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The bus was decidedly less comfortable than the train had been, though it at least wasn’t crowded. Barely half a dozen passengers, none of whom had said a word to her as she’d walked past to take a seat in the back. Plenty of surreptitious stares, though. Like they were offended by her very presence. She’d even had to ask around to find the right bus in the first place – it had no sign, nor indeed a single clue, advertising its destination. To Iris, it very much felt like Ilmoure had simply fallen off the map since the last time she’d seen it. 
It shouldn’t have been surprising, she reasoned as she tried to focus on the open book in her lap again. Since the mine had closed, the town’s reliance on tourism had been decidedly at odds with its unwillingness to accommodate even the smallest of necessary changes. Where the other towns along the coastal road had grown and adapted, Ilmoure had stayed the way it had always been. Most people had insisted that this merely created a rustic charm. The years in Durham had shown Iris very plainly that it was simply good, old-fashioned stubbornness. Now the town was paying the price for it.
Looking out the grimy window every now and again, she watched the scenery slowly change. Today, the ocean was as flat and lifeless as she’d felt the day she’d received the letter. Addressed to Ms. Iris Grey, as formal as could be. Unlike the previous two invitations to visit home, which she had read and proceeded to ignore. This one, she couldn’t simply put away until she forgot about it. As much as she loathed returning to the place she’d left in a storm so long ago, she wanted to be there for Laura.
Just for a few days, she’d promised herself. Then she would be free once more. The more time had passed, the more certain she was that leaving had, in fact, saved her from a life of misery. Even if it had caused some wounds in the process – both for herself and others. Perhaps she worked long hours now, and perhaps she had traded the townhouse for two rooms and access to a bathroom down the hall – but they were hers, and her mother could just cry about what she liked to do in there.
Which lately hadn’t been all that much, but Katherine didn’t know that, and Iris felt a dark amusement at the idea of letting her wonder and fret and get mad about it. She sighed and tried to squash it. She’d have to meet them, after all, and a funeral was not the time or the place for a scene.
The bus turned with a jolt, veering away from the coast. The road through the hills was narrow, much less well maintained, and made the rest of the journey a rather uncomfortable affair. With no small amount of relief, Iris watched as they passed the town sign.
Welcome to Ilmoure – City of Gold
The washed-out yellow letters were as faint a memory of that as the town itself. The mine had run dry so long ago, nowadays the only gold you could find was around the necks of the town’s self-proclaimed ladies whose husbands hadn’t lost their entire fortunes just yet.
Near the town hall, the rickety old bus finally stopped.
“End of the line.”
Like Iris hadn’t known that. She slid out of the bench, took her travel bag from underneath her seat and made her way to the front of the bus.
“Is this where I board for the return trip?”
“It is. Every Friday, eight o’clock sharp. That is morning, not night.”
Iris frowned. “The brochure said Tuesday and Friday.”
“Every Friday,” the driver repeated. “I don’t make the schedule.”
“Then who does?”
“Company back in Durham. Are you getting off or what?”
Iris swallowed a reply and nodded. The handle of her bag cut into her palm as she descended the creaky steps, until she convinced herself to relax her fingers when she stood on solid ground again. No use. Even if she contacted the company, chances were she would get nowhere. If anyone even answered.
She’d be stuck here for another week.
She tried to compose herself before she turned to look around. Not much had changed. Perhaps the pavement looked a little darker. Maybe the market square was a little too empty for the time of day. Maybe the windows looked a little more dull. A few of them were nailed over. But the townhall remained as grand as it had always been. The general store still had the same pink begonias in front of its display window. And the hotel across the square still displayed the hammer, shovel and mine cart that had once symbolised the town’s pride and joy.
It also had a large, slightly faded sign next to the double doors announcing that it would close down eight months ago.
Iris stared at it, wondering which deity she had unwittingly offended, and how she could make amends and receive a little miracle in return. One of the things that had swayed her to go and not just throw the letter away had been the prospect of limiting contact to a few hours at a time, and otherwise being unbothered in her own hotel room. Perhaps she should have sent a telegram ahead, just to make sure. But who would expect one of the oldest businesses in town to simply close up shop like that?
With a deep sigh, she turned away from the hotel. Perhaps she could stop by Mrs. Hamish’s boarding house later. Someone in this town still had to rent out rooms, right? For now, though, she’d have to make do. Her mother was expecting her.
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As she made her way through the streets, Iris couldn’t help but notice all the empty windows. Not only shops. Houses, too, with the shutters closed and little piles of dust and debris collecting on the front steps. The snide, petty part of herself couldn’t help but smile grimly at the sight. For all the scoldings she’d endured for wanting to move away, it seemed like she was far from the only one to leave and never return. 
When she turned onto Folsom Street though, the stark difference surprised her. Even though there were dirty windows and facades dulled by time here, too, other houses looked freshly renovated. So did her childhood home. Better than when she had left it, she mused as she approached. The door and windows had received a fresh coat of paint. The iron lattice supporting the roses that were creeping up the wall was shiny and new. When Iris climbed the stairs, she found the door knocker to be welded to its plate. After a moment of confusion, she found the new doorbell set into the stone of the wall.
The splendour was almost startling after the dreary rest of the town. Like this one slice of it had somehow escaped the touch of decay, and grown fat and happy as if nothing had ever changed.
Unlike the resonating clang of the brass knocker, the bell’s sound was barely audible from outside. Uneasy, Iris waited. Had anybody heard? Were they even home? Had they decided they didn’t want to see her after all?
Iris tried hard not to reason that this must be it, and that she was free to leave. Maybe they had decided that whatever had moved them to invite her wasn’t that important. Maybe they’d changed their minds, and now they-
When the door clicked and swung open on silent hinges, Iris nearly tripped backwards down the stairs. Dressed in stark black and white, a young woman she’d never seen before studied her.
“Yes?”
Iris steadied herself, one hand on the iron handrail. “Good day. I’m here for the funeral.”
The woman stayed where she was, still as a statue until she spoke. “The funeral for Mr. Matthew is tomorrow.”
“I am aware.” The next words were barbs in her throat. “I’m family. Iris Grey. My mother is expecting me.”
The way the woman studied her, she might as well have been a stranger from a most faraway land. Eventually, she nodded and stepped aside.
“Please come in. I will inform Mrs. Grey of your arrival.”
She closed the door behind Iris and walked away, leaving her stranded in the hall. Iris smiled thinly. She should have known better than to expect hospitality.
As tempting as it was to go and take a seat in the salon, or even see if anyone was in the family room upstairs, Iris remained where she was. If she was stuck here for the coming week, it’d be best to make a good impression, to balance out the awful one she’d left the last time she’d been here.
The maid’s heels signalled her return down the wooden stairs a few minutes later.
“Mrs. Grey and Mrs. Alden are expecting you.”
Iris’ heart beat in an erratic stutter before she managed to compose herself again. So Laura was here, too. Frankly, she should have expected that, and yet she was wholly unprepared for it.
A tangled mess of anxiety and stubborn pride settled in the pit of her stomach as Iris followed the maid upstairs. For all that she’d tried to stay in contact, she’d only ever received three letters back since she’d left, all from her mother. Including the invitation – summons, really – to attend the funeral of a nephew she’d last seen when he’d still been babbling in his crib. Did Laura even want to see her?
The family room hadn’t changed much since she’d left. In fact, Iris couldn’t tell if anything at all had been altered. Not even the furniture had been moved. The only things that had been rearranged were the family pictures. There was now a gap between the ones where they had been children, smiling into the camera without a care, and the ones that were framing their parents, an older Laura, and a wedding picture of her sister and Daniel Alden. The darkened patches of wallpaper were the only hint that there once had been more.
“Iris. How nice to see you.”
Katherine Grey rose from where she’d sat in her armchair to greet her wayward daughter. The way she walked with measured steps, smiled and gestured at the sofa… Her whole demeanour was perfectly polite and pleasant. It hit Iris like a gut punch. She’d been prepared for a lot, from overly saccharine smiles to stern parental disapproval, even a repeat of their last rather noisy confrontation, but this perfect mask was worse. Putting a smile on her own face was suddenly an almost insurmountable task.
“Hello, mother.” With a lump in her throat, Iris looked between her and her sister, who had not risen from the couch. “Laura. It’s…”
Good to be back. She swallowed the words before they could do more damage. It wasn’t, for anyone here. So Iris went with the one thing she had to say before she’d be leaving solid ground with this conversation.
“I’m so sorry about Matthew.”
Laura nodded stiffly. “Thank you.”
And that was all. Iris waited, just a moment, if there would be more. Any sort of welcome. Laura stayed silent. It did give Iris time to notice something else. The reason why Laura wasn’t on her feet.
She’d be burying her first child while carrying the second. Distant as they were, Iris’ heart grew heavy at the idea. No mother deserved this.
“Please, sit down.” Her mother glanced briefly at something behind Iris. “We will be having refreshments.”
It felt much more like an order than it should, so Iris complied. The armchair was as uncomfortable as it had always been. It went well with the overall atmosphere. Iris bit the inside of her lip and decided not to mention that; they would hardly find it as funny as she did. Especially now.
The old clock in the corner accentuated the seconds until her mother spoke again.
“Did you have a pleasant trip?”
“It was fine.” Iris folded her hands in her lap. “It’s unfortunate they cancelled the Tuesday bus though.”
“Did they.” Katherine didn’t sound surprised. “I’ll be having your room prepared for the whole week, then.”
Iris took a steadying breath. “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I’ll be getting a room.”
This got the first emotion out of her mother – albeit not the one Iris had expected.
“Rent a room where?” Her smile was benign, but to Iris, it felt like derision. “The hotel has been closed for a while, last I heard. Poor Arthur, he was so proud of taking over the family business.”
Iris’ own smile was brittle. “Is Mrs. Hamish still renting out rooms?”
Her mother moved her hand in a dainty little wave. “The boarding house closed down just a year after you left.” She inclined her head. “Really, it would be easier for you to stay with us.”
The knot of anxiety twisted in Iris’ stomach. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to disrupt your day.”
“We’ve been expecting you. Olivia will be taking your luggage upstairs.”
And with that, the matter seemed to be taken care of, as far as her mother was concerned. Iris bit her tongue and decided not to argue. If the boarding house was closed, that left some of the sketchier private rentals near the pier, and if they hadn’t substantially changed, they’d charge her a fortune for sleeping in a glorified crawlspace. She wasn’t quite sure which would be worse, but staying in the family home would definitely be the cheaper way to suffer.
“I appreciate it.”
Katherine simply nodded. The following silence was deafening. Seconds stretched like gum under a shoe. A saving grace was the maid bringing a tray of coffee. The minute she took to serve it allowed Iris something other to focus on than her crumbling expectations. Had so much changed after all? Had she missed something in the letters? A wish of reconciliation, now that the younger daughter was all but lost to the family?
Iris tried to find Laura’s gaze. Her sister seemed perfectly content to ignore her presence, now that she had accepted Iris’ condolences. Her mother was equally quiet until she dismissed the maid. Cup of coffee primly balanced on her knee, Katherine Grey was the picture of a hostess.
“So, Iris. I take it you are doing well for yourself?”
Her tone was pleasant, light, and nothing like she’d spoken to Iris in the last years before she’d left. Once again it threw Iris off balance, and she wasn’t even sure why. It had been so long, she was almost over her own resentment. Was it so strange that her family had decided to let bygones be bygones, too?
“I am,” Iris replied, just a tad too late. “Thank you.”
Katherine nodded lightly. “Naturally. Are you still, what was it? Serving coffee?”
Iris shook her head. It made her a little dizzy. “No. I work at a book store now. The money is better, and it leaves me more time to write.”
“Ah.” So much that Katherine put into a single syllable, and none of it matched the joviality of her expression. “I see. You’re still pursuing this... goal of yours, then?”
“I have been published.” Iris took a sip of coffee. So weak that it was almost disgusting. “I could send you the magazines if you’d like.”
“Oh, no need, dear. I’m sure I can find them in the library some time.”
Head light and hand’s suddenly clumsy, Iris managed a shaky smile. “Of course.”
Why had she ever expected anything else.
[image: image-placeholder]The next excruciating hour was spent on the things she should have stuck to from the start. Superficial questions, idle gossip, and awkward silences. A question about the nature of Matthew’s illness that was brushed off in a single, curt answer. Laura did not contribute another word to the conversation, leaving it up to Iris to attempt to fill the void.
When finally her mother put her cup back on the tray and called for the maid again, Iris would have jumped for joy, if she hadn’t been feeling so utterly exhausted. Now, she had to make an effort not to slump, and to raise her feet when she followed the maid through the house. Up another set of stairs and to what had once been her childhood bedroom. When the maid named Olivia opened the door and ushered her inside, Iris was all but forced to take in the difference in the few moments it took her to cross the threshold. She hadn’t taken much to Durham when she’d moved. She’d never expected to see any of it again, either. And yet, seeing a perfectly tasteful and completely featureless guest room where she was used to seeing overflowing bookshelves, an unmade bed and a messy desk was so jarring that it felt like she’d stepped into another world.
The maid put Iris bag down next to the bed and folded her hands in front of her.
“Dinner will be served at seven. I shall be fetching you when it is time.”
Iris nodded a little belatedly, which seemed to be enough. The maid left with brisk steps, and the way the door clicked when it closed almost made Iris jump out of her skin. She pressed a hand to her stomach. It was fine. She was overreacting. It would be just fine.
If she told herself that enough times, she might just believe it.
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It took her barely a few minutes to unpack her bag. Afterwards, Iris spent an embarrassing amount of time pacing, looking out the window, and pacing some more. There was nothing left in the room to occupy her time. Asking what they had done with her things when they had changed the room – she was definitely not bold enough for that. In the end, Iris felt too wound up to stay inside the confines of the room. With a note on the vanity explaining that she’d be back before seven, she hurried downstairs and fled the house. Perhaps she should have found somebody to inform them, but that bore the risk of said someone wanting to accompany her. And right now, she needed the space. 
And to think it had only been an hour. Iris wasn’t sure if that should make her laugh or cry.
Outside, Iris hesitated ever so briefly before she turned her steps to the right and back towards the square. Passing by the still very stubbornly closed hotel, Iris took one of the many small streets down to the old pier.
In her memory, it was a lively, joyful place. Now, the storefronts she passed had dulled to vapid shadows of their original colours, half the windows nailed shut. The handful of people she passed spared her no greeting – though Iris received some baleful looks. She hurried past them, trying to shake the feeling of eyes on her back.
Near the dry fountain, two stalls sat side by side, an elderly pair waiting for the inevitable. One of them still had scraps of signage left. If she wasn’t mistaken, her father had bought her cotton candy from it every summer, until the year she had turned thirteen.
With a memory of pink sugar on her tongue, Iris turned away from the husks and continued on her path.
After the years in Durham, with its crowded shopping streets, loud nightlife, and the electric lamps that pushed back the shadows and extended days into nights, Ilmoure should have been… idyllic. Or so her friends had told her. How nice a vacation this would be. How quaint the place was. Iris had smiled and nodded and ordered a new round of drinks. She’d kept all the things Ilmoure wasn’t to herself. No point in inviting questions she had no desire to answer.
A narrow alley led her away from what had once been a promenade. Here, people still lived their lives. Little stores were still open for local business. Cobblers, seamstresses, a barbershop. The post office, where she sent a telegram to her employer, hoping for understanding while offering to make up for the inconvenience with unpaid overtime. A short walk from there was the school where Iris had spent some miserable years yearning for the day she would be old enough to leave for university. Three houses down from that, the local library. Beyond, the intersection that led to the edge of town. Iris checked her pocket watch; she had plenty of time before she had to be back for dinner.
By all accounts, the woods and cliffs were lovely. Years ago, they had drawn tourists and locals alike for walks, picnics, sometimes family games in a clearing or by the side of the path leading up to the cliffs. Now, it was as quiet out here as it had been in the town itself. That suited Iris just fine. She took deep breaths of the fresh air, only now noticing how heavy she’d felt since she’d gotten off that bus.
At a split in the path, she slowed, unsure where to turn. Right, to the cliffs with the little benches and the view of Ilmoure and the ocean. They’d come up here so much, bringing a picnic basket and hoops to throw, and a firm leather ball to toss around. Laura had always been so bored with that, but she’d kept a smile on and played, for her little sister.
Abruptly, Iris turned to the left and onto the path leading into the woods.
It was cool underneath the trees, the sun filtering through the leaves not strong enough to warm the air just yet. The crisp air did wonders for her regardless, refreshing her and calming her at the same time. A smile crept on her face as she realised that she’d almost forgotten what that felt like. Even the most expansive and well-maintained parks in Durham couldn’t compete with this.
The paths around Ilmoure were lined with little plaques displaying the names of wealthy and influential people who once had proudly called Ilmoure their home. That those plaques tended to be affixed to the benches and picnic tables their money had bought appeared to be mere coincidence. If Ilmoure had a greater need for electric street lamps and museums, Iris was sure the plaques would be attached to those instead. With the way things were, she doubted that would ever be a consideration.
A spot slightly ahead on the path where thin rays of sunlight filtered through the leaves drew her in. Here, one of the older benches with a pompous name to match was facing a gap in the trees; just wide enough to let her glimpse the ocean while hiding away the town below. When Iris pressed her hand to the wood, the almost unnoticeable damp didn’t deter her, and she took a seat.
With a weary sigh, she stretched her legs, rested her arms on the back of the bench and watched the mesmerising rise and fall of the waves in the distance. Once, a fishing boat appeared, making its slow way across the bay and out onto the open ocean until it disappeared behind one of the barren little islands dotting the coast. Iris found herself idly wishing whoever was steering it good luck. They certainly needed it. Where other towns like it had found a new fortune in
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