to minimize what they do. ‘I’m an artist and I have a show in June.’

I smiled, because I’d been right. ‘Oh, right. What sort of art?’

‘This and that.’ She took a sip of her pint, and I could tell there was something else she wanted to say. ‘So, how long ago was your break-up then?’

It was a fair question and of course she was going to ask, but still I felt sunk by the thought. ‘Six months.’

Her eyebrows knitted together. ‘And how long were you together?’

‘About seven years. We were married, actually.’

She gulped at her pint again. ‘OK. Right. What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.’

My mouth felt lined in sand, but I made myself speak. ‘No, it’s fine. Mel, that’s my wife, and I wanted kids, but we couldn’t get pregnant. We tried IVF, two rounds, but it didn’t work and, well, our marriage didn’t survive.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Lennie looked properly sad. My blood felt thick in my veins and the muscles in the small of my back were twitching in the way they do when they’re preparing to pump a mean headache up my spine. ‘So this move is a sort of, what, new start then?’

‘Well, yes.’ I forced myself to look at her and she was smiling so kindly it made me think that if I said a few of the things on my mind, I might feel a bit better. ‘I’ve actually been wanting to move since we started IVF, but Mel didn’t want to leave London. And then, when it all came to an end, there didn’t seem much point in living in a city I hated.’

Lennie nodded. ‘No, absolutely. I can see that. But you’re happy you’ve done it?’

‘Yes, of course.’ My hands were tight around my glass. ‘It’s just, I do feel odd.’ I tried to laugh at my ridiculous description of my emotional state, but it came out strangulated.

‘That’s completely normal,’ Lennie said. ‘Break-ups are shit.’

I took another swig of my pint. ‘It’s all got so messy. I think Mel’s sort of trying to turn everyone against me now, but I don’t know why or what she could have said. I spoke to her on Christmas Day, and she was saying this really weird shit about how she’d told her mum “everything”. Like, it was almost threatening.’

‘What do you mean, told her everything?’

‘That’s the thing. I genuinely haven’t got the faintest idea what she meant.’

Slowly Lennie inched her hand across the table and laid it on top of mine. ‘I’m so sorry this is happening to you, Cole. And I’m not surprised you’re feeling weird. It’s . . . I mean, it sounds unbelievably mean.’

I attempted a laugh. ‘God, sorry for unburdening myself on you like that. I don’t know what came over me.’ And it was true, it usually took me much longer to confide in people. Too many had let me down. But Lennie seemed different, warmer somehow.

‘Please, don’t apologize. I’m really honoured you shared that with me.’

I indicated our empty glasses. ‘Would you like another?’

She stretched her hands in front of her and cracked her knuckles. ‘Yeah, that’d be nice, thanks.’

I was served quickly and bought some crisps and nuts as I wasn’t sure which Lennie would prefer. When I dropped them on the table, she opened all the packets and spread them out like a range of silver napkins.

‘My mum used to do that and call it a picnic supper,’ she said, taking a large handful of peanuts.

‘What, you’d have crisps for supper?’

‘Well, only when money was really tight. What about your parents?’

It seemed such an odd question and, besides, I hate talking about them. ‘They’re dead.’

‘Shit, no way. So’s my mum. How did yours die?’

I felt tired. ‘In a plane crash.’

‘What? That’s mad. It almost trumps my story, although not quite. My mum was murdered.’ She laughed, a deep throaty sound, and I couldn’t work out if she was joking.

It was hard to know what to say, but I settled on, ‘How? And when?’

She took another handful of peanuts and started to pop them into her mouth individually, which meant I could see smears on her tongue as she spoke. ‘Oh, years ago. I was fifteen. She was killed by my stepdad. But it wasn’t really a shock. I mean, looking back, I’d sort of been expecting him to kill her for years.’

We sat in silence for a moment as I tried to take in what she’d said. I found it hard not to think about how unfair it was that women who could put their children in danger so easily became mothers. ‘Shit, that’s terrible. What about your dad?’

She shrugged. ‘I can’t even remember him. According to Mum, he was from Brazil and moved back there a few months after I was born.’

It was also unfair that men capable of walking away so easily became fathers. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘Really, it’s fine. I spent a few dodgy years in foster care because my stepdad managed to totally maroon my mum before he killed her. But, you know, things got better. I went to therapy and took the right pills. I got over it all ages ago. In fact, I bet your parents dying was way worse because they were probably nice to you, and you weren’t expecting it. How old were you?’

My head felt very heavy. ‘Around the same age. Anyway, tell me about your art.’

Lennie grimaced. ‘God, no, please. It’ll put a downer on the evening.’

‘What, more than a totally fucked-up marriage and two sets of dead parents?’

She laughed so hard at that I got a warm feeling in my stomach. ‘I guess we’re not the most conventional pair you’ll ever meet.’ I liked the sound of that, two outsiders papering over their cracks together. She motioned to our empty pints. ‘I could get us another round, or you could come back to mine. I’ve got a couple of bottles of champagne begging to be drunk and I could do with a fag. God, don’t you miss the days of being able to light up in a pub?’

I smiled in what I hoped was a non-committal way. Part of me didn’t want to go back to her cottage as I knew getting close to her would complicate things in a way I wasn’t ready for, and I hate leading people on. But also, I did want to see inside the cottage and thought maybe it would be good for me. Besides, I needed to stop overthinking everything: Lennie seemed straightforward and warm and it would bat away the loneliness for a bit.

When we stepped out of the pub, the night was clear, and the sky was filled with stars, as if they’d been spilled across the darkness. And the moon was huge, hanging majestically over the sea. But Lennie was too busy lighting her cigarette to notice, and after she had it felt like the time to mention it had passed. We set off at a brisk walk, sticking to the path as the river was still swollen.

‘So,’ she said, ‘do you still want children, then? I mean, now that you’re not with your wife any more?’

I didn’t think it wise to show her the extent of my desperation so early on, but also had no intention of starting off with a lie, so I compromised with, ‘I would like to, yes. I’m not sure how I’d go about it, though.’

‘Christ, everything’s possible nowadays.’

‘Have you ever wanted them?’

I felt her turn to me. ‘Oh, I have a daughter.’

Everything about Lennie was surprising. ‘I didn’t realize,’ I stammered. ‘I mean, I’ve never seen you with a child.’

‘That’s because she’s not a child and she’s not living with me at the moment.’ She raised her face to the moon. ‘I had her very young. She’s twenty-three and studying in Paris. It’s where her dad’s from. They’ve reconnected in the last couple of years and he has a normal job and a wife and two age-appropriate children and I think she’s quite enjoying it.’

‘So you didn’t even spend Christmas together?’ I kept my tone tentative, so as not to upset her.

Lennie threw her cigarette into the bushes and I had to resist an urge to go and stamp on it in case it caused a fire. ‘It’s fine. We had twenty or so years glued to each other. It’s good for her to get to know the other side of her family. Her dad and I were never properly together, you see, so she’s never lived with him.’

We’d reached the beach and she stopped to look at the tumbling waves, which looked tipped with silver in the moonlight, although the sea beneath was black.

‘It must have been hard, having a baby on your own so young, with your mum dead,’ I said.

‘It wasn’t the best. But, you know, I’m glad I had Jasmine when I did. My life felt totally chaotic at the time so I didn’t think it had anything to do with having a baby and just got on with it. But actually, I think it would have felt the same if I’d had her ten years later, and that would have freaked me out because you’re not meant to feel that way when you’re grown up.’

I laughed. ‘I’m not so sure about that. I moved to get away from the chaos and I’m well into adulthood.’

‘Ha, I like you, Cole. Come on, it’s bloody freezing,’ she said, taking my arm and steering me towards the cottage. ‘I don’t want you to think that I don’t adore Jasmine. She’s amazing, totally different from me, really studious and bright and all that. It’s, well, it takes a lot out of a woman, having a child.’

‘Society still doesn’t appreciate the emotional and physical toll of motherhood,’ I said as we turned in to the little gate. Lennie’s life seemed so full and different to what I’d imagined, almost like it was bursting at the seams, when I’d imagined it calmly contained with the walls in front of us. It made me feel a little discombobulated, but she opened the front door and stepped up into the bright hallway and so I followed.

‘Could you stoke up the fire while I get the champagne,’ Lennie said, depositing all her outdoor gear on the end of the banister. Some of it fell on the floor, but she didn’t bother to pick it up.

It was strange to be inside the cottage when I’d looked at it from the outside so many times, a bit like stepping into a painting you know really well. I was glad that it felt as cosy as I’d imagined, that the paint was flaking, the floorboards creaked and, from what I could see, nobody had ripped out any original features and replaced them with some terrible modern shit. It had a wonderful authenticity about it that gave me the soothing feeling of being stroked.

I went into the sitting room, where the deep mustard yellow of the walls was even cosier than it looked through the windows. There were some embers still glowing in the bottom of the grate, which I’m pretty sure was the original, so it hardly took any effort to get it going again. By the time Lennie came in carrying the champagne and two glasses, a flame was already licking around a log. I took the glass she handed me, even though I’d had enough. Not being a heavy drinker makes me a bit of a lightweight, but it felt rude to refuse, so I took a sip.

‘Is this what you’re working on then?’ I asked, indicating the shrouded canvas on the other side of the room.

‘Well, technically.’ Lennie sat down heavily on a chair by the fire. There was another opposite it, but I wasn’t ready to sit.

‘Can I see it?’

‘Absolutely not.’ The words were so forceful I walked over to the mantelpiece to hide my discomfort.

‘Sorry,’ she said, more calmly. ‘I don’t mean to sound rude. I never let anyone look at my work until it’s finished.’

‘No, it’s fine.’

‘It’s silly, but it embarrasses me. I still feel like, well, like a fraud, calling myself an artist. I’m never sure if I’m doing it right.’

‘Is there a right way?’ I was looking at a photograph on the mantelpiece of a young Lennie holding a disgruntled baby on her hip.

‘Well, I wouldn’t know,’ she said, ‘I never went to art college or anything like that, you see. In fact, after Mum died, I pretty much stopped going to school, not that I’d gone too much when she was alive. Everything looked pretty grim for a while because people aren’t exactly clamouring to foster a moody, gobshite fifteen-year-old. And then I had Jazz two years later and I couldn’t really see a way out. The only subject I was ever any good at was art, and I found drawing calmed me after I’d got the baby to sleep. Then one night I was watching this late-night documentary about outsider art. This incredibly posh woman was being interviewed about the gallery she’d recently opened, dedicated to showcasing under-privileged artists. “Bring me your work,” she said. So I did. I put my drawings in a plastic bag and went to the gallery the next day with Jazz screaming all the way. But, you know, Bea, the posh woman, took me on and I’ve been with her ever since. Although, it hasn’t stopped me feeling such a fraud.’

Life had undeniably dealt Lennie some hard blows, which reminded me of myself. She was clearly a person who had built a bit of a wall around herself to protect against life’s knocks. Bad things had happened to her and I could tell fear lurked just beneath her skin. Certain scratches would bring it rushing to the surface, which gave her a wariness. It made me think about her name and how she’d shortened it to an ugly boy’s name, almost in an act of self-protection. And that made me feel sad for her.
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