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Chapter 1

The brewery sits under the mountains in the part of Bend, Oregon where the town turns to high desert. Yoghurt shops and hardware stores dissolve, first into heathery stretches of far-apart houses and then into emptier, rockier land. High Desert RV Services is the last stop before the steppe. Miles of road, gorse and telephone wire; junco sparrows in the winter. There is snow in the Cascades to the west, even in the summer, invisibly blue. Snow is still falling in Bend proper, late into the year. It is falling thinly, it touches the gorse in the desert. The brewery is in the process of upscaling.

Elen, thirty-eight and on her third dark beer, watches the door opening onto the whited airless drift. Teenagers, two boys and two girls. She returns to the beer but they’re hard to ignore; not one has wiped their feet and hulls of snow in the shape of toecaps follow them to their chairs, disappearing slowly. What’s the vernacular of dispossession? Snow is a part of it. Tonight, the beer also helps dissolve the image of once-owned things, but snow takes her footprints out of the dirt in her old driveway; in thick banks it buries the skip outside a house that was once hers.

*

The teenagers are shiny and chattering, fresh from the slopes. They collect around the bar; they roll cigarettes, they might be British. Between Elen and the four teenagers is the gentle relatedness which exists between the only customers in an empty brewhouse, and so she’s uncomfortable but not startled when they approach her booth with five beers.

‘Drinks for the house,’ jokes a short, tanned boy who Elen will come to think of as the main one, and then, bright-eyed, ‘Do you mind if we sit with you?’

Elen shakes her head, takes the drink. The teenagers are, in fact, all a few years clear of the same English university. The main one is called Luka. There’s Clover, beautiful, whose ‘no-spend year after uni was, just, epiphanic’, and George, cigarette behind each ear, utterly changed after ‘doing India’. (‘We did India together,’ says Luka, and Elen wonders for a moment if India is another Clarins-shiny one of them.)

Lyn is slightly cooler to Elen than the rest. She sits a little way apart and sends looks to Luka as if she’s not sure what they’re doing in the booth. Thin, blonde, perfect. Her eyes are clear without being friendly. Elen finds herself hoping they cannot tell she’s thirty-eight.

They call themselves squatters. They had graduated from using Airbnb to cruise empty homes during their periods of vacancy, always in ski areas and always with intention to ski (‘That’s how we did Hintertux’). The parents all thought they were staying at lodges, but it was actually Luka’s father who had put them on to the fact that this entire complex had been abandoned. He did something in property, Luka told her vaguely.

‘What do you do?’ he asks her, finally. Elen pauses and the beer begins a new wash of her insides.

‘I was a wife.’ Elen’s ex-husband had been a vault teller in a bank. They had lived in Bend for more than fifteen years. Two months after he left, she had been given notice on the house. This morning, she returned from the Post Office to find that the locks were changed and her landlord had blocked her number. Elen retrieved what she could from the skip outside the house. Some things she put in the back of her car; most had been taken for rubble by snow. ‘It’s fine,’ she finishes. ‘I’m driving to Michigan tomorrow. I’ll stay there for a while.’ She doesn’t say with her parents, or think too hard about three nights of sleeping in her car. There was no way to reconcile – least of all to these healthy, disinterested faces – the homemaker she had been with what was left; the bar, the car, the beer, the snow.

There’s a small white quiet, after which Luka manages a nonplussed ‘Michigan. Very cool.’

Elen has a pale little mouth which used to be pretty; she’s allergic to fish, and looks it. Deep in the booth with the teenagers, she begins to feel dark and shrewd. Their voices are painfully British, clipped, sometimes childish. They invite her to stay with them, and she accepts.

They take her towards the mountains. Elen’s inclined to think that she’s made a mistake, not because of the long drive into the lonely dark of the Cascades Lakes Byway where bones gleam and snow puddles on the sides of the road, but because the manic, inaccessible patter with which they fill her silences has not yet let up. She’s relieved when the car stops.

The resort complex had been abandoned going on five years. Clover tells her there had been an accident, the death of a young man skiing backcountry, after which the resort had shut down. Elen corrects her: the resort had been built for a series of competitions which were now over, the ski club running them had dissolved and the premises fallen into simple, ghostless, disuse.

Lyn unloads some more things from the car into the designated girls’ room: extra blankets, a third sleeping mat for Elen. (‘That’s lucky,’ she says, nodding at the mat. ‘You never know when you’re going to make a friend,’ says Luka.) There is a long dorm-wide mirror, fly-spotted. On the table beneath, Lyn and Clover have laid out their balms. Sun lotion, cold cream. Two silver lipsticks. The teenagers exude belonging, move around the resort like they were born to it.

That these children should have wound up in Bend the day before she was due to leave is a neat coincidence. They’re occupying spaces that she has already committed to memory. Not the mountain so much; she hasn’t skied in a few years – certainly, she has no more real claim than them to an empty resort which she had never visited. Except that, at the very least, it’s a half hour drive from the fifteen years of living in Bend that she has already beerily ceded.

In the daytime, the canteen had been the eeriest part; the spectre of a functioning resort moved most clearly here where the cutlery had been left unpacked and there were tannin stains still on the coffee cups. It was a kinder place in the evening. The boys had cooked – porcini risotto over a camping stove – and the whole hall now smelled of food and use. Instead of cold slope-side daylight, one battery lantern shone from under a cotton scarf, another from behind a bottle of white wine; the light from both diffusing soft and gently coloured. They sit on the floor to eat and the light moves on the walls like the sea. Elen feels calm and separate.

This is what it’s all about, Luka tells her, this is why they do what they do, a slow-cooked meal at the end of the ski day; it’s sustainable living, it’s something closer to real life, something that elevates their real life. ‘It’s anti-seasonaire. Alpine living, not just skiing spliced with Jägermeister and Europop.’ He catches himself. ‘Why am I telling you about alpine living, right?’

Elen smiles obediently at her luck. As the meal falls warm apart in her stomach, she thinks that she has lived for a while now without any of this charm – moisturisers in their little pots, risotto, soft light: the adorable hallmarks of a thoughtless life.

In the morning they kit her out. Half of it is put together from Clover’s spares; the jacket is George’s and there are skis piled high in a room with a broken lock that feels like a bunker. Lyn shows her stoically to a part of the reception where dozens of ski boots have sat in boxes collecting dust.

‘Do you think someone is coming back for these?’

‘Not for a while.’

‘Have you always skied?’

Lyn exhales. The snow – blue, invisible; the gorse, cold in the desert. ‘Yeah. Since I was very young. My dad and George’s dad actually used to take us skiing together. Like, all of my friends do spin classes now, I just think this is much better. It’s kind of like getting back to the land.’ She is wearing a blue angora mix under her Moncler. The moon is still up. Outside, the mountain looms and obliterates.

The nearest chairlift is miles from their route, so the whole day is composed of climbs for hours for descents over in minutes. They make the climbs in twos and threes; they talk, George smokes. The sky is Pacific.

The first descent is over too soon. Initially, Elen concentrates on not falling, overworking her eyes scanning the slopes for their hidden jags and divots. Something slides, and then she is going for the first time in years. She moves so fast through the air and so smooth over the land and she doesn’t want to make a metaphor of anything but she is on the edge of a real thought, all cold and whistling and whitely gliding, and it is that she is a transcendent impulse housed in a body. After, she feels it all through, under her tongue and between her legs, and she isn’t thinking of Michigan the whole way.

Elen makes the next ascent with George and Clover. ‘I used to smoke up before skiing,’ says George, describing a joint with his hands. ‘But these guys are purists.’ Clover looks at him. ‘And they’re right!’

‘You’re so lucky to have grown up around a mountain like this,’ says Clover. ‘To really know it.’ (Elen gets the sense she’s being paid some kind of homage, and does not explain that she grew up in Michigan.) ‘I guess you’re sorry to be leaving.’

She is looking up at Elen, blithe, lovely, naturally over-collagenous. Even though the painted nightstand that she’d kept her paracetamols in for ten years is in a skip, or possibly now a landfill, Elen does not shake her. Instead, she says, ‘It used to be a volcano. Might still be.’

There were other things she could and should have told Clover. She’d done a form of growing up there. It was hers. There were things she knew. Mirror Pond in the fall and the names of little children in her part of town. She didn’t expect that little children occurred to people like Lyn and Clover. Once, the city had only been a point on a river that the pioneers called the Farewell Bend, the last point before you couldn’t look back. Once, she had wanted to live in a mountain town because she liked mountains. Perennials and alpine plants growing star shaped. The air, colder, thinner, run through with birds; mountain roses in the backyard where she could take her coffee. And through the windows of the green-lined café where she would have breakfast and watch no one come and no one go, the crags going chalky in the sun. She had wanted to live in a desert town – beers, she imagined, at a gas station with the sun overhead and then nothing else for miles – because she liked deserts.

On the left, Lyn twists down the slope like a blonde sheet of ice. Easy grace. When they switch routes, she doubles down on the quick turns, sends snow spray back up the mountain in staggered powder. Volcano, still; sleeping enormity, atavistic and underneath her. Elen knows they are the better skiers, but old things in her legs are waking up.




Chapter 2

It was possible to forget from the Cascades that Bend was not all spare and gleaming. It was not the homogenous purity of mountain and high desert. It was one of Men’s Journal’s ‘10 Best Places to Live Now’: a small but growing city, encumbered by civilisation like anywhere else. There was a tanned, sunglasses-wearing imperative to throw yourself into all Bend had to offer, lakes and peaks and trails; there was an energy among its denizens, a vigour that could be described as infectious or, less kindly, as cultish. The bumper stickers read Your vacation is our life; it was all a lot of pressure. Elen had not thrown herself into it, so to speak. She hadn’t gone body boarding every Saturday morning; she hadn’t really liked to jog. Robert hadn’t either, but at least he’d wished that he had. She’d liked it best in the fall when the tourists faded off. Leaves rushing or floating on the surfaces of things. They gravitated more to each other when the cold pressed in at their house, exchanged small survivalist touches more frequently.

Robert’s brother and his wife were very much body-boarding types. They hiked; they were community spirited. She was on the Fish Passage Advisory Panel, a committee that had spent seven years trying to fund a ‘fish ladder’ so that certain endangered fishes could pass through the obstructed Mirror Pond as part of their natural migrations. (Seven years. How expensive could a fish ladder be?) Everyone should have a hobby that they couldn’t put on their CV, Robert’s brother had instructed Elen once. She’d been out of the game for a while, but she was quite sure that white-water rafting or whatever remained CV appropriate. Still, it was sweet, she supposed: they went out of their way to include her in things. That’s how she’d become involved in the quail egg business.

The two months after Robert left, Elen spent a lot of time looking back and found she couldn’t believe how many of her married memories revolved around the quail eggs. There were three farmer’s markets in Bend; it was quite a business, though she barely saw the money. Her brother-in-law and his wife, Susannah, kept nearly twenty quails in their front room. They lived in two ‘hotels’: tall, multi-level hutches raised off the ground, the males in the smaller tower. The little boy liked to run around with them. Sometimes he would try to take one to bed. Elen tucked him in on occasion, and would have to alert his parents to the small chirps from underneath his duvet. He was a real angel, her nephew, though his parents were busybodies. She and Susannah would sit packing eggs in cartons of six. They were like dollhouse eggs; there was a little doll-sized quail on the packaging in the corner of the label. ‘You’re so good with Lee.’ (Pause, pick a feather off.) Robert and his brother were very close. She felt that Susannah knew things about their marriage that she herself didn’t. Do you think something’s lacking, Susannah had asked. She hadn’t said a child, but Elen had felt herself about ready to put a thumb straight through the eggshell.

The quails caused arguments about money. She was wasting time with other people’s work. There would be shouting and upset and cold, but then she would say, We’re talking about quails, Robert. And they would laugh hysterically at the brother-in-law, and sit on the couch together and be close …

Their arguments were all similar: some about quails, some about dinner, some about how she didn’t do much but keep house for two people. It was more involved than that though, because there was a space in the garden which they let to tourists. A standalone room with a view of the Cascades, rentable a night at a time: a tiny shed which blocked the sunlight from the camas and the blue-eyed grass. Elen was in charge of the room, and of giving the guests a breakfast, although Robert was in charge more broadly of all their money.

She didn’t love the guests, but she loved the house, she did. She knew the origin of everything in it. It was the opposite feeling to when you grow up and everything in your home seems autochthonous, sprung from the walls, born on those shelves, but it was an equally lovely feeling, one of closeness. Elen could walk past a table and name the street where each item upon it had been bought or found. Often they’d been found: when she and Robert had first furnished the house fifteen years ago, they’d picked up some lovely pieces left outside people’s houses. A stream of good luck, a blessing. One nightstand, antique, painted – very beautiful. They’d carried it home from outside a big ski lodge in a less populated outskirt of Bend.

*

But then the house became simply the place they argued every day. Just about little things, the tone of her voice. You think it’s no work, keeping house for two people. But it’s work, and work. It’s work to get up sometimes. At its worst, he would FaceTime her from one room while she was in another. To tell her to please be sweet to him, or that he didn’t see why he should have to look at her today.

There was a woman at the bank that she’d thought Robert might find sexy. She alternated between feeling sick about it and not caring. The woman was popular, social, didn’t spend time packaging quails’ eggs with her sister-in-law. Elen wondered about the tendency to find attractive those people who were easy with others and made friends quickly, if it was an evolutionarily sexy thing. She tried to find one of the men who’d come to stay attractive, a big guy from Texas who looked funny sleeping in their little guesthouse. He and a friend had planned to sleep on the beach, but it wasn’t quite summer and he’d decided he couldn’t hack it. This had revolted her. Robert had asked if she thought the Texan was sexy. She’d told him that she did. They’d had energetic sex that night but then not again for weeks.

For three years her drinking had slowly increased. In the last couple Elen’s drinking had her dehydrated very often, which in Oregon meant that most months she couldn’t walk down the street without the sun diamonding migraines at her. She wove through tourists with her eyes shut, got lost in knots of them clustering to see the last Blockbuster in existence. Robert never mentioned it; it occurred to her that he liked her better this way. Sometimes they had friendly nights – he’d be drinking as well, they’d get on, dance in the kitchen, fall asleep in front of the TV. But the friendly nights made the nights that she drank by herself worse. They made it clearer that these nights were comprised of a different kind of drinking: vodka in a mug and the same sad illicitness as when she’d been fifteen and getting her rocks off to Wendy Botha’s Playboy spread. Then she stopped hiding it in mugs. She could finish twelve cans of beer in a night and all the while Robert would be sat at his laptop ignoring her and she’d be looking out into their slightly scrubby garden and wondering.

That vista is pretty fixed in her memory: their garden, buckling slightly from the beers. There were fairy lights in a trellis configuration down one side of the tiny ‘guesthouse’. They’d been a gift from Susannah, ages ago, and they were still bright. When Elen and Robert had first come up with the idea of keeping guests, it had been a new lease of life; it plugged the two of them together into the Bend ethos, had them rubbing elbows with its energising pilgrims without preventing them from laughing at tourist behaviour. But it was just another thing on the calendar now. The fairy lights would be twinkling camply, some stranger would be disrobing in their shed. Just behind, oh my god the mountain. The mountain was never out of sight. From Elen’s kitchen window, it looked like it sprang out of the foot of their garden. The various it’s so beautifuls from guests meant very little to her, until the big Texan was marvelling at its blue faces. That was fantastic. His hand next to her wrist on the porch rail, snow in its white lines distinguishing rock from shadow miles away. She could feel Robert watching as the Texan waved his fingers to indicate how the clouds parted for the rounded summit – she felt excited, desired. Less than a week later she was back to not caring about desire. Robert tried to nestle in the night and she moved over.

So he left. ‘Left’ was euphemistic. He had vanished in the night. Had it been the night? That period is slightly blurry for her, not so much because of the drinking as because every day was identical. After Robert went, Elen cancelled the remaining Airbnb appointments. She stayed in, some days drinking, some days not, with little difference. Bend seemed overbright, and shriekingly loud with birds and tourists. On one of the days there came a knock at the door. Elen wasn’t chain smoking under the bedclothes but she’d been lying on the sofa for three hours. She had turned on her side a while ago and not moved since, just laid staring in the direction of the television, which was off. The knock came again, firmer. It was within her rights not to answer. If it was important they would have called first. Though she hadn’t been looking at her phone. Someone called her name through the letterbox. ‘Let us in.’

It was Susannah. Elen refocused her eyes and, with silent effort, rose. Susannah continued to call in the twenty seconds it took to pull a pair of sweatpants on and Elen rethought letting her in, but did it anyway. Susannah wasn’t someone who would go away on her own.

‘Oh, Elen.’

With horror, Elen realised that her sister-in-law was not alone. Lee held her hand; he smiled unselfconsciously at Elen from somewhere around hip height. Susannah pushed through into the house. Elen hadn’t even thought to stand in her way.

‘How are you doing?’

‘I’m fine.’ The voice came from Elen’s mouth; she was occupied with Lee. There were cars and things somewhere that he liked to play with. She didn’t know where they were now.

Susannah sat, began to fend off questions Elen hadn’t fathomed asking. They’d had no idea that Robert was thinking of leaving – no idea things had been that bad – no idea where he was now. But they were here now, they (she) wanted to support Elen as much as was possible.

‘I’m fine,’ Elen said again, absently. She’d wanted help, or company, in the week before; she’d mouthed quietly her desire for it into the sheets. But now she just wanted them out of this house. She would have a bath when they were gone, a long bath and a cold beer.

Susannah wanted to know what she was going to do. Elen sighed, watched Lee peel a brown strip of leatherette off the arm of the sofa without attempting to stop him. It was good that he had the pleasure instinct anyway.

‘Have you thought about … have you spoken to Robert about making provisions for you?’

‘I don’t know … ’

‘Elen, I know it’s hard. But the house—’

With effort again, she finished the sentence. ‘I don’t know … where the fuck he is, Susannah.’ It was pleasing, and true, so she said it again. ‘I don’t know where the fuck he is. I don’t know where the fuck he is. How the fuck can I talk to a man about money when I don’t know where the fuck he is?’

Susannah looked away. She didn’t say anything for a minute, just plucked Lee’s finger out of the sofa’s soft innards, and then stood up. ‘We’ll talk when you’re feeling better. But really, anything we can do. We’re here, both of us.’ She lowered her voice. ‘You mustn’t just stay in drinking, sweetheart.’

‘Bye Auntie Elen,’ said Lee, pulled backwards out of the house.

Elen nodded, still blank in the face, still ringing in the stomach with the truth of not knowing where the fuck he was. Susannah was right, she couldn’t just stay in drinking. She took a bath and went out to drink.

And so, finally out of the house, Elen had crossed paths with the teenagers a couple of times before they met in the brewery. For the few weeks before, they had been rushing Bend like a four-person army. It was for them predominantly wonder, amazement, joy! They shot through the crowds at the last Blockbuster with their eyes on the sky, mountains, North America. Their squatting season had started in Cerro Castor the year before, and had involved camping for weeks before they found empty a kind of reinforced yurt, once designated for glamping. Since then they’d skied around Europe, which had seemed awfully familiar in comparison. It was time to feel glossy and alien again and Bend was very, very blue.

George and Clover had gone rafting, crashing down the Deschutes River as Elen crossed a footbridge over it in what they would later identify as a slapstick near-miss; Lyn and Luka had only skied; they all regrouped to buy groceries for the week at the Whole Foods. The teenagers glided around like flat performances, their movements boundless; if it wasn’t for the code of Happiness & Vigour in Bend, a couple of people might have hated them. They’d eaten out one day and made friends with a faction of Californians, who’d been glossy in a different way: long, tanned women in lip-gloss with UV protection and men with gunmetal necklaces and mirrored aviators. The Californians had all loved the teenagers, the old Oxonian vibe, the story into which they could spin this meet. They’d loved it when Luka told them about the abandoned resort and invited them to stay, though of course they’d declined.

‘What do you do?’ the Californian in the brightest shirt had asked.

‘We ski.’

‘Love it,’ he’d said. ‘We’re content producers. Yeah, full time.’

Luka had smiled hugely back at him. George was flirting with one, Lyn was taking care of accounts; Elen passed the restaurant on her way back from Walmart.

Elen, however, was beginning to find Bend full of overfamiliar faces. Her friends were all shallow acquaintances, really. They were friends of Susannah’s. But she had a few if she counted every woman she’d known from beer gardens and hiking trails when she first got to Bend who still stopped to talk when they met in the street, and she found that she could no longer stop to talk.

So: she followed her old egg route to the farmers’ market furthest out and then she kept driving, drove past High Desert RV. She’d have to fill the tank before Michigan anyway. She drove further, drove to the brewery which was remote enough that it looked like the kind of place where a shoot-out might happen. The mountain is huge and histories collect under it. Bend was a crossing point before it was a settlement before it was a logging town before it was an outdoor-sports destination, but everywhere’s always only a crossing point. That’s where they found her.
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