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   For Monty.

You like to tell me the universe is
e x p a n d i n g.

Please know, my own universe is forever expanding from simply knowing and loving
Y O U.

Kind.
Focused.
Sensitive.
Funny.

I can’t wait to see what other stars will shine in your constellation too.

X
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One

   Me? Scared?

   No, no, no.

   I mean, honestly, I just don’t get it, why people freak when they’re alone outside in the dark.

   Because with a bit of stealth and a whole lot of moxie, it’s fine.

   Oh, and a smile too. I always, always smile.

   Because this is peak life, right?

   The queen-of-the-world buzz as I charge through town, weaving my way through the dazzle of lairy shirts and teetering heels spilling from the pubs at close to 11 p.m. The electric memory of Rollo’s hands and mouth sending a heat that’s almost fire across my skin. The roar of air in my lungs, as hard and frosty as the ground beneath my Doc Marten’d feet, which steer me from the street lights and the carnival of beer-drenched howls towards Good Hope Wood. 

   The treeline curls away from civilization back into itself like a black cat in the corner of a room. Separate. Content. Claws retracted but ready to spring and slash should anyone rattle its peace.

   I quit running when I reach the trees, slowing to a pace Dad would rather I always stick to.

   ‘Careful, Iris,’ he says when I’m ironing a school shirt, or chopping onions, or standing on a train platform, just the wrong side of the yellow line.

   ‘Careful.’

   ‘Careful.’

   ‘Careful.’

   He’d stiffen and bug-eye if he saw me now, scampering across the fallen branches and crystallizing moss, an occasional chittering bat swooping in stealth-hunt above me.

   He’d catch the way my head turns back to the lit path and assume the worst, that the boy I’m scanning for, running from, is the kind of bad boy in teen movies that are all angst and abhorrent behaviour.

   But my life isn’t that sort of story, and Rollo isn’t that sort of guy.

   He’s not chased me for a start.

   The path behind me is empty.

   The wood ahead of me, though, is full.

   Of trees, sure, but it’s not only gnarled branches and parched leaves that whisper in the canopy. It’s not only clamouring roots that burrow and slither through the ground. There are creature sounds too: scuttling, screeching, grunting. And creature smells: earthy and pungent and alive.

   Stopping for just a moment, I inhale it.

   All of it.

   Though that’s not what I’m here for.

   What I am here for is a house buried in the depths of these woods. Not the sort of house you’d live in. From the photos I’ve seen on @MyEmptyHouses’ account on Insta, the windows of this house are mostly cracked or missing, its carpets torn and stained. Everything about it suggests its occupants bolted some time ago.

   People do that, don’t they?

   They make a home for you.

   And then they disappear.

   The bristling fingers of drooping branches whip my scalp as I run deeper into the woods, the dark stamping down on the moonlight. I pull my phone from my back pocket, ready to switch on the torch.

   The screen is a swarm of alerts.

   I swipe away any from Rollo. But my heart bruises at the thought of dismissing the ones from my best mate Tala. I open her voice note.

   ‘What the fuck, Iris!’ Her tone is a ruse. If this was the first time you heard her, that harsh opener with its blunt swear, you’d think she was tough, right? That she’s the type who says what’s what. The girl who’d hurl all kinds of bolshy comebacks if someone so much as dared to throw her the slightest shade.

   In truth, with anyone that’s not me or her parents, my best mate is practically mute.

   In this voice note, however, she’s unleashing a whole new Tala.

   ‘You’d better listen to this message.’ Her sigh alone is a flash of impatience. ‘It’s one thing ignoring Rollo, but it’s another thing ignoring me.’

   Jeez.

   Rollo’s spoken to her then? Relayed my sudden disappearance and his many unanswered calls? How long did it take for him to wake and notice I’d absconded? How many minutes until he pulled back the covers to fetch his phone from his desk drawer. He always makes a point of putting it there whenever we go upstairs.

   ‘No distractions,’ he said that first time, about four months ago, when his parents were at the cinema, and we had at least two hours of curtains-closed teasing seizing feeling.

   Rollo’s good like that. He’s kind and careful and says things like, ‘Are you sure you’re OK with this, Iris?’ and ‘We can stop any time, yeah, just say.’

   But then tonight he said things like, ‘You know that gap year you’re planning? I was thinking maybe I could come along for the ride?’

   And despite the hum of a fresh orgasm that would normally have me buzzing with post-sex chat, I couldn’t summon a single word in reply. Instead, I faked sleep until I could make a run for it.

   ‘Where are you?’ Tala’s fury level on the voice note has quickly dissipated into concern. ‘You want me to meet you at the bothy?’

   I cut the message and start typing:

   All good. Not at the bothy.


   The three dots appear immediately.

   FFS not another bando?


   Tala might not share my passion for urban exploration, but she does at least know the lingo.

   The house I’m now looking at is definitely a bando. As in abandoned. As in forsaken. As in the people who once loved this place have never returned to see what’s become of everything they left behind.

   Every inch of it is kind of broken.

   Before I look around, I pull out a paper fortune teller from my bag. It’s the kind everyone makes as kids, turning a flat square piece of paper into a three-dimensional soothsayer with pockets and flaps and eight fortunes written within its folds.

   Only when Mum taught me how to make them, she didn’t write eight fortunes. She wrote one.

   You will be strong.

   Over and over and over and over and over and over and over.

   See? No matter which square I pick, I always end up with that one irrefutable destiny.

   (Nice use of ‘irrefutable’, Iris.)

   Before each outing, I make a new one from a map of my destination, always sure to write the same fortune on repeat. And then, once I’m at the location, I pose.

   Fortune teller in one hand, phone in the other, I turn away from my reflection in the cracked and cobwebbed glass of the front door, raising my arm so the camera takes in as much of me and the abandoned house as possible. My smile is too toothy in the intrusive white of the flash.

   And then it’s not.

   Hhhhhhhhhhhh.

   My mouth shuts, clamping my breath behind my lips because wasn’t that a heave of someone else’s? Someone else’s breath, I mean. Over there by what would once have been a fence.

   Shit.

   Keep your cool, Iris. I repeat, like one of my stepmum’s yogic mantras.

   All I can hear is the ragged thrum of my heart.

   Keep your fucking cool.

   I catch it, then, the glint of a man-creature’s eyes.

   As my thumb presses the lock key on my phone, I understand what people mean when they talk about being plunged into darkness. Because without that artificial light, I am drowning in black. Despite the momentary blindness, I don’t shift my gaze.

   Hhhhhhhhhhhh.

   That sound like breath again.

   I unclamp my lips and exhale. Watching. Willing what I thought was a face to be my brain playing tricks on me.

   But when my eyes adjust to the darkness, they see specifics. A frayed woollen beanie. A long thick nose. Skin, partly bearded and white as bone.

   He’s about my dad’s age, but their energy couldn’t be more different.

   Separated by just three rasping trees, we are locked. Wild animals standing our muddied, twisted ground, refusing to succumb to a blink even, as if just that tiny movement will make one of us prey.

   Something squarks in the undergrowth.

   You will be strong.

   And I am.

   I’ve seen the news. Read the statements written by mothers whose daughters have been raped or murdered. Watched Dad’s face as he realizes no matter how much he tries to impose the health and safety strategies from his office within his home, there is no guaranteed health and safety for girls. Not while there are men.

   #NotAllMen

   But some.

   One.

   #AllItTakesIsOne.

   You will be strong.

   The man-creature needs to see I am.

   ‘Well?’ I buck my head, like, I’m ready for you.

   ‘Well, what?’ His voice, rough as sandpaper, is neither aggressive nor kind.

   From what I can see he’s empty-handed. No rucksack. No camera. No sign, then, that he’s an explorer like me.

   So what is he?

   That creeping snarl suggests maybe he’s what Dad was afraid of all those times he told me to stop with the ridiculous night-time adventures. When he heaved a sigh and said something like, ‘I’m worried, Iris. Are you actively looking for things that are dangerous or bad?’

   The man-creature grows as he pulls back his shoulders. His coat gapes at the buttons with the effort, like there’s suddenly too much of his body for the size of his clothes. ‘You’re just a kid.’ He skulks forward, only an inch or so, but that inch is one less inch of space between us. ‘Mummy not mind you being out this late?’ His face twitches.

   ‘My mother’s dead,’ I say.

   Even here in the woods with this shabby man with his sneering lip, I muster the same matter-of-fact delivery I use every time someone asks about her. Usually, I shape this neutral tone to let people know that I’ve come to terms with my mother’s death. I smile to reassure them it’s OK to change the subject. That, like me, they are safe to move on.

   With this man-creature, though, the fact is a different kind of statement.

   It’s: I can cope with anything, mate.

   It’s: My mum died in a house fire on Christmas Day when I was ten. I know how to survive.

   His palm slips into his pocket, takes hold of something.

   He laughs as he begins to pull it free.

   The frozen air between us shatters and I run, the heat of my own exhale melting the numbness that had begun to settle in my cheeks. It’s his laugh that chases me. Savage and nasty like bile he’s hacking up from the back of his throat.

   I thrash a path through the brown-black woods, my hands wildly jabbing the low-hanging branches, their bark scoring a map of this hot-pulsed pursuit into my skin. I am all lightning-fast feet and charged blood as I emerge from the trees on to the grassland that separates Good Hope Wood from the road, where a fox crosses then ducks beneath a fence that runs the perimeter of a new-build housing estate. A wild animal slinking between sleeping people’s homes.

   The man-creature has given up. At least that’s what I hope as I look over my shoulder. The woods are an expanse of slate and russet shadow with no visible movement. Aside from my breathing, the world is now silent and still.

   I keep moving.

   Ten minutes later, I’m on our street. I press my thumb down on the microphone button to record a slightly panting voice note to Tala, letting her know I’m home. ‘All good,’ I say, hitting send then—

   Shit.

   My ankle rolls over the curb and I stumble.

   The shriek of tyres.

   The outrage of panic-slammed brakes.

   ‘JESUS!’ A shout paired with the blare of a horn. ‘You stepped into the road!’ The driver shakes his fist at me.

   ‘Sorry.’ I smile. Not apologetically exactly but confidently, because Mum always told me a smile is what will see you through. I gesture at my ankle, turning my foot in small circles to make a point that my trip wasn’t exactly voluntary.

   No lasting pain. I am good to go.

   But: ‘Iris!’ Our front door swings on its hinges as Dad runs down the drive, his eyes flitting from me to the car to me again.

   Does he just lurk by the sitting-room window looking out for me?

   ‘I’m fine.’ I wave a dismissive hand in his direction as I hobble through our garden gate.

   A couple of years ago, Dad and Rosa converted the garage into my new bedroom, so I have not only my very own bathroom but my very own door too. All glass and wide and sliding. Perfect for slipping out unnoticed – or back in.

   Trouble is, Dad’s never quite got a handle on the fact that private access is only really a benefit if your room remains private too. By the time I’ve faffed with the key, he’s already sitting on my bed, his hurried route to my bedroom through the house evidently quicker than mine.

   ‘Iris.’ His shoulders rise as he deep-inhales the way Rosa insists will make him more chill. Despite his efforts, I can smell the panic in Dad’s exhale as it fills the room. ‘Tell me –’ the vein on the left side of his forehead bulges bluish-green – ‘the truth,’ he says. ‘Where on earth have you been?’
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Two

   I stand by my desk, running my finger down the dates on my puppy calendar, last year’s Christmas gift from Tala, who knows I’d give anything for my own dog. Nothing as fancy as the fully coiffed Pomeranian holding a candy cane and sporting a matching striped bow tie for the month of December. Honestly, any old mutt would do.

   My nail – grimy with woodland dirt – glides straight over the 17th and the 25th, right through to the end of the year.

   Sweat seeps from my palms, which I clench into fists.

   ‘With Rollo,’ I say in answer to Dad’s question. It’s not a lie, but it’s not exactly a truth either. Rather, it’s a molten combination of the two.

   ‘I was watching out for you.’ His voice is a battle of accusation and fear. ‘You looked scared.’

   ‘I was almost hit by a car, Dad. Of course I looked scared.’

   ‘Before then,’ he says, his poker-straight back and tucked-in shirt a neat contrast to my crumpled duvet. ‘You were running.’

   I turn away, unfurl my fingers, stroke the thin-scored cuts that look like nothing but are quietly exploding. Every movement casual, I take the anti-bac gel from my desk drawer and enjoy its rubbed-in sting. ‘I was running because I was late,’ I say over the click click click as I pick the muck from beneath my nails. ‘Scared for the same reason.’ Back in my stride now, I’m able to face him. ‘My curfew? There’s a reason I call you the Stickler. I was trying to avoid this,’ I point my finger back and forth between the two of us.

   I’m sure from the way Dad nods – slow and pensive – that he senses the hike in my pulse.

   But.

   ‘OK,’ he says, like he believes me, which, thankfully, is something he tends to do. He looks up, then, from his lap, which is where his eyes always go to when he’s nervous. Maybe because his lap is somewhere broad and solid and safe? Almost exactly seven years ago, I crawled on to it when he sat me on the sofa and told me about the fire.

   ‘I like Rollo,’ he says now, literally twiddling his thumbs.

   I know this already. For all his worry and naysay, Dad isn’t one of those sitcom fathers who grill their daughters’ boyfriends. And for all his stupid dad jokes, whenever Rollo’s come to pick me up, Dad’s never warned him to keep his hands to himself or quipped about having a gun.

   ‘I don’t like you being over there this late on a Sunday night.’

   Here we go.

   ‘But I do like that you’re in a steady relationship.’

   I don’t mention that my steady relationship is over. That the first thing I did when Rollo suggested he join me urbexing around Europe next year is sneak from under the duvet and out the door. It was a dick move really. Not only for the hurt I caused Rollo but because Dad would be far more likely to get on board with my gap-year plans if he thought I wasn’t heading to foreign lands alone.

   ‘You are careful, aren’t you, sunshine? You know. When you…’

   I’m relieved when Dad’s gaze drops again. I couldn’t bear him looking at me when we talk, no matter how loosely, about that.

   ‘Yes, Dad.’ That’s as much as he’s going to get from me. And, to be fair, I think it’s as much as he needs. Sex ed was mostly left to school and Rosa who, I know from overheard whispers, thinks there would be ‘a benefit, Matt, from being more open’.

   He stands up, pausing when he notices my dirtied Doc Martens by the back door. It’s a running joke in my family that I like them box-fresh.

   ‘You’re sure you were at Rollo’s, Iris?’ His eyes lock on mine. ‘You weren’t off in some dodgy derelict factory for the sake of your blog?’

   ‘It’s not a blog, Dad, it’s a feed.’ I stand in front of him, blocking his view of my boots and pushing them behind the curtains as I draw them closed.

   He holds his stare the way he always does when I haven’t quite answered his question.

   ‘I swear I was not off in some dodgy derelict factory.’ More of that melded fact and fiction.

   ‘Good.’ Dad’s happy to take my word for it. Isn’t that easier than pressing for a thornier truth? ‘Better that you’re with Rollo than wandering around some dank building on your own.’

   I nod as if I agree.

   ‘I really don’t understand it.’ He’s nothing if not predictable, because this is what Dad always says whenever the subject of urbex rears what he calls its ‘perplexing head’.

   ‘Maybe if you looked at my Insta without the filter of your health-and-safety-tinted glasses, you might see what I see.’ I open my @DoratheUrbexplorer account on my phone and pass it to him.

   For a minute or so he scrolls through my pictures. A window-smashed church. A shut-down holiday camp. A disused airfield. An ancient cinema ripe for kisses on the ripped seats of its dust-drenched back row.

   ‘Nope, don’t see it.’ Dad hands back my phone. ‘Just looks like misery to me.’ He opens my bedroom door, and I hear Rosa softly berating Noah for studying so late after all their chat about burn-out. Noah will know better, of course. He always does. My stepbrother is so infuriatingly full of information, he’s more often addressed – by me at least – as Know-All.

   Dad glances back at me, taps his watch. ‘Look, I think maybe we need to review your curfew.’ I must pull a face then because he cocks his eyebrow. ‘Don’t be like that, Iris. You know we only ever try to be fair.’
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   The man-creature’s face flashes in my bathroom mirror as I brush my teeth, his thick and viscous laugh prickling my skin. When I snap off the light and blindly spit the toothpaste into the basin, my heart is a jackhammer punching against the dark.

   Dad would be furious if he knew. A few years ago, when I first started properly exploring, he and Rosa called a family meeting, telling me they didn’t think this new ‘hobby’ was appropriate. ‘No scowling, Iris,’ Dad told me. ‘Is it so wrong that we don’t want you getting hurt?’

   I’m a big girl, I thought.

   ‘Tell me honestly.’ His voice was softer back then. ‘You don’t want to hurt yourself, do you?’

   ‘No!’ I’d snapped. Seriously, as if. Why would he even say that?

   It’s almost midnight by the time I climb into bed, where I rub my toes against the sheets to warm them, then flip the duvet up and under my feet to form a quilted cocoon. Snuggled, I flick through @MyEmptyHouses. My search for her post on the house in Good Hope Wood is accompanied by the rise and fall of Rosa and Noah’s tender bickering.

   While the words themselves are made indecipherable by the dividing wall, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that Rosa will be telling Know-All he’s not helping himself – or his chances of a successful Oxford interview – by burning the candle at both ends. She will say this quietly and calmly because her quiet and calm nature is what makes my stepmother the Linchpin. Maybe it’s all that bending and breathing she does on her rolled-out mat each morning. Maybe when she’s holding that standing tree pose, it’s not only her physical balance she’s honing. I swear that woman never wobbles.

   Footsteps make their way upstairs then the house falls silent.

   There’s nothing on @MyEmptyHouses about a creepy man-creature. I add a note in the comments, warning other explorers to take care, then click the link to a post on her website about the oddest items she’s found in her five years of explorations. I look at each photo in turn. A pair of brand-new red stilettoes in a disused dentist’s office. A frog specimen in a deserted uni building. A rabbit masquerade mask, leaning against a brightly wallpapered wall—

   Wait.

   What?

   I zoom in on the rabbit mask. Its grey-brown tufted ears. Its empty eyes. Its black-nosed snout and its silver ribbon tie that’s the exact same colour as the ribbons Mum once unspooled and braided through my hair. It’s not only the ribbon that’s familiar, though.

   My ponytail – fading to violet from the vibrant purple I dyed it at the beginning of term – irritates my eyes as I lean over the side of my bed and reach under for my Box of Mum Things. I pull out the small black photograph album on which Mum silver-Sharpied our names in her loopy handwriting that always reminds me of those aeroplanes that write messages in the sky.

   There are four photos. I only need one of them. It’s of Mum and me when I was about five. We’re with another woman and an auburn-haired girl I assume is the other woman’s daughter. The two grown-ups are wearing masks.

   Mum is a wolf.

   Her friend is a rabbit.

   And not just any rabbit but the exact same rabbit as the one in @MyEmptyHouses’ photo, in which the mask sits on a mantelpiece, resting against what looks like bold-patterned wallpaper. It’s not paper, though. It’s paint. And I know this because I watched my mum’s long fingers dip her brush in the palette of greens and browns and turn liquid into a wild forest on our drawing-room wall.

   There’s a link beneath @MyEmptyHouses’ photo. When I click on it, it takes me to her original post from when she explored the place about a year ago.

   Thing is, it’s almost seven years since Mum died in the fire. I’m no maths genius but even I know the numbers don’t add up. @MyEmptyHouses found the mask about six years after I was told that our house and all the things in it were burned to dust and gone.

   The post is titled Rabbit House.

   That’s not what Mum and I called it.

   To us it was Sunnyside.

   It was home.
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Three

   It’s a good thing it’s Buddy, my favourite of all my canine clients, that I’m booked to walk this morning. His giant poodle pom-pom tail and enthusiastic pant make our 6.30 a.m. tramp about town kind of fun. My sleep-deprived mood is also helped by the ten quid I’ll be pocketing. Each pound I earn takes me closer to those plans I’ve hatched in a notebook dedicated to my gap-year explorations. The thought of that Mediterranean sun softens the biting British cold.

   I like this time of day, when the shops are closed, there are few people and the buildings themselves might talk to me. Some, with their small windows and medieval black-and-white exteriors, are reassuringly old, safe, permanent. While others, the ones with a blank facade and lifeless vast panels of glass, are more inclined to ignore whatever I might want to say.

   I don’t know what I want to say this morning.

   Words like ‘rabbit’ and ‘Sunnyside’ and ‘fire’ and ‘what the actual—’ barged and barrelled their way into my brain last night, as earwormy as any of Taylor Swift’s most annoying hits. As I walk, they’re still going. Slippery and squirming from my head through my spine so my entire body’s riddled with question marks.

   ‘You OK, Iris?’ As is his habit, Mr West is already standing on his front step, leaning against his cane, as Buddy and I make our way up the drive. ‘You seem a tad out of sorts.’

   ‘Pushed for time, that’s all.’ I shrug and hand over the lead. ‘Tala’s birthday!’

   ‘Best get on then,’ he says, his arthritic fingers ruffling Buddy’s ears.

   I hurry back home where I’ve left a bunch of handmade paper flowers for my best friend.

   ‘Happy birthday!’ I sing fifteen minutes later when Tala answers her front door.

   She has no choice but to take the posy I shove a little too enthusiastically in her face. Despite the hours I spent following instructional videos on YouTube, the flowers look more withering weed than Britain in Bloom.

   ‘Um, thanks?’

   She ushers me inside as I garble on about how maaaaaybeeee I was a little ambitious gunning for a bouquet of eighteen roses as a nod to the traditional Filipino debut party Tala’s mum had wanted to throw in celebration of her only child’s imminent womanhood. Tala, usually so compliant, had refused.

   ‘I know you said you’d rather stick eighteen thorns in your eyes than have eighteen boys presenting you with eighteen roses in exchange for a poxy dance, but I thought a paper version from me would be kind of cute.’ It doesn’t matter how many times I fail so dismally at craft, prior to every one of my creative endeavours, I’m cocksure I’ll finally exhibit some of Mum’s artistic genius. ‘Given how they’ve turned out, you’re probably relieved I didn’t make it to eighteen!’

   Tala raises the three would-be flowers higher and, for a moment, I think she might actually sniff them, her nostrils filling with the waft of my abundant use of glue. Instead, she takes a closer look at one of the petals, mouthing the words ‘second’ and ‘chances’ and ‘remake’ and ‘world’ printed on one of the leaves that were, before I cut and folded them, pages from her favourite book. ‘I’ll Give You the Sun,’ she whispers, and I swear to God she’s now one hundred per cent crying.

   I nod, my bobbing chin ruffling her centre parting as she throws herself at me for a hug. ‘You might be shedding different kinds of tears if you saw how badly I butchered the novel.’ Books are sacrosanct to Tala, who winces if someone so much as dares turn over a corner to mark their place.

   ‘Forgiven,’ she says into my collarbone. ‘As friends go, you’re my superlative.’

   ‘Champorado, Iris?’ Tala’s mum calls from the kitchen, where, when we walk through from the hall, I see she’s already dished me up a bowl of chocolate rice porridge and is now pouring me a glass of juice. She places both down on the table next to the small silver Christmas tree that’s been a centrepiece since October.

   ‘So long as there’s a “ber” in the month, we’re celebrating Christmas,’ Tita Celestina said the first time I came to their house over seven years ago and she saw my jaw drop at the twinkling lights, multiple-baubled trees and three stockings hanging above the fire. It was September.

   For now, mine and Tala’s houses couldn’t look more different. Hers is a festival of multicoloured ribbon and tinsel, while ours is a palette of magnolia and grey.

   It was Rosa who suggested we postpone our celebrations. She and Dad got together as the first anniversary of Mum’s death was approaching, and while it was only a month or so into their relationship, it was clear they were hoping we would spend the holidays together. But whenever anyone mentioned pantomimes, presents or trees, Dad would flinch.

   ‘We could delay it,’ she said. ‘Just until Boxing Day, so Iris can commemorate her mum on the day she died.’

   ‘What!?’ Noah, who with his facts about black holes, beasts and bridges was already fast becoming Know-All, didn’t look impressed. ‘Not have Christmas on Christmas Day? But what would we do then?’

   Rosa shot him a look that suggested maybe he could spend the day finding a smidge of empathy.

   ‘I don’t mind,’ I said. ‘I’ll celebrate Mum on the seventeenth.’ I stuffed a roast potato in my mouth like all of this was no big deal. The idea didn’t come completely out of the blue. In fact, it came out of a conversation with Tala who, when I’d told her I’d been staying with Dad on the day of the fire, asked me what I remembered from the last time I’d seen my mum.

   The question sparked a heart leap. There was a lot to remember. Too much. So I zoned in on the bit that shone brightest.

   I remembered Mum’s excitement. How she’d dashed inside for a wooden box that she passed to me through the wound-down car window.

   ‘Pick,’ she’d said then, arms fully stretched, hands holding out the paper fortune teller she’d made me a few weeks before.

   I picked pink.

   And I picked two.

   She lifted the flap. ‘You will be strong.’ She’d reached inside the car, let the fortune teller fall into the box on my lap and stroked my hand. ‘I love you, Iris. This separation isn’t forever. But our love is, OK?’

   That’s what I wanted to remember. Not a fire or anything anything anything else.

   So it was those words and that day that I chose to commemorate.

   Each 17th December, Tala and I go to the bothy, where we light candles and hang flowers in Kilner jars from a tree. We eat cream cheese bagels because they were Mum’s favourite, and sometimes a fat-bellied robin waits patiently on the ground beside us for crumbs. The following day, Rosa puts up our decorations.

   ‘Always with the stories!’ The drama with which Tita Celestina sweeps Tala’s book from the table snaps me back into the present. ‘Sit, sit!’ She gestures at the chair while reminding her daughter of the importance of eighteenth birthdays in Filipino culture. ‘You’re a woman now, Tala.’ She reads the blurb on the back of the novel before dropping it a tad dismissively on the kitchen island. ‘Maybe that means you start your own romance rather than just reading about them!’ Tita Celestina glows at the thought of it. ‘Like Iris and her boyfriend KitKat.’

   ‘KitKat?’

   ‘KitKat?’

   ‘It’s Rollo, Mama.’ Tala’s talking to Tita Celestina but glaring at me, waiting for the whir that comes with her mum pressing the button on the coffee machine. ‘All hail the Queen of Romance,’ she says, arching her perfectly manicured brow. And if it wasn’t her birthday, I’d be asking my best mate why it is she’s always so flummoxed by the Dumbbells when she’s so able to summon ample sarcasm with me.

   The Dumbbells, FYI, are what, back in Year Eight, Tala and I (perhaps childishly) called the girls at school who (perhaps dickishly) called themselves the Belles. As in the beautiful ones. As in the bitches who nicknamed Tala ‘Redmond’ after our physics teacher, Mrs Parks, delivered a ten-minute impromptu lecture on the world’s quietest room at the Microsoft headquarters in Redmond, Washington.

   ‘You going to tell me what happened last night or what?’ Tala pulls a reindeer-decorated vase from a cupboard and begins arranging her paper flowers. I know this trick. She thinks by making herself look busy, she’ll also look like she’s less desperate for answers and that I, as a consequence, will be more likely to spill the truth.

   A flash of the man-creature. I blink away all the possibilities of whatever it was he was about to pull from his pocket.

   ‘Nothing to tell,’ I say, trying but failing to style it out when my spoonful of breakfast burns my top lip, and I’m left with both porridge and drool on my chin.

   ‘What a babe!’ Tala wipes me clean with a sheet of kitchen roll. ‘I can see why Rollo was so distraught when you left.’ She scrunches the dirtied paper and gives me a look, like, come on, Iris, please.

   ‘Well, if it isn’t the birthday girl and the intrepid explorer!’ Perfectly timed to save me from any further interrogation, Kristian, Tala’s dad, walks into the kitchen in the same way he walks into any room – like he thinks that everyone in it is important. (Unlike my dad who walks into any room like he thinks that everyone in it is about to die.) ‘Iris, girl, we need to sort your fringe!’ Without even pausing for his morning coffee, Kristian grabs his scissors from the drawer. There are definite perks to your best mate’s parents not only being super chill but also the town’s best hairdressers.

   Tala snatches her book, I snatch my phone, and we both sit in silence – reading, scrolling – while Kristian snips, and splinter hairs fall across my face.

   An Insta alert tells me @SuCasaEsMiCasa has replied to the warning I posted last night.

   Stupid bint. What do idiot girls expect going to these bandos alone?


   I know that prick. He’s been boasting on various urbex platforms about some epic Christmas party he’s planning. This morning, his pathetically sexist comment is the only change on @MyEmptyHouses’ website. Each of the times I’ve flicked through it, everything else has remained exactly the same. And yet my fingers can’t help but refresh the page, and my eyes can’t help but lock on to that image of the rabbit mask leaning against the hand-painted wall.

   Last year.

   @MyEmptyHouses was there last year.

   I flit to the contact page and, in a brief email, ask @MyEmptyHouses would she, even though it kind of breaks the urbex code, just as a one-off, share its location. Or at least confirm it was close to Edglington, which was where Mum and I used to live.

   Porridge churns in my belly.

   Who knew oats could be so razored and raw.

   Kristian brushes away the hairs from my face and the floor and disappears into the utility room, where he and Tita Celestina begin folding and bagging the gowns they’ve laundered to take back to the salon.

   ‘Tal,’ I say, rising from my chair. ‘I found thi—’

   But when she looks up at me, my best friend is crying. Not the glistening, sentimental tears of before but a rush of boggy wet that reddens her amber eyes. ‘You found what?’ she asks, wiping her nose on the sleeve of her grey-knit jumper.

   ‘Doesn’t matter.’ I slide my phone into my back pocket. ‘Just some stupid meme.’ I nod at the closed book. ‘Did someone die or what?’

   She flattens her palm and uses it to push the novel away. ‘No one died.’ Her cry is more of a snivel now. ‘They got together, fell in love, had sex, split up and got back together again. Same old same old story.’

   ‘Is your mama on to something, Tal?’ I push her hair away from her wet face. ‘Now you’re eighteen, is it time for you to find true lurve?’

   She shakes her head.

   ‘Well, what’s got you so blue then?’

   ‘You wouldn’t get it.’

   ‘I wouldn’t get it? Why?’

   She mumbles something indecipherable amid the clatter of glasses and bowls.

   ‘What was that?’

   ‘I said, “You only have one emotional setting.”’ The way Tala says it this time makes it dead clear. ‘I’m sorry.’ She softens. Everything about her droops as I follow her into the hall.

   ‘One emotional setting?’ I turn down my lips in mock sorrow. ‘Bit harsh.’

   ‘You think? It doesn’t matter what happens to you: you fail a test, you end a relationship, the Dumbbells make some stupid remark. Whatever. You’re so bloody…I dunno…stoic.’ She passes me my purple puffer jacket that perfectly matches hers. ‘Life must be so much less stressful when you can cope with whatever it throws at you.’

   The acid snarls and scalds my stomach.

   I shrug my shoulders, pull on my coat, kiss Tala on the cheek and smile.
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Four

   Last lesson before lunch, and the combo of a late night and early morning plus a stuffy English language classroom means I’m flagging. Not even the enthusiasm of everyone’s favourite word geek, Mr Spence, is enough to hold my attention. But my droopy eyes snap open when a girl I vaguely recognize as a Year Eleven prefect waltzes through the door and announces in a soap-operatic tone that there’s an administrative emergency in the staffroom.

   ‘Seems we’re finishing early.’ Mr Spence looks genuinely gutted to be cutting our discussion on language as an indicator of personal and social identity short. ‘Do feel free to continue the conversation until the bell.’ He adjusts his black-framed glasses and gives us an optimistic nod of his neatly bearded chin as he exits the room.

   ‘And don’t forget revision plans.’ Mr Spence has to shout over the noise that erupted in the nanosecond before he stuck his head back through the door. ‘January might seem a long way off but it’s nearly December and, believe you me, kids, with all that mocks prep to be getting on with, the next month is gonna fly.’ His eyes land on me and his brow arches, like, yes, you, Iris. And I’m reminded of those occasional pep talks he likes to give me, using phrases like ‘need to apply yourself’ and ‘just had a little more focus’ and ‘think about what university course will lead you into your chosen career’.

   Chosen career? The only thing I want to choose is which abandoned chateau I’m going to visit first once I get the hell out of school.

   There’s a collective groan as Mr Spence leaves for the second and final time, and the class is faced with the realization of a Christmas holidays without much ho-ho-ho.

   ‘Whatever,’ I shrug, turning to Tala, who I know will be plotting a study timetable in her diary, pausing only to tell me things are getting serious now, and I need to stop winging it and instead start getting prepared.

   Funny thing is, Tala’s not. Planning, I mean. She’s not even taken her diary from her bag. Rather, she’s all eyes on Dougie, who’s weaving his way between the desks and handing out flyers for a poetry night he’s started up with some of his highfalutin mates in town. My bet is it’s not just his Hawaiian shirt that’s captured Tala’s gaze. It’s flamingo pink today. At least that’s the predominant colour, which, by the time Dougie slides up next to Tala, isn’t far off the shade of his suspiciously flushed skin.

   ‘Hey.’ Dougie’s grin is magnetic. ‘That poetry slam we talked about?’ He tucks his shoulder-length curls behind his ears and hands her a flyer.

   Tala takes the glossy paper.

   ‘You should come,’ Dougie says. ‘I’m signing. You know…’ He taps his right index finger to his chest, then presses a full palm to it twice before pointing that same finger at Tala. Her black hair falls in long curtains across her face as she dips her head, taking far longer than is necessary to read the details on the flyer.

   I make the conscious decision to give them a little privacy. Not by giving them actual privacy, that would be madness. Rather, half listening, I open my email on my phone, repeatedly checking the inbox and junk. Nothing. I could just ask Dad about Sunnyside when I get home. There must be a rational explanation. I mean, he’s the Stickler; there’s always a rational explanation.

   With Mum things were different. Things were untamed and lively and colourful. I know this because it says so in the journal Tala gave me to match her own. We were eleven, not long friends, but still, she’d dared to read me a poem she’d written about her cat.
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