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For Emma, my sister and friend.


THE PRESENT


Pebble Ridge, 2025

An intense homesickness leads me to pull on my sister’s coat, the cotton as soft as rabbit ears. It’s a patchwork of burgundy and blue, imperfectly stitched together, with a rounded collar. Seven years it’s been hiding in her wardrobe. I used to hate my sister’s hand-me-downs. I’d complain when worn-in wellies or ballet skirts came my way. All I wanted was something new, something mine. Instead, it seemed there was an endless stream of things to pass on to me. Endless, of course, because her life used to stretch out before my own, which it doesn’t any more. There will be no new things for Darina. Her belongings are a finite resource and therefore precious. My mum would like them treated as artefacts we must preserve for ever, like a butterfly pinned down and put behind glass. Today, I decide to treat this object like a hand-me-down. I will touch it, roughly and with abandon, like she’s still here. It will be lived in and loved.

Zipping up the coat, I walk into town where the school bus once stopped for us. In Westward Ho! the bakery is busy, and the chippy is already open, with the cool glow of the heated lamps illuminating an unfinished crossword on the counter. I pass where the video store used to be. It shut down years ago and became a funeral parlour. Ever since, my family say someone is ‘going to Blockbusters’ when we mean they’re about to die.

Pebble Ridge becomes visible in the distance. A frozen wave of large grey rocks. It’s a natural formation, nearly two miles long, that stretches along Bideford Bay between here and Hartland Point. I close one eye and raise my thumb and forefinger before me, trying to estimate how much the ridge has moved, but I only have a vague memory that things were different back then, whenever that was. I wonder if I would be a calmer person if I still lived here. Mum has always said that the sea is in my bones, it doesn’t matter that I moved away. ‘You can’t escape it when it’s in you that deep,’ she says. ‘I didn’t.’

It’s bright but cold. I’ve just put an extra blanket on the bed back home. Putting my hands in my pocket, I feel something papery. Almost chalky. It’s a receipt from 22 May 2018. I look up the date on my phone: a Tuesday. The receipt is so faded that I can’t read all the letters, but I can see an E5 postcode. Her part of town. Our existences in London were so different, it might as well have been another city. My London was The Ritzy Cinema, Review Bookshop and the pubs on Lordship Lane. Darina’s was the bottle shops and bars on Chatsworth Road, the marshes and ecstatic dance in Hackney.

I can’t ask her what she was buying on 22 May. I’ll probably never know. I can’t ask her anything any more. There are so many things I’d like to ask. About the man I’ve met. How to care for Jen. How to make the twins open up more. If she’d blame me for everything I did, or if she would’ve helped me put the pieces back together. This feeling inside, that I can’t explain to anyone but think she’d understand. A place to start might be: Tell me how you spent that Tuesday? What were you buying? Will you come over? I’d like to see you. I miss you.

Placing the receipt back in my pocket, I walk over the wave of rocks. I’ve run up and down this sliding ridge of stones many times with my siblings. I’ve known it my whole life, but it won’t always be here. Those that know say the number and size of new rocks along the shore is in decline. Since long ago locals have been taking matters into their own hands. One day a year, the community meet for Potwalloping. We gather on the beach to throw pebbles back across the ridge, as if we might turn back the tide on erosion through sheer collective will and well-aimed rocks.

I’m thinking about this as I approach the beach and decide I’ll throw a stone. I’m in need of some new rituals. Hunched over and staring down, I walk for a while before selecting a round stone with a white stripe across its belly. It’s placid and ocean-smoothed. My hand is so clammy that the colour has turned a dark grey in my palm. I do an underarm throw and it settles, quite pathetically, on the ridge, then bounces down a few ledges. I decide to throw another, but this time over my head. It lands with a satisfying crack. Before I know it, I’m lobbing rocks with all my force and have to restrain myself because it feels so good that I don’t want to stop. Nearby a family are unwrapping clingfilmed sandwiches and drinking cans of lemonade. I realise they’re watching as the smallest child asks their dad, ‘What’s that lady doing?’

‘Hey!’ A voice calls out. ‘It’s Nola, right?’

I look up at a woman standing in front of me, wearing Crocs and running socks. She has a curly terrier beside her with a straggly brown beard and too-human eyebrows.

‘Peggy. Peggy Moreton.’ The woman brings her hand to her chest by way of self-identification. ‘I don’t think we ever actually met. I was two years above you, with Darina.’ Her dog glances up expectantly, panting like he’s waiting to be introduced. He has an impatient-husband sort of vibe. ‘We used to have Geography together with Mrs Keane.’

I nod and return her smile. Although it’s true we never met, I know exactly who Peggy Moreton is. There was a time when I hoped bad things would happen to her older sister, Eva, for what she did to my mum. Or maybe I mean what she did to us, because affairs happen to families, don’t they? She was twenty-nine when it started. He only came back when Darina died.

‘Mrs Keane. I haven’t thought about her in a while,’ I say. Meaning that I haven’t thought about the Moretons in a while.

Peggy smiles and there’s a lot unsaid between us. She’s rubbing the dog lead awkwardly and I begin to fiddle with the fossilised receipt in my pocket. I want to make her comfortable, so I reminisce and say: ‘Do you remember the chalkboard in Mrs Keane’s classroom that opened into a supply cupboard? She’d found this baby bat in her garden and kept it in there until she could take it to a rescue place. If we were good in class, she’d open the cupboard and show us the bat. I liked her a lot.’

‘Me too,’ Peggy says. A gull calls overhead. We seem to both decide to let something go.

‘How are you doing?’ I ask, feeling that I really am asking and would really like her to answer. It’s strange to notice how the suffering in my life has rearranged itself and something that was once of such magnitude feels quite small now. I feel warm and vulnerable because I’m experiencing the strange sensation of my inner-world and outer-world aligning for a moment as this woman from my sister’s past approaches me and my fingers brush one of her receipts in my pocket. Most of the time, these two worlds feel like very different places.

‘Good, good,’ is all Peggy replies and together we look out towards the slow-swinging sea.

I move a strand of hair the wind has thrown in my face. ‘It’s a beautiful day.’

‘It is.’ Peggy nods. ‘It really is.’ At this point she takes off her dog’s lead and nudges it along, as if she doesn’t want it to hear what she’s about to say next. ‘I read your book a while back. I don’t usually read that kind of thing, but I enjoyed it. So did Eva.’ She pauses, fingers still rubbing the lead. ‘She said it wasn’t quite what she expected,’ Peggy adds carefully. ‘I guess it wasn’t what I expected either. Enjoyed it, though, if you can say that about a book about grief.’

I nod and wonder if Eva had recognised herself in the absence between paragraphs. I’d spoken to her about the book, actually emailed her the manuscript, and she’d said to publish it all, said the story didn’t belong to her any more. Animal Oracle changed a lot before it was published. It doesn’t seem right to share this detail with Peggy, though. I’m never sure who knows what in families. At this moment, I realise Peggy would’ve seen me hurling stones on the beach like a mad woman. All I reply is: ‘I’m so pleased. It’s OK to have enjoyed it.’

Peggy pulls her coat tighter. ‘I was sorry to hear about Darina. I’d thought about you all. Often, actually. So when I saw a book with your name on it, I thought …’ She turns back to looking at the beach while I look at her. Peggy has an apple-shaped birthmark beneath her left eye. ‘I’d been meaning to reach out to her, actually. I’d been thinking about it for a while, thinking that I might like to move to London. I thought we could get a coffee or something.’

‘You never did move?’

‘I never did.’

‘Not too late,’ I say, because it feels like something to say.

‘I’m here now. Here still, I guess.’ Peggy gestures to the dog digging in the sand as if this is the excuse she makes for staying. ‘Now I’m the girl who never left.’

I fold my arms across my chest, feeling a chill. ‘There are worse things to be.’

Peggy nods and I get the sense that she deeply wants to believe me. ‘You captured her spirit very well,’ Peggy says. ‘In the book, that is.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, though I don’t believe this to be true. When you immortalise someone who’s no longer there, the written account somehow becomes them. It becomes the record and people’s memories are suddenly contaminated by this thing, crystallised and hard like it’s been set in resin.

Peggy places her hands in her pockets. ‘I always remember Darina used to wear her iPod shuffle as a hairclip.’

We both laugh. I decide that later I’ll try to find her iPod so I can sob while I listen to the music. It will be Alanis Morissette, Kate Bush and Beach House.

‘Anyway,’ she says in a closing kind of way, ‘it was nice to see you.’

‘And you. Have a good day.’

I watch Peggy walk away, Crocs sinking into the sand with each step. There’s a sea mist like a delicate gossamer curtain and just visible behind it is Lundy. From where I’m standing, it’s nothing more than a dark smudge on the horizon. The island’s edges are softened by distance into something that could be mistaken for a low-lying cloud. It stands alone in the vast stretch of water, neither fully of Devon nor of anywhere else. A place suspended between sea and sky where the Atlantic meets the Channel in a constant, restless surge.

There’s a rhyme to forecast the weather where I grew up: Lundy high, it will be dry. Lundy low, it will be snow. Lundy plain, it will be rain. Lundy in haze, fine for days. So it goes. The island was a marker for how the day would turn out. Most days you can’t see the island, but even then, you know it’s there. I wished that was like Darina. I wish I knew she was still here, even though I cannot see her.

Anyway, Peggy had said as she’d turned to leave. I think about that word. Any way. Which way from here? Which way do I go now? Death has often made me feel directionless, but here I am, walking along my hometown beach, wearing my sister’s coat. I decide I will walk a little longer.


THE PAST

2023


CHAPTER ONE

When I read Animal Oracle, the audience are not hearing my story but feeling their own. When they listen to my words and they connect, it’s a little bit like lightning has struck something that they’ve experienced in their life. It’s lit up the dark, the deep dark, and then it becomes a truth for them too. However true – and however deep the emotional well is that the words have been sourced from – when you say something enough times it becomes practised. Ordinary, even. For that reason, I don’t cry when I read from my book any more. I feel awful about that, because people want me to cry so it makes it OK that they’re crying. Sometimes they even ask: How can you read that without crying? and I feel like I’ve failed them. I feel like a fraud with a big sign on my head that says so. I feel like they’re implying that I don’t mean the words and I wish I could tell people how much I’ve sacrificed to write them because I mean them.

Animal Oracle is about my sister. Her name is Darina but, after a while, people stopped asking about her, they only asked how she died. I’ve always hated saying what happened, because the thing is that she just didn’t wake up. Nocturnal death due to cardiac arrhythmia. She probably wouldn’t have felt a thing and I’ve always been grateful for that, but that death doesn’t seem to belong to her. I never knew how to explain that the supernova, the tornado, the absolute comet of a woman that was my sister died in her sleep. I wrote about her life, and my life with her, so that she could still be alive somewhere. After submitting it to a competition, I won a week’s writing residency in an old library that smelled like water pipes. I’d never won anything before. That’s how my agent Vivienne found me.

So, that’s what I do now. I go to bookshops and town halls and public libraries packed with fold-out chairs to talk about my dead sister. I open up my grief like a suitcase and wait for people to unpack all their sadness into it, then I take it home again.

On a balmy day in August, I was in Portobello at a bookshop with floor-to-ceiling shelves. Everything was painted a shade of blue I recognised from the Majorelle Garden in Marrakech that I’d not been to but had wanted to go to ever since I’d had Instagram. They sold coffee and a nice selection of tote bags. It was a cute place. Kelly, the manager, was clutching her chest like my words had given her heartburn. She pushed a box of tissues across a small table beside me. Returning my gaze to the page, I finished reading the paragraph. There was that glittering sadness, that collective holding of breath that you feel when you’re in a church or listening to a choir.

I’m not really a crying kind of person. When I was a child, my mum had enough of her own big feelings to deal with, never mind anyone else’s. If my lip started to wobble, she’d raise her hand like she was about to take an oath in court and say ‘I can’t cope with this’, then walk away. So I stopped crying because I learned it only made people leave. This belief was confirmed when I moved to London. No one can handle anyone’s emotions there. People don’t even look at each other on the bus. I won’t cry in my flat either because the walls are so thin I can hear when my neighbour’s microwave beeps. Darina never learned this. She used to weep! Oh god, she would howl! But Darina was always bad at learning. At work I’d been taught to: implement, evaluate, pivot. Darina repeated her mistakes.

The sun was streaming through the bookshop window and lighting up all the dust in the room so it sparkled. At this point, I became aware that my hair would probably be backlit. I’m the only one of my five siblings who has curly hair. Mum had a perm when she was pregnant with me and says this is why. I used to feel like I had to be funny to match my hair, but I was done with that. I wanted to be taken seriously. Someone once told me that writers with funny names always wrote serious books and those with serious names wrote funny ones. With a name like Nola McConkey, I wasn’t exactly destined for comedy.

Beside an umbrella stand at the back of the room was a woman with a henna-red bob. Silver lines shone on her face where tears had fallen and it made her look very pretty. I knew she wasn’t crying for the book, or even for me. She was crying for something in her own life. Books mostly exist to give people permission to feel things. As I read the last sentence, I said it directly to her so she wouldn’t feel alone. I was reading a section I’d read so many times that I could do it in my sleep. For a while, I actually did listen to it in my sleep. I’d recorded it on Voice Memos, then played it on a loop from my pillow so I could memorise it. Apparently, people make their first impression in seven seconds. So, if you want to sell a book, then you have to look like you mean it. You have to put the pauses in the right places and give people a moment to really think about it. Show them that each word is deliberate. Vivienne (always Vivienne, never Viv) told me the impression thing. She’s a warm woman who smells like marzipan and became a sort of book fairy-godmother to me. Before, I’d been hiding behind characters and writing thinly veiled stories about my grief. She was the one that said: step into the story. Vivienne came to the first event I did and after my reading she pulled me in close so the large geometric necklace she was wearing dug into my chest and said into my ear: ‘Not a dry eye in the house’, as if this was what I should’ve been aiming for. She loved to tell me: ‘You’re so real.’ Did ‘real’ just mean sad? We often spoke about my brand, which was apparently: grief. I wanted to ask what she thought became of a person who embodied the persona of ‘grief’, but I didn’t want to sound ungrateful.

I finished the reading. Applause. Smiles. Shuffling. Kelly ushered me to a table with a pile of books, a vase of carnations and a marker. A queue of people formed, starting at Fiction and snaking towards Travel and Biography, where there was a weeping fig tree that looked thirsty. Another sad plant at another sad talk full of more sad people, and yet I was so happy to be there. These rooms are where I belong, where I finally feel like writing Animal Oracle had been for something. I will go anywhere, and do anything, to be in these rooms. The week before, I’d travelled three hours on a rail-replacement service to speak at a solstice festival. A BSL interpreter had been paid to sign my talk, which I’d been very excited about, but there were only six, maybe seven, people in the two-hundred capacity tent. There was an echo. People poked their head into the tent occasionally and I said something along the lines of: ‘Don’t be shy, come on in’, but they did not come on in. I powered through, completing the talk in forty minutes while sweat pooled on my lower back. It didn’t help that I could see the interpreter signing ‘death’ with a roll-over hand motion and exaggerated sad facial expression. I always told myself that it didn’t matter how many people came to a talk as long as I connected with just one person, but it seemed that the seven people in the tent were having a pretty intense comedown and were there for the bean bags more than for me.

I searched the queue for the woman with red hair and was pleased to see she was staying. Drifting about Crime & Thriller, I saw my boyfriend, Mac. He caught my eye, then did a little salute and smiled. He has this lighthouse smile. It beams.

First in line was an older man called Franklin who’d had a ‘more of a comment than a question’ during the Q&A. Kelly rearranged some copies of Animal Oracle and positioned herself so she could give me an apologetic look. He explained (again) that he was part of the Portobello Community Creative Writing Society and that he wrote the monthly bulletin so would like to ask me some questions. He was wearing a trench coat and smelled quite peaty as he leaned over the table. I gave my smile that says: I’m an open book.

Franklin pushed his tortoiseshell glasses up the bridge of his nose. ‘Are you American?’

‘I’m from Devon,’ I replied, though this seemed obvious from the chapters in Devon.

‘Ah.’ Franklin had a pad of red-lined accountancy paper open in front of him. ‘Because you use em-dashes a lot.’

‘I do love an em-dash,’ I replied. ‘Don’t they look wonderful, leaping across the page connecting one thought to another?’ I waved my hand across my chest, which I hoped made me look breezy. Franklin blinked at me. I lowered my hand.

‘Curious.’ He wrote: Not ENG-US on the pad. ‘Lots of the writers in our group are interested in The Domestic.’ He made his fingers into bunny ears. I was used to people referring to my book in this way or, even worse, as sad girl art. Franklin continued: ‘They write about family, relationships and whatnot, so I’m very interested in the way you fluctuate between Mum and Mother in your work. When do you use one versus the other?’

‘What a thoughtful question.’ Someone behind Franklin checked their watch, then left the queue. I tried to search for Kelly as I said, ‘I suppose when it feels the tone of the scene requires it. Mother feels more formal, doesn’t it?’

Franklin had faint orange hairs on his coat. From a cat, I assumed. He struck me as someone who said Mother more than Mum. ‘And I’m wondering, in the journey scene where you travel to your sister’s memorial and you wrote …’ Franklin cleared his throat. ‘“I don’t cry much. No, not even on the Great Western Railway train heading east when it looks like it smells like thunder outside. I believe it because, wherever I am, she is the cause of rain.” I’m wondering what you’re saying with that symbolism, what you’re trying to convey, as the Great Western Railway doesn’t go east at all.’

I squinted and put my thumb and forefinger on my chin. ‘Let me try and remember that section.’

He opened his copy, ready to refer to it. ‘I have it here …’

‘Don’t worry, I remember!’

I opened my mouth, but before I could muster a reply he said: ‘Personally, I thought it was to show the dislocation of place and time in the narrator’s grief-stricken mind as she loses all sense of reality.’

‘Exactly,’ I said, then shook my head and leaned across the table. ‘To be honest, Franklin, I must admit that was probably just an oversight.’ He wrote something down. ‘You should have been my editor!’ I joked, but he didn’t laugh.

‘What exactly does thunder smell like?’ Franklin looked at me quizzically.

Kelly appeared. ‘Franklin! Would you like a coffee? I’d love to hear more about this bulletin of yours.’ Franklin thanked me and said that chapter had a ‘flourishing prose quality’ before Kelly ushered him towards an espresso machine shuddering in the background. I smiled at Kelly, who had lovely big brown eyes, and thought she was kind, this woman who dedicated her life to making people feel connected, as all people who work in bookshops do. I felt a twitch beneath my left eye, triggered by the paranoia that my writing only had any ‘quality’ when it was about death. I’d been taken on by a small publisher and Vivienne had set my expectations low in terms of marketing support from them. She often spoke about it as a pre-book for whatever ‘real’ book I went on to publish next. Then a good review came in. Then another. Death was trending, apparently, and word of mouth had been on my side. Reviewers and independent booksellers championed it. There were whispers of a reader’s choice award. I couldn’t shake the intense, nagging fear that the only marketable thing about me was the worst thing that ever happened in my life. My editor was keen for me to share book number two, but I had no ideas.

Mac caught my attention. He was pointing to my phone; a call from Vivienne. I hate it when people call me. I kept hoping I’d get over it, but it still reminded me of Mum phoning to tell me about Darina. Vivienne had called twice, and I feared it was bad news about the impending sale of Animal Oracle’s film rights. She’d warned me that producers were flaky. I shook my head, so Mac pressed decline, but I’d only meant for him to let it ring out. He made an oops-face as my stomach dropped. I tried not to let this distract me. You are an open book.

Two young women were next, each holding a hardback edition with its purple cover and octopus tentacle embossed in orange foil. Their copies were feathered with Post-it notes. My heart melted to butter. They told me that their friend’s brother died a few months ago and none of them had known what to say or how to be, so they decided to read Animal Oracle in their book club. I said they were very good friends. They smiled. One of the women turned back, like she’d forgotten something. ‘Is Mac real, by the way?’

Her friend elbowed her. ‘Of course he is!’ She turned back towards me. ‘We just wanted to know if you’re, like, still together, that’s all.’

I leaned over the table and whispered conspiratorially: ‘He’s just over there.’ I nodded to Mac who was flicking through a book called Cabin Porn. One of the women looked at the other like: I told you so.

I sat and signed somewhere between ten and fifteen books. I never could sign quickly. I always felt immense pressure to write something sentimental and personal in every one. I suppose the reason I felt this pressure was because everyone seemed to leave something sentimental and personal with me. There’s something about meeting a stranger that makes you exceptionally honest. People stand with timid reservation, clutching the book and smiling nervously. Then as soon as it’s handed over it’s as if some pressure valve is released. One woman said that she hadn’t had an orgasm since her husband died three years ago. She’d appreciated that I wrote about grief altering your desire and how your relationship with your body changes after watching the body of someone you love fail them.

The woman with the red bob reached the front of the queue. ‘I got mine from Amazon, hope that’s OK?’ She slid hers across the table. ‘I haven’t read many grief books. Thought I’d give yours a go.’ She gave me a lopsided smile.

‘Me neither. Sometimes they’re a bit much, aren’t they?’ She nodded. I asked, ‘What’s your name?’

‘Georgie.’ She pulled her cardigan over her wrists.

‘Nice to meet you, Georgie.’ I opened the title page and wrote ‘Dear Goegie’. Fuck, I thought. I glanced at the stack of fresh hardbacks beside me, maybe I could buy her a new one. Georgie’s was concertinaed from folded-down pages. I’d have to pretend I hadn’t noticed. ‘And tell me about –’

‘My mum died,’ she blurted out. Her lip wobbled and I thought, Oh, Goegie. I was incredibly aware of the odd distance between us while I was sat down and she was stood up, crying, above me. Once or twice, I’d stood to hug someone, but the awkwardness I felt about knowing when to let go filled me with too much anxiety, so I learned to sit with the discomfort. I decided that the thing to do was to let them and hope that the concern in my eyes, the words in the book, were enough.

Georgie’s mum, Carrie, died a year ago. A tree fell through her bedroom window in a storm, killing her while she was sleeping. Georgie missed her and was stressed about spending the anniversary with her stepfather whom she’d never been particularly close to. I asked if she still spoke to her mum, even though she was gone, and she said she didn’t, but heard her voice in her head sometimes. Georgie said, ‘She always knew what to do, always knew how to make things better.’ She showed me an odd button on her cardigan. ‘She fixed this.’

In between the final books, I glanced towards Mac, leaning against a bookshelf. I was looking forward to telling him about Goegie. We usually debriefed on the train home with a crisp buffet. Halfway through signing, I was feeling quite cheerful and excited about the prospect of Skips and Flamin’ Hot Monster Munch, when a woman knelt down beside the signing table so that her eyes were level with mine.

‘Your poor parents. Your poor mum.’ She shook her head. Suddenly, I felt brittle.

‘Your poor parents,’ the woman repeated.

I thought about the document Dad had sent me and felt queasy. Before Animal Oracle was released, I’d had to email advance copies to everyone in my family, along with a permissions note agreeing that they were happy to be included in the book. They’d provided their permissions but mostly because they assumed no one would read it. This does not mean they were happy about it. When Dad had read the manuscript, he’d replied with an annotated PDF. Every mention of Dad, Father and Murphy was colour coded: yellow for misleading, orange for lacking context, red where an acceptability threshold had been breached. Many references included a rating in the margin for whether they were essential, negotiable or expendable. Vivienne had supported me when I’d fallen apart throughout this process. We discussed marketing the book as fiction, but the publisher wanted to promote it as memoir. Apparently, the story didn’t hold the same weight if it wasn’t real.

I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing and smoothed my hands over the tablecloth.

The woman drummed her fingers against her chin. ‘I just can’t imagine. I’ve got five kids, like your mum. And if my eldest girl, my first girl …’ She blew out her cheeks. ‘Life just wouldn’t be worth living.’

‘Darina wasn’t the eldest. I have a half-sister,’ I pointed out.

‘Your Mum’s first proper child, though, you know.’

The woman’s paid-for book was open in front of me. The lid was off my pen. Sentimental and personal, I thought.

My pen was poised over the paper as she repeated for the last time: ‘Your poor Mum.’ Then added, ‘And all this,’ she gestured to the bookshop, ‘I can’t imagine having my family written about. Mind you, we’ve certainly got enough stories.’ She chuckled to herself. ‘She was OK with it?’

‘Mum was very supportive,’ I said, because what else could I say? I couldn’t say that Mum had cried down the phone because it made her sad to read me sad. Then there were the changes she’d requested. When she’d read the advance copy, she’d underlined every mention of Darina’s name and added ‘beautiful’, ‘kind’ and ‘with gorgeous long dark beautiful hair’. In her eyes, there had not been enough written about my sister’s gorgeousness. I wondered how long you had to not be talking to Not Be Talking to your family. I was probably in that territory.

I don’t remember what I signed in the woman’s book, but I do remember that once I’d given it back I felt the hot threat of tears sting my eyes. Now you want to start crying, I thought. I had to step away to stop myself blubbing all over the signing table. As I stood up, there was the metallic sound of the chair scraping against the floor.

The woman accepted the book from me and gestured to it. ‘I’ve actually already read it; this is for a friend.’ She opened the pages to look at the inscription, smiled, then put it in her bag. ‘Thanks. It was nice to meet you. You’re different from what I expected.’

‘Oh, nice to meet you too.’ I waved awkwardly and thought that someone should pulp me and pulp all my fucking books. How was I different? Had she expected me to be funnier? Sadder? Maybe she hadn’t looked at the picture in the back of her hardback, hadn’t seen that I have curly hair. I stood up and walked to the storage room like I’d left something in there. I even said, ‘Oops, I’ve just forgotten something’ as I passed two people still waiting.

The storage cupboard was painted the colour of a migraine. Inside, the shelves were stacked with shiny Richard Osman books and there was a footstool in the corner with a handheld mirror and a packet of Veet. It was a relief to be somewhere quiet. I drew in a long breath until the urge to cry subsided. I was naive for thinking that any amount of talks, any amount of signing, could help my book do well enough that I could be redeemed from writing it. After all, I’d brought this on myself. I’d made my saddest story my selling point.

I didn’t feel that I deserved to cry. I couldn’t deny that I’d caused this catastrophe. Not just caused, but desired. I’d wanted an excuse to change my life. Then there I was – crying in a cupboard – with my changed life, and it didn’t feel too good. Clenching my fists, I dug my nails into the bed of my palms and repeated to myself: You chose this, you chose this. After a few minutes, Mac appeared and then there were two of us in the cupboard. He leaned his arm against a shelf of cleaning supplies, then gave me a look like: What’s going on, eh?

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, looking up at all the bloody dust. I felt so rotten. The last three months had been nothing but turning over the same stress about the same thing; the book, my family. I wanted to talk to Mac about holidays and happy things, sex and what a summer we would have. Instead, I just returned to the occasional surety I felt that things would never feel better and the mounting evidence that proved I was right.

He shook his head. ‘Don’t apologise.’

Mac gave me a hug and he did not worry about when to let go.


CHAPTER TWO

Mac has always said I say sorry too often. I never know how much I mean my apologies or if I’m just looking to be told it’s OK. I apologised a lot the first time we met. I’d locked my bike up behind The Big Sainsbury’s on Dog Kennel Hill in a hurry. I wasn’t going anywhere or doing anything in particular, rushing is just the speed at which I operate most comfortably. In my haste, I hadn’t realised that I’d also locked my bike to the one beside it. When I returned, I saw a man with sandy hair leaning against it. As he checked his watch I noticed a hole on the elbow of his green raincoat. I tipped my shopping into the basket because I’d forgotten a reusable bag. A bottle of Montepulciano clinked against the edge of the basket with a loaf of bread, eggs and a bag of carrots. This is the wine I always buy because Montepulciano is the wine rom-com heroines drink in the books I like. I knew that I’d have broken at least one of the eggs.

‘Can I help you?’ My voice was suspicious.

‘Yes, actually.’ He nodded towards my lock. ‘We’re stuck.’

I’d appreciated that he’d said ‘we’re stuck’ rather than ‘learn how to lock your bike, moron’. I shook my keys to locate the correct one faster and he only smiled, reiterating that it was fine. He had blonde hair, golden stubble and mossy eyes. There was a general ‘lakeside lodge’ demeanour to him and I wanted him to bundle me in his coat. When he opened his mouth, I noticed a tooth that lies crooked over the one beside it like a leaning gate. I imagined running my finger over it and thought I’d like him to suck my fingers. Suddenly my hands were useless, as if they’d only just been attached to the ends of my arms. When I found the right key, I glanced at his hands. Yes, I thought, I’d put those hands in my mouth too.

While smiling, I fiddled aggressively with the lock and apologised enough times that I hoped it would be impossible to be annoyed with me. Eventually, I released him. I realised then that he was free to go and wished I’d asked him more questions while I had him stuck. He was holding the handlebars of an old blue fixie and I was holding the handlebars of mine. Both our bikes faced the car-park exit. His trousers were already tucked into his socks and the laces of his Converse were tied around his ankles. I didn’t realise at the time that this would become a theme for our relationship. Me wishing he would stay, while worrying that he felt trapped.

‘Are you …?’ I pointed down the street. He nodded. ‘Want to walk?’

He introduced himself: Macsen, but I could call him Mac. It was early evening and I joked that I’d offer him some wine, but I didn’t have a corkscrew. He presented a Swiss Army knife from his pocket and I remember thinking that was nifty, and sort of funny, like something a character in a book would do to show how resourceful they were. Look at me, I can take care of things. As an independent woman that owned a coffee machine with a milk frother, I didn’t want to be so taken by this kind of thing. But I was. I was taken. I could say all the usual things about how women are tragically easy to impress, but it’s been said before. More important to say is that he had lovely hands and a warm, self-deprecating sense of humour. He didn’t seem to take himself too seriously, which was good because there couldn’t be two of us like that.

We passed the bottle between us while pushing our bikes along the road, occasionally letting the other go ahead to circle a tree or let a stranger pass. I tried not to look at the yolk trickling slowly down my wheel. I asked what he’d gone to The Big Shop for, as going to anything other than an Express or Local in London is a rare odyssey. Mac lifted a bottle of pomegranate molasses from his tote bag. I was quietly amazed by this. I couldn’t imagine one possible thing I would cook with pomegranate molasses. Mac is a chef for television. He cooks the actual food that appears on screen, which sadly means his food is rarely eaten. I hadn’t known this was a job. He told me about a similar revelation when someone on his five-a-side team explained they put the timestamps on Netflix videos for the Skip Intro button. We spoke about only noticing things when you look closely: cracks in the ceiling of a building you frequent, laugh tracks in sitcoms and quick inhales in between rap verses. ‘We’re all too busy to look closely,’ Mac said. For the first time in a long time, I had the sudden desire to not be busy.

‘You can cook for me sometime if you like,’ I said because I feared he wouldn’t.

‘I’d like that,’ he replied and abruptly stopped walking.

‘Is this you?’ I looked down the neat row of houses on Tintagel Crescent where someone was smoking out of the top-floor window.

‘I live back that way.’ He gestured behind him. ‘I just wanted to walk for a while.’

Mac saved my number under Bike Lock Girl, then cycled off into the night. I thought then that there could be nothing sexier than someone mounting a bike in one swift action. It had something to do with the balancing.

I’ve often wondered if Mac was drawn to me that day because I looked like I needed help. Darina always told me that men can’t resist women like that. The ones who can’t open their own jam jars. And surely a woman with a bike basket of wine and pre-cut carrot batons on their sell-by date needs rescuing? Darina would apply Sunk Cost fallacy to dating: the more men invest in you, the less likely they are to abandon their efforts. For that reason, she said you should let them pay on the first date and wait at least three more before sleeping with them, though she never followed this advice herself. Whenever I worried that Mac might want to leave me but felt too invested, I reminded myself about the day we met and how abruptly he’d stopped walking between East Dulwich Tavern and Goose Green when he decided he wanted to go home. He has never been someone to do something a moment longer than he wants.

The morning after the talk in Portobello, Mac and I were pushed towards the station exit along with a flood of travellers. A chill moved through the forecourt and the sound of a pneumatic drill persisted in the distance. It had seemed like a romantic idea to get the sleeper train back to London, but when we arrived at Euston at seven thirty, bleary-eyed and with furry mouths, I felt sure the day was lost before it had begun. I was wearing my knickers inside out and my back hurt from having sex against the ladder of our cabin’s bottom bunk. We’d just entered the stage of our relationship where we’d given up our commitment to having sex in strange places and positions in return for the certain loveliness of missionary in a bed.

I yawned as I watched an air hostess eat a McMuffin. She leaned forward over a bench, trying not to get egg on her high heels. I considered writing this in the ‘New Book Ideas’ note on my phone, but felt, as I often do, that I over-romanticised my most mundane observations and often missed the bigger picture. So far, New Book was no more than a list of pithy witticisms searching for a story to inhabit.

‘Is this one of his?’ Mac gestured to the station.

I shook my head. ‘Not this one.’

It seemed obvious to me that Dad could never have designed Euston Station. It’s so forgettable. So unmoving. Crooked scaffolding leaned against the fat lip of the departures board and eye level was a headache of wet-floor signs, flashing delays and a Burger King. I looked to the floor, where a pigeon stalked the forecourt, and its seemingly endless sea of cheap grey linoleum scorched by dropped cigarettes. Euston is not at all like King’s Cross, where it feels like any train could take you anywhere. There’s an expansive, dreamlike quality to the steel webbing. Departures seem to be a theme with him. The Jubilee Line. Hong Kong Airport. King’s Cross Station. He’s an architect and worked on them all. He was always going somewhere. I remember he used to say, ‘We can always pick up where we left off, Nola.’ And that was important for having a father who worked away, the idea that when he returned it was just the same. There was never any mention of the space between. The time between. Because we were just … picking up.

Eventually, it became clear that the time and space between was filled with love that we’d hoped was reserved for us. Us being me, Mum and my four siblings: Jen, Darina and the twins, Cillian and Connor. Dad never felt the need to explain himself when he was caught out in his affairs, or when he finally left us for someone else. Even if he had, he wouldn’t have done it with words. He always has a pen in his pocket with a very fine point and is forever turning over napkins to illustrate how he sees things – scribbling alternative layouts for the M5 to ease congestion at Junction 27, or how Torridge District Council could improve the one-way queuing at the polling station. He believes that the world would be better if it were in his design. For a very long time I believed that too. I really did. It would not be an exaggeration to say I worshipped him.

‘Maybe speak to them,’ Mac said.

‘Maybe,’ I replied. Neither of us confirmed exactly what the other meant. I hadn’t spoken to my parents since the book came out three months ago. That weekend was the five-year anniversary of Darina’s death and they’d all be meeting to spread her ashes on Lundy Island, just off the coast from where we grew up in North Devon. For a long time, grief had been such an unbroachable topic in my family that we’d never discussed what to do with the ashes, never really discussed anything about the loss of Darina, in fact. I wrote about this in Animal Oracle and Mum took it very personally, as if I blamed her specifically. That wasn’t what I’d meant. I’d meant that it was painful to talk about for us all.

Writing had started as my private way to process grief. Those personal thoughts later grew into something that involved my whole family, demanding their permission, their approval, and then, their forgiveness. My eldest sister Jen saw it before anyone, even Vivienne. Jen had warned that if I published my original manuscript, detailing the impact of Dad’s affair and how it hurt Darina and me, it would devastate Mum. I decided to remove the affair and felt fairly heroic about having protected them. Instead, Mum said she was humiliated that I’d written about her creative interpretations of Delia Smith recipes and Dad was incensed that I’d exposed his sacred shed collection of wood offcuts supposedly destined for projects that rarely materialised. He said I’d portrayed him as a finicky old architect because I’d joked about him correcting the structural integrity of our sandcastles. I’d learned too late that the responsibility of writing is not just to omit the big things. The small things hurt just as much, because the small things are what make families real. I’d been so caught up in the grander vision of what I was creating – a meditation on grief, an exploration of how families carry their silences – that I’d forgotten these weren’t just characters in a story. I’d told myself I was making art about loss, about love, about siblings. They saw it differently: I’d simply told our secrets to strangers.

When readers praised Animal Oracle for being ‘honest’, I felt deceitful. My parents felt I owed them an apology for writing the book, and I felt they owed me one for not being more supportive. When the invitation came to finally scatter Darina’s ashes on Lundy, I told myself they’d be better off without me there. Dad wouldn’t have to pretend he’d forgiven me; Mum wouldn’t have to play peacekeeper. The thought made my chest tight. I desperately wanted to be there for her but couldn’t bear the way they’d look at me. The only way I knew how to cope was to disappear. Deep down, I’d wanted them to ask again, to say it was OK and excuse me from this feeling. They didn’t. I wondered how long we’d all be able to push and pull like this. The tide is, after all, constant.

Mac and I both stared at our phones, calculating the ways we could tesselate a bus, train and walk into getting back to South London. We stood there for a while, listening to the rumble of iron horses returning to their stables. In the distance there was the braying warning of train doors closing, another departure.

‘So, you won’t call back?’ Mac said eventually. His eyes were still on his phone, so I didn’t realise he was talking to me straightaway. ‘You’re just going to not go?’

‘I’m not thinking about it today.’

Mac returned his phone to his pocket. ‘Why not?’

‘Because it’ll panic me.’

‘Well, sure. But isn’t panic your resting state anyway?’ We both squinted as we walked out into the daylight. ‘I’m worried you might regret it if you don’t.’

We passed the nearest bus stop. Mac seemed to have decided we should walk a bit further. ‘You’re probably right, but maybe I’ll just have to sit with that. I can’t go.’

‘Can’t? You can do anything you want.’

‘Family doesn’t work like that,’ I replied, and Mac sighed, because we’d had versions of this conversation before. He’s an only child who’d been sent to boarding school at seven. His parents have silver tableware and decant milk into a little jug and sugar into a little pot. They’re those kind of people. I think Mac thought repairing my family was the closest he’d get to the warm, fun clan he dreamed of. He picked up my hand, which was beaded with sweat. I instinctively pulled it away.

‘Swamp-paws.’ He picked up my hand again.

We walked with our palms, now both clammy, hanging between us. Then it was time to go our separate ways. I’d begun to find this devastating. Spending a weekend together, sharing an adventure, then returning to our homes. I missed Mac when he wasn’t around. We stood at the same stop, waiting to board different buses. Mac to Brockley. Me to Peckham. They’re close enough, but the route is different. In one of my near-constant attempts to not be needy, I decided not to make a fuss about Mac diverting his journey by twenty minutes so we could sit together on our phones a little longer.

‘I’ll see you soon,’ Mac said.

I kissed him goodbye, then looked away to hide myself from him, because it would’ve been hard to explain why I was upset if he asked.

Grey flashed past the window. I hit ‘Start’ on a twenty-minute timer. This was one of my more successful bargaining strategies with myself to commit to writing for just that long. If, by then, I still wasn’t in some state of flow, then fine, I’d tried. Most days I entered a rhythm, a feeling so free and so good it was like scissors gliding through wrapping paper. That did not turn out to be one of those days. I contemplated texting a friend to chat about my writer’s block, but being stressed about following up a successful debut felt like a my-diamond-slippers-are-too-tight type of problem.

I opened a Tessa Hadley novel and had a moment imagining people were watching me reading my book, thinking: she seems like a nice lady. After a while, I closed my eyes to avoid the glare of the sun. It had a hot, buttery feeling on my face. Soak it up, I thought. Let it charge you up. When I opened my eyes again, the bus was rolling past The White Horse and the upturned fruit crates outside the market where I’d kissed Mac after our second date. I looked down at the novel on my lap and dog-eared the same page I’d opened it on, feeling disappointed in myself that I’d just carried it around like a prop. I Googled: how old Tessa Hadley first novel and Tessa Hadley net worth. I reminded myself Lucia Berlin’s career only took off much later in life and Elizabeth Strout didn’t publish her first novel until she was forty-two and she won a Pulitzer Prize. I wanted to know that I was on schedule for something, that I hadn’t run out of time yet.

I wondered what schedule I was on with Mac. Were we running to time? While recently helping him find his keys, I’d found a renewal notice from his landlord tucked in a stack of post. I’d returned it to the pile, not wanting him to know I’d seen it, but the deadline was on my mind. I kept waiting for him to suggest we live together. We were moving out of short term and approaching the middle distance. That weekend, it would be a whole year. I’d read so many love stories about falling in love, but the intimacy of this part – the deciding to stay in love part – was unexpected. It was so romantic. He wore my clothes and claimed a pair of my dungarees as his own. He knew where my bag of other tote bags was and took it to the greengrocer for ‘the usual’. We shared values and a MUBI membership and had the same log-in for the New Yorker so I could read the articles he saved for me. He taught me how to spatchcock a chicken. I knew the stories he tells at parties; he knew mine but still laughed at the punchline he’d heard hundreds of times before. We learned how to read each other’s silences.

I found it hard, regardless of how lovely it was, and wondered when I’d stop feeling nervous. I was especially nervous to lose Mac since the book had ruined my relationship with my family. I felt that I would need another, and Mac would be the start.

I prepared to manoeuvre my bags and get off at my stop where there were fences and diggers in Peckham Rye. Silver construction fencing caught the sunlight, creating diamond patterns of shadow on the churned-up grass beneath. Work was being done to mitigate flood risk from the River Peck that runs underground and emerges into a small green puddle in the park. There are secret rivers running everywhere under London. Ever since I moved here seven years ago, I thought about that river and the way it moves beneath the soil. I’d realised that’s what the affair was to me: a river rippling under my life. What you have to understand is that it wasn’t just Dad’s leaving that was so bad, but the time before. It was anticipating when he would leave and wondering how Mum would cope. (She did not always cope well.) I remember times when Mum would be distraught, she’d go into the night and run around the garden because she said she needed to feel alive. Five is a lot of children when you’re on your own. And I guess we were a lot. I see that now. Other times, she would leave the house to stand outside with her hands on her hips, shaking her head. She would pace around the grass, then come back with the hems of her trousers soaked and her feet bright pink from the frost, leaving wet, brown footprints on the kitchen tiles as she prepared dinner. There was something about it that always made us quiet around the table. I suppose it was quite an animal thing to do. And a human response didn’t seem fitting.

Dad had always been leaving, even before he had left. That was just how he was. Then he came back, but I don’t believe he ever truly returned. I was nervous to watch Mum be lonely again. Imagine how awful to fall in love, then find you’re still lonely.


Dear Jen,

I’m attaching the manuscript for Animal Oracle. It’s very much still a draft and my editor will probably change a lot anyway. So no need to say anything about the commas.

You’re the first person I’m sharing this with. I suppose because I’ve always looked to you first – for advice, for reassurance, for a sense of what’s right. You’ve guided me through so much and I’m hoping you’ll help guide me through this too.

Since Darina, I’ve been thinking a lot about old times. I don’t know if I’ve remembered things the way you would or the way they really happened. But I’ve tried to be honest about what they felt like, and I hope that counts for something. If there’s anything that makes you pause, I hope you’ll share it with me. I want to do this the right way.

You’ll find the permissions note attached (a bit of admin, but important). Thank you for reading and always being someone I can trust.

Love,

Nola x


Animal Oracle
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Prologue

It is – and will always be – the most chilling detail of Darina’s death that she was found in bed with her feet dirty. The rest of my family dismissed her dirty feet due to dancing or sleepwalking or any number of things that would be an explanation for why Darina, our wild and free Darina, would have grubby soles. I’ve always wondered where and why she was walking before she went to sleep that night. In a way, it made sense: Darina was a woman who liked to feel the earth beneath her feet and really belong to a place. She’d told me that she’d stopped doing this and I’d believed her, because I wanted to believe. I guess, even in death, Darina was a woman of many contradictions. This is her story. The story of my sister.


CHAPTER THREE

When I got home, I threw my bag onto the table, knocking over a stack of paperbacks. My flat seemed to breed books. It was a rented one-bed on a terraced street, not far from Camberwell Old and New cemeteries. At that time, I lived in the part of South London where there are so many cemeteries there’s a need to have both an Old and New one. More people dead than living here, my neighbour often joked. I liked to be reminded I wasn’t the only one grieving, which was how it felt, most of the time.

It was a small comfort, too, that I wasn’t far from Jen and Cillian, even if we didn’t always speak about the things that truly weighed on us. (My other brother Connor still lived in North Devon.) The walls were painted a shade of yellow called Babouche and the kitchen-diner had a round wooden table, and I was proud of that because most flats in London only have a table pressed up against a wall or folded in half. It wasn’t big. There was just space for a table, that’s all. On the windowsill was a bowl of stones that I’d collected from various beaches and underneath each stone I’d written the place I collected them with a fine-line pen (Bamburgh Beach 2013, Camber Sands 2021, etc.). I suppose it looked like a writer’s home, and I often took the time to appreciate that.

Morning light stretched across my floor and August heat pressed against my walls. The windows were open, but nothing moved. My skin felt tacky. After weeks of travelling for my book tour on the weekends, it was a rare day of nothing. I could sit on the Rye, swim in the lido or see a film at Peckhamplex under the air-conditioning, though I knew I wouldn’t do any of those things. I was restless within myself, experiencing the sensation that occurs when you’re halfway to becoming a new (hopefully better) person, but aren’t quite sure who that person is yet. I decided: coffee, laundry, writing My Great Debut Novel.

I had my coffee black because there was no milk. Nothing at all in the fridge except mayonnaise, tonic water and some of those depuffing eye mask things. I opened the post, emptied the bin, tidied the books into a neat stack. Then I moved the photo of Darina to a new position, from the shelf to the side table. This was something I did regularly in the hope that it would make her feel new in my life again. In the photo, she’s mid-laugh at Brixton Market, her dark hair wild and collarbone visible above a faded Mystery Jets T-shirt.

I remembered that there was some bread Mac had baked in the freezer. Cooking is Mac’s way of showing his care. He’s most comfortable with a tea towel over his shoulder. Once he told me he learned how to cook in prison, but I didn’t realise straight away that by ‘prison’ he meant boarding school. Mac is always making jokes about this kind of thing, but I think, deep down, he doesn’t really find it funny. Mr Monroe, the school cook, took a shine to Mac and let him help in the kitchen, first dishes then a bit of chopping and sautéing. It was somewhere he felt safe and the only place he felt special. He’d shown me the red mark on his forearm from the school’s six-burner cooker, but it was only much later that Mac told me about the sleepless nights, terror of the older boys and being driven to the school and then left, never sure when anyone would return to collect him.

When Mac went to Manchester University, it all felt the same. The same people. The same books. Even the same room: a greige rectangle with a single bed and sink. This solidified something inside him, the decision that he wouldn’t be imprisoned like this. Mac dropped out and went travelling. He told me that was when he first experienced freedom, and holding on to that feeling has meant he can never commit to much for long.

Dating a cook was a revelation to me. When we met, it was a summer of salads, tomatoes, peaches and mint. We’d go to the Rye and pick anchovies from the tin with our fingers. Olive oil on everything. Then it turned to autumn and Mac fed me up with soups, orzos and risottos; he cooked them so the butter browned and caramelised and everything was sweet and rich and fat. I put on a few pounds and it was the happiest I’d ever been. Spring followed, with bright pink radishes, apricots and nettle spanakopita. We went to restaurants or he cooked for me. We fucked in my bed or his. Sometimes we’d sit on the sofa and stare at each other while we touched ourselves. He looked at me with this hungry stare. Then other times his eyes were full, like I satiated him. The food continued. The lovemaking continued. Mac continued.

His food is like time travel. I wished that I’d lived in my body that way when Darina was alive, so I could take a bite of something and be with her again in that Clapton flat. I’d thought it was the coolest place in the world. Her living room had church pews and beanbags and she’d project grainy, illegally downloaded films onto the wall. Oh, and of course there was Shep, Darina’s grey Weimaraner, who was more horse than dog. The tenancy agreement said she wasn’t allowed pets, but Darina persuaded the landlord, who eventually said it was fine, only because Shep was so gorgeous. Which I think really meant, only because Darina was so gorgeous.

Darina’s flatmate was Gahan, or Hanny as everyone called him, who had dark hair and a birthmark the shape of Brazil on his neck. He was a professor at UCL, teaching something about volcanoes and rocks and the world ending. Once he told me that he was the only lecturer in his department to get standing ovations. The trick, he said, was making it clear when you’re saying your closing remarks by slowing down then clasping your hands together as you finish. People are mirrors. If you clap, they start clapping. He was good to Darina. He looked after her. Thanks to Hanny, a bowl appeared at dinner times. She had that way with people, they offered help although she didn’t ask for it. The one year she’d tolerated art school she’d just taken a frisbee and eaten cans of off-brand spaghetti hoops or macaroni cheese from it. ‘Multi-use’, Darina used to say.

My phone lit up with Vivienne’s name. I wondered if it was a last-minute invite for a talk. I’d been on the ‘maybe’ list for Edinburgh International Book Festival and it was still in my diary. We exchanged pleasantries for a while. She said the weather was ‘delicious’ because it meant an excuse not to turn the oven on and she’d had gazpacho for lunch and dinner yesterday. Once she finished telling me that the secret to good gazpacho was the rhythm, not the recipe, I replied that it wasn’t hot in Portobello. Vivienne asked about the talk and I told her about Georgie/Goegie. ‘Connection!’ She exclaimed. ‘That’s what it’s all about!’

‘I’ll just get to it, shall I?’ Vivienne said, her professional voice suddenly on. ‘Someone’s made a complaint.’

A tight knot of dread formed in my stomach.

‘About me?’

‘No, not about you, darling. About the book.’ I failed to see how that was not the same thing. ‘Someone is claiming there are comments presented as truths that could damage their reputation. Now, we both know that nothing was flagged as potentially libellous when we had a legal read. Do you remember the legal read?’

‘I remember,’ I confirmed. How could I forget the legal read that had cost me £1,000 of my small advance? I cleared my throat. ‘It’s fine then, there’s no grounds for any … libel?’ I wasn’t sure what words to use. Libel sounded very serious.

‘People usually just want to be heard on these things. So, let’s make them feel heard. We’ll take it seriously. A polite and apologetic email usually does wonders in this case.’

‘Who was it?’ I asked, though there was little doubt in my mind that it could be anyone but Dad. I couldn’t believe he would do this to me. After the removal of his affair, he was barely in it. This turned out to make him even angrier. He was hurt by the small, inconsequential references to him written in what he regarded as a belittling tone. Where I’d written, ‘Mum is expected to know where everything in the house is at all times. I hoped I was part of the first generation of women who didn’t have to be their husband’s personal search engine,’ he’d replied: Amusing as always, Nola, but this is a gross oversimplification that borders on misrepresentation. There’s a glimmer of truth, but you’ve conveniently omitted that Judith reorganises the kitchen every few months without telling anyone, and that I manage all our outdoor areas.

‘It was anonymous,’ Vivienne said. Coward, I thought. ‘Just an email sent to the publisher’s general inbox and to mine for good measure. No name, no signature. Presumably they found our details on your website.’

‘What was the email address?’ I asked as lightly as I could, the walls of my throat closing in.

‘Oh, it was a random jumble of numbers and letters,’ Vivienne said. ‘Honestly, it looked like my WiFi password.’

‘Well, how do we know who to send this polite and apologetic email to then?’

‘I thought you’d know who it was.’ Vivienne hesitated when I didn’t reply. ‘The important thing is, we’re handling it.’ My temples began to throb. We’re often meant Vivienne and her assistant. This was bad news. Vivienne’s assistant was so useless she’d once ordered fifty tote bags emblazoned with ‘[Book Title Here]’ for my launch. ‘Listen, I’m not concerned about the complaint. But I am concerned about tying this up as a loose end. We don’t want anything looking … unresolved for the film option.’

‘Do you think they’ll pull out?’

‘They can’t pull out, because they’re not in, Nola. They’re not in yet.’ Vivienne was exceptionally committed to never getting my hopes up until we had a done deal. The production company, on the other hand, spoke about the film like it was already happening. They’d thrown around numbers that made me dizzy. It was money that could change my life. I’d be able to leave my job, write full time, maybe even put down a deposit on a flat for me and Mac. The week before, they’d sent me a mood board of suggested actresses for Darina. I’d always imagined Daisy Edgar Jones would play the role. They’d said they could ‘definitely picture that’ and also suggested some slightly less famous and less attractive actresses to play the character of Nola, where they’d written ‘bookish’ in the casting description.

‘Now, I was looking at my records and realised you never shared the new permissions for the film. Silly of me not to have followed up. You’ll need to send me those.’ I swallowed what tasted like bile. ‘I should let you know that I’ll be cc-ing in our lawyer when I put this all in an email. Don’t be alarmed when you see Richard on copy, it’s just standard procedure wherever there’s even a whisper of a dispute. The agency has to protect themselves, you see.’ Vivienne made her voice sound bright. ‘Nothing to panic about, though, you just need to send the permissions. And you have the permissions, don’t you?’

I nodded, then remembered she couldn’t see me. ‘Yes, of course.’ That was a lie. I hadn’t even asked for them yet. My chest felt tight just thinking about it. The original permission forms I’d gathered for the book had been vague standard-release templates that barely ran to half a page. Most of my family signed without fuss. Everyone except Cillian. He hadn’t exactly refused; it was just that asking him for anything was a near-guarantee to make him not do it. He likes people to be indebted to him. He’s stubborn, terminally disorganised and a born contrarian. I’d sent reminders, nudges, jokes, but nothing. Eventually, I’d faked an e-signature in his name. It had seemed harmless then. Just a short cut to keep things moving, but now my stomach twisted, wondering if he’d found out. What if he’d been the one to email, not out of malice but just to prove a point?

When the film interest came, Vivienne told me I’d need new permissions. Proper legal contracts this time. I’d said I’d sort the signatures but hadn’t. I couldn’t. After Dad had signed and followed up with that document, listing every slight and perceived insult in the book, something in me folded and I’d felt too ashamed to ask again.

No one had expected the book to do well. I suppose my family had assumed it would be a quiet, personal reflection on living with grief rather than a family portrait. Mum had gently commented that she’d only been so blasé about the original permissions because she ‘hadn’t thought anyone would read it’. And yet people had! Animal Oracle connected with people. It sold. It was shortlisted for prizes. Readers came to signings with stories of their own. All the things I’d secretly hoped might happen happened. I was more proud of the book than anything I’d ever done. Yet somehow my biggest success had also made me feel the smallest I’d ever felt. My confidence should’ve been soaring, but it was brittle because the people I loved most didn’t seem to like the thing I’d made. Maybe they hadn’t thought I’d even been capable of something good in the first place.

I couldn’t pretend it hadn’t changed something between us. And now, the thing I wanted most – the film, the future, the chance to finally write full-time – depended entirely on the people who might never forgive me. Burying the nagging voice that told me to get the signatures, I’d let everyone else’s excitement about the deal sweep me along. It was easier than facing what the lack of permissions might really mean. I stared at my empty bag on the table as my mind raced for excuses. Fake email problems, computer virus, lost files?

‘The thing is,’ I said, settling on what felt like the most plausible scenario, ‘I’m going away. For Darina’s anniversary, actually. To an island.’ My voice grew steadier as I built the lie. ‘There’s limited signal there, but I’ll send them before I go. I just need to collate them.’

‘Well, that won’t take you long, will it? End of day would be great. The most important thing is that there’s interest for adaptation. And because there’s interest, we want this sorted soon, don’t we?’ Vivienne loved to use ‘we’ when it was about rights for which she’d receive 15 per cent commission, then ‘you’ when it was about liability.

‘Which file format would you prefer? PDF OK?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she replied. ‘I’m sending you a hug.’ Which was not, at all, the same as receiving a hug.

Two days later, I woke up at three thirty-three in the morning. It was the second night in a row that had happened, and I couldn’t smother the feeling that it meant something. Darina always called it The Witching Hour and would try to get me to stay out drinking until then in the hope that we’d encounter spirits on the way home. After she died, I often found myself waking at this time with pins and needles all over my arms. Stretching and clenching my fingers, I wondered what to do. The potential deal was slipping away. I’d have to go to Lundy to discover who made the complaint and convince them to pull it.

Ruminating on every scenario, I spiralled thought by thought into endless depths of worry. I knew that Mac was about to enter two weeks of unemployment which, for a freelancer, was common. I also knew he’d be delighted when I said we were going so I could reconcile with everyone. I’d always been struck by the way he described a memory from school of how at the end of term teachers would hand out letters for children to take home. They’d walk around the classroom calling, ‘letters for eldest and only’ but he’d misheard it as ‘eldest and lonely’ which, he said, was exactly how he felt. Mac has an abstract and distant idea of what ‘family’ means. One I never had the heart to correct. After all, our family would be different.

I looked at trains to Devon, which were expensive, and I was already in my overdraft. It might sound like the book made me rich, but it hadn’t. By day, I worked as a designer for a wide-format printing company, making the big vinyl banners you see at shopping centres, exhibitions and trade shows. I’ve even done a few vinyl wraps for the London Underground. Clients contacted me wanting to communicate something, and I found the best way to do it. I preferred to call the posters ‘artwork’ not ‘adverts’. There’s a lot of creativity in it and an incredible amount of job satisfaction using a flatbed printer that’s ten feet wide and eight feet deep. You start the day with nothing. Then something exists. Even if it is only an advert to Turn Left for Huge Warehouse Golf Sale. As much as I liked my job, something about fine-tuning brand slogans into the kind of specifically vague language that makes people feel comfortable, but means nothing, became increasingly difficult after Darina died.

The next morning, I decided to call Jen and ask if she had space in the car for Mac and me. She agreed to take us as long as we didn’t make her late. Jen hates being late. She seemed unsurprised by my sudden change of heart, which irked me. Jen used to call me Missy Middle and say my constant reverting to dramatic outbursts was a deep urge to make myself the centre of attention as a middle child who felt in between everyone, but first to no one. I suppose that writing a book had been a Missy Middle thing to do. Organising my laundry into piles of priority, I worried that my knickers wouldn’t dry before I had to leave for Jen’s house and wondered if I could put them in the microwave.

When my bag was packed, I started writing a list of on the back of an unopened water bill. A hot prickling feeling spread across my skin as I wrote ‘Suspects’, then immediately crossed it out.

Dad - Most likely, even though he signed. Document proves he tracked every mention of himself. Already audited his evidence to make an accusation of misrepresentation

Cillian - Never sent permission or even read book. Maybe he did read it and is angry? Could’ve found out I forged his permission

Mum - Upset to not be in control of Darina’s memory? Found out I spoke to Eva?

Connor – Was happy to send permissions with corrections

Jen - Gave substantial amends + been supportive helping me edit

Eva - Corrected the facts, then gave permission Removed later

Hanny - Requested name change because of job

Sweat broke out under my clothes while I looked at the list. I tented out my shirt and blew cool air on my chest. It was clearly Dad. It had to be. Why wouldn’t he just speak to me? Well, I suppose he had. His email was still unanswered in my inbox. Every time I opened it, my vision blurred. I’d been deluded to think it would go away. I’d genuinely thought that when the book came out and he saw how much people connected to it, he’d be proud of me. I held this benevolent idea of ‘art’ as something bigger than us all, but he didn’t see it that way. I bit the inside of my cheek. I wasn’t sure which was worse: that someone had betrayed me to my agent, or that someone felt I’d betrayed them. I tucked the piece of paper into my bag, unsure if I was travelling to Lundy to find out who made the complaint, or just to find out why Dad hadn’t wanted to admit it was him all along.


CHAPTER FOUR

It was a warm, nearly sticky evening and a salad spinner on the street had a sign that read: Take Me. When I arrived at Jen’s house, I waited for Mac so that we could go in together. I’d decided not to tell him about the complaint, letting him believe the trip was about reconnecting with my family because I didn’t want him to think I used people to get what I wanted. I hadn’t had time to decide if that was true. Mac would also never turn down an opportunity to use his bins (binoculars). I’d been Googling: defamation case spend uk and how much average sue me when Mac appeared on the corner with a Patagonia holdall the size of a small child on his back. The straps were reinforced with gaffer tape and he’d attached a foldable water bottle with a carabiner.

When Mac reached me, he held my shoulders and turned my body. ‘Look at that.’

I glanced towards a tall, graceful tree on a grass triangle between three streets of terraced houses. A light breeze stirred the domed canopy gently above us, leaving patterns on the pavement.

‘See the black buds on the lowest branches?’ Mac pointed. ‘That’s how you know it’s an ash.’ I squinted to see a cluster of something soot-black on the tips of the twigs. ‘On the drive to Musselburgh there used to be a few huge ones. Now it’s just a line of tree stumps with sad dark holes, rotten inside from the dieback.’ Musselburgh is near Mac’s parents in North Berwick. They’re the type of posh Scots who don’t actually sound Scottish.

I glanced at the time. We were a few minutes early. ‘What’s dieback?’

‘It’s a fungal infection. They think over half of Scotland’s ashes could die in the next two decades.’ He added, ‘I’ll take you to see it sometime’, like it was an invite to an exclusive event. Mac often guided me outdoors to point at things I wouldn’t have otherwise noticed. A tree’s fungal infection, for example. He liked showing me things the way a cat brings its owner a bird.

I looked back at the tree and its shadow on the tarmac. Considering its hidden rings, I wondered its age, vaguely aware that it would outlive us. I imagined sawdust swirling through the Musselburgh sky, coating cars in the dust of dead trees as people drove past, hazily recalling it having been shady there once.

‘What can we do about it?’

Mac stepped back as a cyclist mounted the footpath, then shrugged. He drew a long breath. ‘All the best things are made of ash. Cricket bats, axes, oars, bow and arrows. Tables too.’ He shook his head. ‘We should’ve learned our lesson with the elms.’

I made a murmuring noise like I was thinking about it. Mac wasn’t talking about elms or even about ashes. He wasn’t talking about trees at all. I got the impression he felt a strange kinship with these native, threatened trees. These majestic figures, once essential to our landscape, now being felled fast. These revelations were common when we travelled to see either of our families. Sometimes I was sure he felt the same as me: a bit of a fraud, two toddlers in a trench coat, pretending to be one adult. We were in disguise, hoping we looked like we knew what we were doing as a couple. I watched Mac standing there, hands on his hips, surveying the canopy. Light dappled on his face and his sandy curls tinged green from the leaves above. It was hard to tell if Mac was aware there was a deeper known to all this. Maybe he really was just thinking about trees.

‘I made pudding.’ Mac handed me a clinking bag. He was the only person I knew who actually reused those glass Gü dessert pots.

‘That’s nice,’ I replied, ringing the doorbell. Relieved to have Mac with me, as someone on my team.

Jen’s house is on the end of the street, so when they did the loft conversion they could install a window that went right around the corner of the room, letting you see the tops of the trees in Blythe Hill. That window was all she’d talked about for three months. I remember it made me simultaneously lethargic and full of desire. Jen had always been very good at having things. She took every element of her existence to a level of labour akin to professionalism. She made coffee with the steady-handedness and stainless-steel machinery of a barista and her bathroom cabinet was an apothecary of dermatologically proven potions. I suppose it was setting the scene for happy families which – as the only half-sibling – has been her lifelong obsession. When we were young, she’d sit at the family computer, writing in a notepad while she played The Sims. She’d sigh like an office worker arriving at her desk with a long slog ahead. I don’t think there was ever any joyful play in it for her; it was about unlocking the cheat codes to the nuclear family. Then she had the job and the man and the terraced house and the bean-to-cup coffee machine and the secret to eternal youth in a Crème de la Mer face cream but, as of yet, no baby.

I was thinking about all this and looking straight up at Jen’s window when she answered the door. Jen is tall with a short bob she dyes honey blonde. She’s the kind of person you might describe as ‘put together’.

‘We’re running behind, and you’re early.’ She was wearing low-slung linen trousers and a lemony cashmere cardigan. The Christmas before, she’d paid for us to do our Colour Analysis together and yellow is proven to look good on Jen’s complexion.

We hugged, both holding ourselves slightly apart under the pretence of not squashing my bag. She smelled of Elnett and ballet lessons. When I pulled away, she took the bag and smiled.

‘You know the drill.’ She turned to Mac. ‘We’re a No Shoes household.’

Jen takes a bit of warming up sometimes. She’s an emotional-support eldest daughter and was practically born with a clipboard. Her favourite childhood game was School Register, where she’d make us say ‘present’, then tick our names off a list. She also enjoyed playing the role of Enforcer or Bringer of Shame when she caught Darina and me doing anything we weren’t supposed to, like putting bananas down our throats to see how far we could stick them before we’d gag.

Mac kicked off his trainers and followed Jen. I noticed a black pair of ankle-height Barbour boots on the shoe rack and that cut through me like a knife through soft butter. Growing up, I’d always had to fight Darina and the twins for the best wellies. Many had holes, but my parents would just tell us to wear them with an extra pair of socks. Waste not, want not. There were already eight pairs of wellies in the house so they weren’t buying more. Jen, however, was bought her own rainboots with her initials written inside. Mum said when Jen came back from staying with her mum it was important she had her own things.

Dad and Jen’s mum, Lorraine, divorced when Jen was six; Lorraine then moved to Portugal where she met a man who owned multiple storage facilities. It was decided it would be best for Jen to stay in England with Dad. I don’t know much more than that. Soon after, my mum moved in. ‘Buy one, get one free,’ Mum used to say. Despite Mum’s efforts, I’ve always gotten the impression Jen felt additional, especially because we have Irish names and she doesn’t. Mum will talk about our etymology, then remember Jen, adding: ‘And, of course, Jennifer means “smooth”.’

We were having dinner, then waking early to drive to Devon, where we’d meet the others and get the boat to Lundy. Mac sat at the counter, complimenting the renovation. It’s open plan and very sleek with lots of open storage. There’s a bookshelf with various Penguin Classics and three copies of Animal Oracle. I wanted to thank Jen, but suddenly felt shy. She noticed me staring and looked into me, then seemed to decide she wouldn’t say whatever she’d been planning. Although she’d been very supportive, I had yet to hear how Jen actually felt about the book. The only thoughts she’d shared had been diplomatic remarks about everyone else’s feelings. She was the UN Peace Envoy of our family.

‘Nola Granola!’ Will, Jen’s husband, patted my head, then shook Mac’s hand. He wore a pale blue Oxford button-up, his red beard glowing like heathland beneath the kitchen spotlights. He stood, as he often did, feet slightly apart, hands on hips, Power Stance style. It was no surprise to me that Jen married someone so emotionally and physically grounded. Will sells laser-eye-surgery machines to optical surgeons. They met at med school, but he moved into industry when they decided both of them practising was untenable for a relationship. A relationship where you want to actually see each other, that is.

Will has been around as long as I can remember, and I find his consistency cosy, a wonderful quality for a brother-in-law. He does, however, have a few off-putting habits. Primarily that he’s always smelling things. When we eat. When we drink. When he washes his hands. I’ve always wondered if he’s into knickers but never had the courage to ask Jen. I imagine he sniffs things but doesn’t like the smell of knickers, which, if anything, is worse. Despite clearly having a keen sense of smell, he once bought Jen Atelier des Fleurs by Chloé, the same perfume his sister wears.

Will slipped his hand onto the small of Jen’s back before preparing a salad. It appeared it might rain, so Mac and I helped move the table setting inside while Jen and Will finished cooking. They’re one of those maniac couples who put artificial grass in their garden. I’d always interpreted this as a rebellion against our childhood wilderness. We grew up in a white stone house with low windows and sun-yellow shutters set against the hill above Westward Ho! It’s a large house, but you can’t see it all at once. It hides behind a thick hedge of brambles bordered with puffs of blue and white hydrangeas and a small river that smells of spring water or socks depending on the season. Towards the back gate, there’s a crab-apple where the twins used to shove each other’s arms into the tangle of thorns as punishment for losing penalties. I love that tree. In April it’s always accompanied by the gentle buzz of bees and you can find faces in the gnarled wood trunk. We were wild, though Jen wasn’t very wild any more. She looked pensively at the sky, asking me if I’d packed waterproofs.

‘There’s no such thing as bad weather,’ I began.

‘Only unsuitable clothing,’ she finished.

Jen redirected her eyes towards Mac’s bag. ‘Are you sure that’s going to fit?’ Mac looked surprised. Jen clarified, ‘There’s a baggage allowance on the ferry.’ She retrieved a tape measure from the utensil drawer and presented it to Mac. On the counter was a plastic folder with printed information about Lundy. I began to flick through, but Jen slid it away from me.

Will pointed to the small pouch carabinered to Mac’s bag while he measured it. ‘What’s all this?’

‘Gotta have your EDC, Will!’ Mac unbuckled the pouch and presented an array of small metal instruments. They sifted through them together: Victorinox Huntsman SAK multi-tool, lighter, Altoid tinder box and Silky Gomboy saw. I knew each of these tools because Mac had a habit of un-Velcroing the pouch and showing me its contents, describing each item. He carried it everywhere and had curated it very carefully.

Will performed a weighing motion with it. ‘And EDC means?’

‘Everyday Carry,’ Mac said. ‘Just the things you bring everywhere so you’re ready for any scenario. Obviously your wallet and keys but maybe also a lighter or some tools.’ Will nodded as Mac added, ‘The best tool is the one you have on you, when you need it.’

Jen looked unimpressed. ‘What are you needing these for?’

I whispered in her ear, ‘As far as hobbies go, I’d rather this than FIFA.’ She narrowed her eyes. We’d recently discussed their recurring argument about Will spending too many hours on his PlayStation. Jen said ‘confiscating’ his controller made her feel nauseous with resentment. Instead, he’d been playing Rollercoaster Tycoon on his laptop. She’d always told me there’s no such thing as ‘nagging’ your partner, because you shouldn’t have to ask twice. This seemed to be one of those sayings that sounds smart but doesn’t work in practice.

Will pressed Mac’s blade into the fleshy tip of his finger. ‘How do you choose all this stuff?’

‘For a trip like this, you got your five Cs: combustion, cover, container, cordage and cutting.’ Mac tapped the blade Will was holding. ‘This one’s good for cutting walking sticks, firewood, stuff like that.’

‘It’s like grown-up Scouts.’ Will returned the multi-tool. ‘I like it.’

Mac shrugged, zipping up the pouch. ‘It’s a bit of fun.’

‘Do you remember when the twins got kicked out of Scouts?’ I asked Jen, then directed to Mac: ‘Connor kept crawling on all fours and mooing. It creeped out the other kids. Then Cillian got caught stealing from the tuck shop.’

‘He’s always been so bad at getting caught,’ Jen agreed, then prodded an orange waterproof sheet in Mac’s open bag with her foot. ‘What’s this?’

‘It’s a basic tarp. Actually way better than a tent because you can pitch it over a makeshift A-frame.’

Jen observed him with an air of bemusement. ‘A tent? We have somewhere to stay.’

‘Yeah, but, just in case.’

Jen returned her attention to washing runner beans in a colander. ‘Maybe you should leave some of this behind? I really do think your bag is a little on the large side. If everyone brought a bag that big, the boat would sink.’

Mac looked crestfallen and my heart broke for him. I laid out my empty hands. ‘I have plenty of space. I’ll take the tarp.’

Mac’s eyes lit up. ‘You sure?’

I nodded and thought I’d remove a few jumpers later.

For dinner, we ate aubergine and bulgur-wheat salad with runner beans in tahini and grated lemon zest. When our plates were empty, the evening felt like it had come to its natural close. A flat atmosphere hung around the table. Foggy, almost like a blank sea mist. I thought about standing on the boardwalk back home and screaming off it. We used to do that sometimes.

I wasn’t sure I could handle polite conversation with Will any more, but was scared that if he wasn’t talking, we might talk about Animal Oracle, which would lead to us talking about Dad. We’d already discussed Will’s Peloton (his favourite instructor was Anhelina), his review of Elon Musk’s biography (fascinating) and his concerns that he’d been spending too much time on LinkedIn recently (he’d activated a Screen Time limit). Sometimes I thought I loathed Will, but then I remembered how good he was to Jen and worried I was broken if kind-but-boring men bothered me so much. I tried to steal a look at the clock above the sink without being too obvious. Misinterpreting my glance, Will got another bottle of wine.

Will stretched his arm around the back of Jen’s chair. ‘We should do this more.’

I nodded while avoiding looking directly at anyone. Will’s comment seemed to acknowledge a truth I wanted to ignore. I’d been a pair with Darina. The twins had been a pair too. Since Darina’s death I’d been floating around the fringes of my family, then the book had cut those threads completely, and I was on my own. Maybe it was right I pair up with Jen now.

‘We should go to the pizza place on the Rye,’ I suggested. ‘They do live music sometimes.’

Will said, ‘If we share an eighteen-inch you get thirty per cent more than a twelve-inch. It’s just a few inches, but because it’s squared it’s so much more surface area.’

No one acknowledged this, so Will muttered something about it being better value under his breath.

‘Or we could cook,’ Mac offered. ‘Which reminds me …’ He retrieved some generously portioned chocolate mousses from the fridge, then pulled a plastic bag of chopped pistachio from his jacket pocket and sprinkled them on top. It amused me that he used the little baggies for nuts, and not drugs.

‘How’s the book going? You seem to be doing lots of talks.’ Jen took a sip of water.

Will cleared his throat. ‘Oh yeah, it must be doing really well. Jen mentioned something about film rights?’

My face flushed as Mac glanced at me sideways. I’d said I hadn’t told anyone yet, but I couldn’t help it. It was too exciting.

‘Oh, you know how these things are,’ I said vaguely, avoiding their eyes. ‘Nothing’s guaranteed.’

Will blew out his cheeks. ‘Still, must be nice to imagine. You could leave the day job then, surely?’ He gave a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Though I imagine there’s quite a bit of liability with memoir. Legal issues and such.’ Something in his tone made my stomach clench. Why would he bring legal issues into the conversation? Will dealt with medical contracts all day, so perhaps it was normal he’d consider this. He appeared to relate to the world mostly through money. I wiped my temples with the back of my sleeve.

‘I like my job,’ I said, though nobody had asked. I was trying not to imagine my life as an author because it was too painful for the dream to remain unrealised. The universe had been testing me and recently I’d worked exclusively with clients who either had a power complex or couldn’t tell me what they wanted, only what they didn’t want. We’d been commissioned to do a project for MoonPig, so I’d been in weekly meetings about their very specific brand guidelines that insisted the pig could never (repeat never) be naked and should always be wearing at least one item of clothing. As a joke, I mocked up a version of the pig bending over with a cute tiny star for an arsehole, but no one at work laughed. The only relief was a relatively easy project: custom vinyl wrap for an artisanal cheese shop’s delivery van. They wanted cheese drips down the side and kept telling me to make it ‘more melty’.

‘So, it’s all good?’ Jen asked, keen to keep things positive.

I moved my glass towards Will so he could top me up. ‘It’s all good.’ Mac raised his eyebrows like: Come on.

Jen noticed Mac’s glance. ‘What’s up?’

‘I’m a bit stressed about seeing Dad,’ I said, not wanting to admit any more than that.

‘Why’s that?’

‘He practically had a breakdown in Adobe Acrobat.’ Mac tapped his foot under the table.

‘I heard.’ Jen had her hand laid flat over the base of her glass. I bit the inside of my cheek and wondered from who. ‘He’s said what he has to say, I don’t think he’ll hassle you too much this weekend. He’s fair like that.’

Mac looked from Jen to Will, then took a swig. Mac found Dad’s consistent ability to be untouchable in our family dynamic baffling, but then every family is a mystery to another. Mac once told me his earliest memory was on a fishing trip when his father beat a trout to death with a stick. It was at this moment, as a fish bled its guts out onto a sodden riverbank, that Mac came into consciousness.

Jen scratched the back of her head. ‘But then again, I wouldn’t know. I don’t know what it’s like to be named in the book, so I can’t say for sure.’

I felt like a tiny pin had been pushed into my chest. I’d combined Jen and a few other female figures in my life into one character called Eleanor. I was taken aback by the implication she was hurt by this as she’d never mentioned it. Of course, if I thought about it, that made sense. I’d been so consumed by worrying about how people could be hurt by what I’d written, that I’d forgotten to consider how people could be hurt by what I hadn’t.

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘It’s fine,’ Jen replied. I took from her voice that it wasn’t.

‘I was told to consolidate characters to make the narrative clearer.’ As the words left my mouth I didn’t like the taste of them.

‘Sure. That makes sense.’ She dabbed her mouth with a napkin, then added: ‘How about the twins?’

‘It’s funny to have twins in a book.’

‘I suppose it is,’ she agreed. Will had his arms folded. He was exceptionally passive and I diverted all my guilt into hating him in that moment.

‘You should just talk to Dad.’ Jen said this as if it were easy. They had a different relationship. Their years alone together bonded them.

‘Oh, because we’re so good at talking about our feelings.’

We looked at one another, faces tight like we’d spent too long in the sun. The early draft of my manuscript had caused hours of debate between Jen and me. We’d sat with it open, her Track Changes like blue veins across the page. We’d discussed the consequences of each section, then I’d watched her click Accept Change and whole paragraphs of my book disappeared. I was grateful for the time she’d dedicated to it, and guilty that it had consumed so much space in our relationship. Jen spent all her time protecting other people in the family. I wasn’t sure anyone, including me, worked hard enough to protect her. I also felt, probably a bit too strongly, that I hadn’t worked hard enough to protect the original intention of my book. All the secrets and inherited ways of being felt like an important part of the story to me, but Jen said that the more the book was about Dad, the less it was about Darina. It was a very different story by the time advance copies were sent to the rest of my family.

‘Mac, do you want to take a look at my Peloton?’ Will stood up. ‘The auto-follow resistance mode is really something.’

They made their exit with some subtlety, Will launching into an unnecessarily detailed explanation of his workout schedule as Mac nodded with feigned interest.

It was just the two of us then. Jen walked behind the kitchen island as I said, ‘Dad didn’t have to analyse it like I’m some report he’s auditing.’ I moved my napkin from my lap to the empty stack of plates.

‘Camomile OK?’ Jen put loose-leaf tea into a pot. She decants all her produce into Kilner jars and labels them in case she forgets what spaghetti or teabags look like. ‘Well, you wrote about him. He has a right to reply.’

‘A right to reply about his waders? Or his thing about parenting principles?’ I grabbed the bottle and poured more than I meant to. ‘You told me to cut whole chapters for him!’

‘For your mum,’ Jen corrected.

‘Fine. For Mum, for the family, whatever. And he’s hurt I portrayed him as a funny old man? Funny old man is better than cheating pervert!’

‘You know how Dad thinks. He came back, so, in his mind, he never really left.’

‘That’s not how it works.’

‘No,’ Jen agreed. ‘But that’s how he works.’ She passed me a tea I hadn’t asked for and took away the wine. ‘Besides, most people don’t enjoy being written about. Even kindly.’

‘It’s not about kindness. It’s about truth.’

Jen stirred her tea, the spoon clinking softly against ceramic. ‘Whose truth?’

‘How are you not hurt by him running off with someone practically the same age as you?’

Jen’s shoulders tensed. ‘I can’t do this with you again.’

I adopted a jokey tone, ‘Right. Well, if Jen thinks we should all move on …’

‘Don’t do that thing where you act like I don’t care just because I don’t care the way you want me to.’ She set her spoon down. ‘Sometimes pretending is necessary. I see it with patients all the time. They know the diagnosis, but they still make plans. Book holidays. Buy Christmas presents. Sometimes we need to do that to survive.’

‘That’s different.’

‘Is it? That’s exactly what we all did. Mum redecorated the house. Cillian went on a three-month bender. Connor had a baby. You wrote a book. We all found ways to redirect the grief, then put it somewhere manageable. Pretending helped Mum get through it.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I started Spanish on Duolingo.’ Jen took a breath. ‘Let’s make this trip about Darina, not who hurt who.’ Jen looked at me properly then. ‘Maybe that’s what this is really about. He read your book and realised the story wasn’t about him any more. I bet he couldn’t stand that.’

I looked out the window, but didn’t reply.

‘You know what’s sad?’ Jen sat back in her seat. ‘When Dad left, I thought that was the worst thing that could happen to Judith. Then, well, I don’t need to say it. He helps your mum cope a lot.’ Jen picked up her mug. ‘We should check the ferry time for tomorrow,’ she said in a concluding tone, already reaching for the plastic folder, and the subject change felt like a door closing.

Jen offered for us to stay in her bedroom because she was ‘embarrassed’ by the state of the spare room. We went back and forth as I protested, before she raised her hand and said: ‘It’s fine, I sleep in there sometimes anyway.’ I didn’t push to ask why. Once I’d asked Jen how often she had sex, and she’d said that wasn’t a question you ask someone. I’d hated how she’d said ‘someone’, as if she was someone and not my sister.

Vivienne said one of the things she found intriguing about the narrator of Animal Oracle was how she ‘obsessively catalogued everything’. I caught myself doing it in Jen’s bedroom. Her cornflower linen sheets, HAY paper lampshade and a cream bouclé armchair without a single item of clothing thrown over it. Vivienne also said the voice has a ‘propulsive neurosis’. Of course, everyone knows the narrator is me but chooses to acknowledge that depending on whether they’re saying something critical or complimentary. It surprised me to learn the way I worried about things was different from how anyone else did. I thought I’d prepared myself to not be wounded by criticism, but it did hurt when someone on GoodReads said: Thought this woman was redonkulously annoying, then I realised she’s thirty. That’s a tough time. I told myself that unlikeable characters are written by women and complex characters are written by men.

While Mac showered, I opened Jen’s dressing table, lined with Perspex trays separating lipsticks and liners, bronzers and palettes. Rust, rouge, fawn, coral. A raisin-coloured lipstick labelled Mademoiselle called to me. The tube untwisted with a satisfying click. It was worn into the shape of Jen’s lips. I pressed it against mine, close to a kiss, which was something that, although we were sisters, we would never do. Even on the cheek. I smacked my lips, pursed, then performed a fake laugh in the mirror but my reflection remained serious, like a child in their mother’s make-up. I rubbed it off with the back of my hand.

I was surprised Jen had so many products. She wore make-up so expensive you couldn’t really tell she was wearing it. It was different from Darina’s box of make-up that I still had. Bright blue eyeliner pencils, pots of glitter and chunky Maybelline mascara tubes, all half-used. They had names like X-rated personalities you could pick up and try on: Fleshpot, Deep Throat and Underage Red. I should get them out and wear them, I thought. What do you do with possessions like that? You can’t throw them away. Really, the only thing to do is to use them and make them everyday in the hope that you might think of someone more. But using them would only remind me how different we were, how bright and unexplainable my sister was and how catastrophic her absence felt. How unexplainable, except for the box waiting in a cupboard full of blunt pencils and eyeshadow palettes with her fingerprint still imprinted in her favourite shades, worn like an ebb in a river bend.

All I ever wanted was for people to be talking about Darina, then when they did, I was often reminded why it was sometimes difficult to be her sister. The feeling of spending hours deliberating over what to wear to a disco at Crabby Dicks, only to have Darina arrive with her jumper back to front and inside out and still be the most transcendently beautiful person in the room. Guilt crested inside me and I was flooded with shame for thinking bad things about her. I wondered if Jen had ever found Darina difficult or if that was just me. I missed living with Jen and being able to secretly read her diaries. Whenever she was at sleepovers I’d sneak into her room and climb under her duvet to read them. They were full of lines like ‘must lose weight / hating Phoebe lately / yearning for someone who might not exist’. Her entries were decisive and practical with a lot of repetition of the word ‘stuck’. Then, every few pages, there’d be something abstract and aching that would totally knock me over. I missed being able to access Jen’s otherwise impenetrable thoughts. She would never say a word like ‘yearning’ aloud.

Out of curiosity, I opened her bedside drawer. I found a silk eye mask, a collection of old postcards and polaroids, lavender pillow spray and a tube of KY Jelly. Right at the back was a pregnancy test. I lifted it and held it to the light.

Jen and Will had been trying to get pregnant for four years. The Christmas after Darina died, Jen had whispered ‘we’re trying’ when Mum lit the brandied Christmas pudding for the second time. I’d squeezed Jen’s hand under the table. It felt good to have something to be excited about. There was a pregnancy that went away. People told her it was good news that she could get pregnant, though it felt the furthest thing from good news. Jen said she felt like she was breaking her Hippocratic oath when she read blogs about dream interpretations and burning sage for fertility. Not long after, our youngest brother Connor and his girlfriend Melanie had a baby. Accidentally, probably. No one asked and he didn’t say. It didn’t matter, of course, because they were happy so we were all happy. Jen and I never spoke about whether she had complicated feelings about it and I wished we had. It felt like too much time had passed. Maybe that was an excuse I gave myself.

At that moment a little ‘psttt’ sound came from the corner of the room. An automatic oil diffuser. I wondered if Jen felt hollow in this house sometimes. I thought it was sad to have so much, but not the one thing you wanted. Their money had been eaten up by a big mortgage and renovating their dream home. There was little left for IVF. Turns out if they’d bought a few streets over they could’ve had two more rounds on the NHS. It was such an awful pain to love Jen so much and not be able to help. I hadn’t imagined there would ever be anything she wouldn’t be able to solve. She always figured things out. I’m sure it wasn’t very pleasant to be her, everyone assuming you were sorted all the time.

I lifted the pregnancy test up to the orange triangle of light beneath the lamp. The two lines were a few years old and faded to the point of almost disappearing. I felt unspeakably devastated for Jen that one day it would be blank again.


Animal Oracle
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The Gull

As overfishing has depleted their natural food source, gulls have been forced inland where they scavenge in urban areas. Their opportunistic nature and decade-long lives allow them to build extensive memories. They learn tricks quickly. Their timing instinct, once tuned to the tides, has adapted to the rhythms of city life – arriving just as bars empty or as schools break. So intelligent are these web-footed birds that they can recognise human faces, yet they’re considered pests by the very species that altered the ecosystem they depend on. Although adaptable, they remain loyal to their nesting sites. Seagulls possess extraordinary navigational abilities, using the earth’s magnetic fields to travel thousands of miles. Even when flying alone at night, they always find their way home.

Most of all, I remember being beside the boardwalk and that feeling of waiting for my life to start. Waiting, for anything. Nothing happened to no one. Just the tide coming and going like it couldn’t make up its mind. Just go, I’d shout. Just go! It seemed like everything was crumbling there. That barnacled boardwalk aged slower than any person and seagulls endlessly tormented the sky. I’m older now and understand how appealing it is, the idea of raising children by the sea. But I only remember being so bored I thought I’d die. So badly, I wanted something, anything to happen. Then the things that happened to us were no good. It was all bad luck. We’d scream from the pier. We’d fill our lungs and expel them, right off the edge. We’d yell at the salt-lashed coast like it had done us wrong. Then, years later, I moved to London where the flats are stacked on top of one another. My life started then seemed to stop again when Darina died. Ever since, I’ve been dreaming of being back on that boardwalk when I had nothing to do but stand beside her and scream.

I can think of a hundred reasons I’m happy I don’t live there any more. Everyone knows everything, and they don’t even pretend they don’t. Where I come from, things remain broken. That becomes their way of being. Just like that old penny pusher that rattles when the ice machine turns on. It rattles like it’s shaking off its coat. No, it rattles like its shedding its bones. I never liked the lack of luck. It made it boring and somehow unfair. You’re rich just because you catch the right time. All the young folk know, because you grow to really know a place, when you live in a place like that. Not that I do, any more.

You become accustomed to the detail of things, because you have the time to take a closer look and that’s where the magic is: in looking closely. You look closely at the point beneath the pier where you get the best echo and you look closely at every single penny pusher you’ve played in Carousel Amusement Arcade until you learn the one that rattles.

We all had weekend jobs at the arcade. My dad used to say: ‘You must keep children busy, to keep them out of trouble.’ It was one of what he called his Parenting Principles. Children was us four. Darina, me and the twins. I never liked that our jobs belonged not just to us, but to the town, because if you asked anyone, and I mean anyone, where we’d be, they’d know. I never liked knowing that if I walked down Atlantic Way, I’d be stopped by people asking me about things I hadn’t told them.

Then four became three. Then three grew up, moved out and missed it. Missed the knowing, that is. Now, I get the 197 to work. Sometimes I see the same people and wonder where they go. They look out the window, so I do the same. What am I scared of seeing? Sometimes, I think it might be nice to be stopped in the street and asked about my sister, might be nice for people to know without me having to tell them things, because, of course, I don’t tell. What was it Dad said all those years ago? ‘Boredom breeds mediocrity.’ Well, what does loneliness breed? What does anonymity make of a person? It rattles inside me, like the ice machine next door, causing an earthquake on some lost landscape I don’t like to visit. No one looks closely in London. I suppose that’s what makes me unhappy that I don’t live there any more.

Maybe I should move back. How do birds know when it’s time to go home? They never seem to second-guess. They just feel the change and go. Gulls inland. Whales west. A fox vanishing down a side street before you even knew it was there. Darina always used to say you have to ‘trust your animal instincts’. She said animals could feel the world in ways we’d forgotten, and I didn’t really understand what she meant back then. Since she died, I’ve been thinking a lot about that. How I missed the signs. How I could’ve known.

That’s why I’m writing this. It’s not a memoir or even a eulogy, just a way to speak to her in a language she might’ve trusted. A story told in animal signs. An oracle of everything I didn’t know how to say while she was here. I’ve gone back to the creatures we grew up around. What they knew and how close Darina sometimes seemed to that knowing.

Some animals sense storms before they arrive. Some return to the graves of their dead. Some cry when their young are taken. They act without needing reasons while we talk ourselves out of what we feel. As humans we’ll do anything to keep ourselves at a distance from that kind of knowing. We’ve made disconnection look like progress. We tell ourselves that pain is something to manage, not something to honour. But grief is proof that something mattered. That it was life. It’s the cost of having lived alongside someone you didn’t want to lose. The world is built on ignoring instincts. This book is a way of listening differently, of going back through what I missed. It’s a way of looking for my sister in the places where instinct lives.


CHAPTER FIVE

Outside the window, the sky looked so dark it appeared as though you could swim in it. Yawning, I stared out the window and dreamt about taking a dip in the night’s endless ink. I turned around to look at the boys in the back, both asleep. Mac had his lips slightly parted.

Jen had both her hands on the wheel, ten and two. I thought I should stay awake and keep her company, so I opened Mac’s flask and we took turns sipping from the lid. Jen always took the cup so gingerly that I did a jokey ‘to me’, ‘to you’ thing, then accidentally spilled it and she had a go at me for staining the cream leather interior of her car. The roads were dark, quiet, empty. Sitting in silence, I swigged the coffee for something to do.

‘You know it’s not normal to drink that much coffee.’

I raised the flask as if to cheers and took another gulp. Jen has always been too preoccupied, in my opinion, with what’s normal. She fiddled with the air-conditioning dial, then added, ‘I worry about you treating your body so badly all the time. All that caffeine is gonna wreak havoc on your nervous system. And you need to stop eating those imported crisps.’

‘I don’t treat my body like shit just because I don’t do Pilates three times a week.’ I folded myself into the passenger seat, knowing that I’d mostly eaten toast for lunch and dinner last week and probably only taken three-hundred steps around the flat. She was right about the crisps too. Cheetos stained my fingers orange.

‘You are looking after yourself though, yeah?’ Jen briefly moved her eyes from the road towards me.

‘Sure,’ I said unconvincingly, staring out the window. The car drifted over the cat’s eyes, chugging beneath us. Jen was clearly worried about my health. I’m sure that’s normal after what we’ve been through. Darina’s heart stopping brought a strange awareness to bodily functions. Both how much, and how little, keeps us going. When I go to sleep, I sometimes have to tell myself to stop thinking about the blood pumping around my body or I find I can’t stop panicking about it. I’d thought that what happened to Darina was a tragedy until my book tour, which was a strange concentration of horror. A queue of people who wanted to tell me every detail about the sudden deaths in their lives because no one else would listen. Life normally dilutes that kind of thing, but at an event full of bereaved people everyone has a story like ours: heart attacks, cancer, motorbikes. It suddenly feels very normal that people go about dying all the time. I have all the tragedies in my inbox and my direct messages and now in my head. Perhaps Jen was the same and the coffee was taunting her.

Jen returned both her hands to the wheel. Still ten and two. ‘You’ll benefit from a better-balanced mood if you improve your lifestyle, you know.’

I bit the inside of my cheek and allowed Jen to continue lecturing me about caffeine, contraception and clean eating while pretending I already knew by saying ‘duh’ and ‘I know’ at intervals while realising I did not know. I did not know at all. I decided that, next week, I would audit my life and live more in Jen’s image. I would join a gym and try yoga. I would only have one coffee, as an emergency, each day. I would drink less alcohol (but decided not to specify how much less). I would eat a salad. I would book an appointment to change contraception because apparently The Pill was just micro-dosing depression. Maybe it would be cool, and even freeing, to bleed again and know my natural temperament. I would look at the moon more. I would do all of this! Starting next week.

Jen clenched her jaw. ‘I really hate it when you act like I’m no fun.’

I mimed surprise. ‘You no fun?’ Pulling at a curl in front of my eyes, I felt guilty for reverting to this version of myself. Why was it that, after all these years and everything we’d been through, it only took five minutes to perform the dynamics of our childhood? We played our roles – her the exasperated elder, me the bratty joker – then come curtain call we resented each other for reciting the same old script.

‘Sorry,’ I said as she sat up a little straighter. ‘You are fun, Jenny.’

I reached for her plastic wallet on the dashboard and flicked through. There was a printed itinerary which I could tell Mum had created because of the use of the Copperplate font. Darina’s Memorial Weekend, it read. Thursday: Arrive, Dinner at Marisco Tavern. Friday: Letterboxing. Saturday: Commemorative Sports Day and Celebration Dinner. Sunday: Ash Scattering Ceremony.

‘Commemorative Sports Day.’ I raised an eyebrow. Jen kept her eyes on the road. ‘Where did you get this?’

Jen indicated at a roundabout. ‘Judith emailed it.’

‘She didn’t email me.’

‘You didn’t say you were coming.’

Returning to silence while side by side, I was reminded of the time we used to spend together when Jen was already living in London, and I hadn’t yet gone to university. She’d meet me at Paddington Station, then take me to the Tate or the National Theatre. I loved the gloom of the matinee performances, with the carpeted floor and tiny bottles of wine. Jen liked reimagined Greek tragedies, and I liked sneaking looks at her face while she cried. She never cried in real life. It was like she needed the 120 minutes’ allotted time to really go for feeling something. She needed to know it would be over, then she could stand up and leave.

There was a strange formality to those days together. Jen always bought me a programme and I got the sense she thought being a big sister was about doing things that she wished our parents had done with her. I hadn’t really known we weren’t cultured, until Jen told me. I feel ashamed that I’m often jealous of people who had an education like Mac’s, even though he was unhappy at boarding school. There was a time when I thought I’d have given anything for the library and the old sandcastle-coloured buildings, but I realise now if I’d gone to a school like that then I wouldn’t have had breakfast every morning with my siblings. During those trips to London, I’d wanted to tell Jen that she didn’t have to spend all that money on theatre tickets because I would’ve been fine going to the big Topshop at Oxford Circus or the second-hand bookshops near Charing Cross. Just hanging out. I would’ve been happy watching reality TV together and falling asleep in the same bed.

We were making good time, so stopped at Taunton Services. When Mac and Will went inside to get coffee and McMuffins, Jen glanced in the rear-view mirror and said, ‘I don’t like to eat in the car.’ We agreed we’d eat on a bench outside, though neither of us moved.

I watched Mac approach the services, stretching like he was a sleeping cat. Will stepped aside to let him go through the rotating doors first. ‘It’s nice they get on,’ I said. ‘Do you think they might actually be, like, real friends?’

‘I think they could be.’

I smiled but suspected from the looks Mac gave me across the table when Will talked about intermittent fasting that we shared the opinion that Will was remarkably middle management. Jen checked her reflection in the visor then rubbed her eyes. ‘Did Mac have a good time last night? I never feel like I can be sure with him.’

‘Of course he did. He even made you a special avocado chocolate mousse so you didn’t shit yourself.’

‘Nola, don’t share my digestive issues with people!’ She slapped the visor shut. ‘We’re not all professional oversharers.’

I folded my arms. ‘I know you think he’s quiet sometimes, but he tries hard to impress you. He wouldn’t have bothered to make you a lactose-free pudding otherwise.’

Jen turned the air-conditioning off. ‘You know, we can be friends too.’

‘You’re my sister.’ Without the fan, the car sounded quiet. I needed to clear my throat, but didn’t.

‘Is sisters the same as friends?’

I shifted in my seat. ‘You don’t think we’re friends?’

‘Do you?’ She kept her eyes on the services. ‘I love you, and I know you know that, but sometimes I feel like you don’t trust that I like you.’

‘That’s not true,’ I said quickly, as though it was a reflex.

When a moment passed, I entertained the idea that she was right. I was more willing to share my most vulnerable thoughts with complete strangers than my own family. Writing had a necessary distance to it. What was it I was afraid of with Jen? Being known? Being rejected? Being loved? Or maybe just being let down. We’d both been let down before.

The sun had come up and was pouring through the windscreen. It was a thick, syrupy morning light that transformed everything it touched to amber. Outside, the sky was performing its slow alchemy: turning the road signs and telephone poles from grey to pink and a liquid gold that made even the signs reading Tiverton This Way look beautiful. As the car hummed beneath us, I watched the orange reflected on Jen’s face. The light caught the fine delicate creases around her eyes. There was the faint suggestion of her auburn natural colour coming through. Dad used to call her his little strawberry, which had always made me jealous. She’s very beautiful, I thought, in a particular way that made me feel both proud and slightly wounded, like watching someone you love become slowly unreachable, as if she was the thing I was driving away from.

‘I like your hair,’ I said after a while. Jen smirked like I’d said something funny.

I reached for her phone, which was resting in the cup holder. ‘I’ll choose some music.’

She slapped my hand away then unlocked it herself, tilting the screen away from me to jab at it with unnecessary force. A second later, ‘Wuthering Heights’ by Kate Bush poured through the speakers. Jen could be so prickly sometimes. Slumping back in my seat, I folded my arms across my chest and gazed out the window. I started singing ‘Let me in your window’ under my breath and after a beat Jen joined in, even though I could tell she was still simmering. It struck me then that being a sibling is the truest kind of intimacy. The only relationship that allows you to sing while you commit to sulking at the same time.

Outside, the boys approached holding brown paper bags that smelled like starch and Mum telling us we’d been good on long car journeys.

North Devon rolled past the car window. I noticed the translucent stretch of Jen’s skin as her knuckles gripped the steering wheel. Will had offered to take over the driving, but Jen only said something about knowing the way better than him, though what difference this made I wasn’t sure. We drove through Tivvy and across the moors bleached yellow in the summer heat, then passed the turning to Bideford where you’d find the farms of Jones the Cow and Jones the Egg, our neighbours for many years. The River Torridge glinted between the trees. We used to spend all summer on the river in our inflatable boat, dangling cans of cider on string to keep them cold in the water. Devon felt like a place I was visiting from a story. The story of my childhood. Attacking one another with soft apples every autumn, wet wool under anoraks, sand in the car, the smell of wet dirt in the ditch behind the house. It was so far away from me that it didn’t seem real any more. I rolled down the window and inhaled the heavy salt air.

‘It’s always strange, isn’t it?’ Jen’s eyes were firmly on the road. I hadn’t returned in months and she was right, it did feel strange. A lump formed in my throat as we drove past the old cricket pavilion where Darina and I used to sneak cigarettes, sharing one between us and blowing the smoke through the gaps in the weatherboards. I felt homesick, but knew it was for more than a place. A person. A time. A version of myself.

The roads got busier. Lorries lurched down the A339, people on their way to work, their morning only just beginning. I watched the familiar road signs. West from here was a little inlet of water at Appledore where the passenger ferry ran to Instow. Manxy the ferryman would let us keep our hands in the sea, feeling the force of the water. We’d arrive on the small quay with our fingers bright pink. It’s not far from where my parents first met. It was the week after Christmas when Dad had been visiting a friend from the Architectural Association. Christopher McCleary lived in a big posh house on Marine Parade and told Dad that if he visited for New Year’s Eve he could meet Clovelly’s Herring Queen. It sounds mad to say my mum was once the Herring Queen of Clovelly, but then you meet her and understand it to be true. Her glossy hair, and the way she extends her hand like the pleasure is all yours. You’d grasp that hand and think: oh, of course. If there were to be a queen for a tiny, shining, silver fish, it would have to be this woman.

The story goes that Dad got the train to Devon but ended up at the wrong house party, two streets down, near the roundabout at Diddywell. Mum was livid that she’d been stood up and refused to rearrange. Dad stayed in Devon that summer, drawing buildings in his sketchbook outside The Red Lion where Mum worked. She’d pour his pints without speaking to him. Eventually she thawed, but by then he was heading back to London and the life that would lead him to Lorraine and Jen. They met again at Christopher’s wedding years later and fell in love straight away. Mum said he’d been wearing a brown corduroy suit. Just six months later, he proposed on Woolacombe Beach.

Sometimes I imagine Dad as a student arriving on the cold grey platform of Barnstaple Station, not having anywhere to go for the holidays. I’ve never got the whole picture, but I gather that when Dad’s adoptive parents finally had their own children, they all but gave him up. When Dad went to study, he took one brown leather suitcase and never saw them again. He doesn’t talk about it, but I thought about that often, how he had no home to return to. I wonder if Mum had felt like home straightaway. I can imagine that.
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The Octopus

These eight-armed cephalopods have three hearts, blue blood and a nervous system so complex it extends into their arms. Octopuses also possess many human characteristics and are capable of playfulness, tenderness and even friendship. Studies suggest they experience active sleep phases akin to REM, marked by twitching limbs and rapid shifts in skin colour and texture which hints at the possibility of vivid, narrative dreams. These mystics of the deep continue to challenge our understanding of where consciousness begins – and what else might dream in the dark.

It was the summer Paul the octopus predicted who’d win the 2010 World Cup and there was a collective delirium in London. While Paul pawed his tentacles over boxes of food labelled with flags, no one thought to ask him about anything other than the football. So far, his predictive powers had been correct every time. It was so hot that summer, I remember the pavements steamed. The smell of asphalt and the empty fruit crates stacked outside the newsagents reeked like tangerines, sweat and split concrete. An animal had seen into the future with its tentacles, which I took to mean: anything was possible.

I was studying at St Andrews but spent most of my student loan getting the train to London. I’d arrive in King’s Cross feeling like the lights had been switched on in my life. Darina let me stay in her Clapton flat where I curled up at the bottom of her queen-sized bed like I was her pet. I waited for her to say she didn’t have the time or space for me to come every few weekends any more, but she never did.

We were sprawled on Darina’s blankets, under the plane trees in Hackney Downs, slurping melted Calippos and taking it in turns to hold a battery-powered fan from Pound Paradise. By the early evening the sky behind the electricity pylons had mellowed from fierce blue to apricot, then coral. Tower-block windows flashed gold in the distance while marsh birds called from somewhere in the reeds. The day’s trapped heat leaked from the Victorian brickwork onto the streets from Thistlewaite through to Sach Road.

When it was cooler, we cycled along the path that skirted Walthamstow Wetlands. The reservoir stretched out like a mirror, reflecting the graffitied walls of the old pump house. A heron stood on a shopping trolley nestled in the marsh and the air smelled of warm brick and waterline mud. I remember a copper-bright damselfly had rested on my handlebar.

We arrived at a brewery with upturned crates for seating. It was a Sunday in June and England were playing Germany in the World Cup knockouts. All the pubs were heaving, so the industrial estate around Blackhorse Road was a safe bet. The staff were harried, pouring pints as fast as they could.

‘I’ve got a new game.’ Darina flicked her dark hair behind her as she collected two pints of cider. ‘You can be anyone.’

Before I could ask questions, Darina approached two men who had space beside them. They looked older than Darina, which meant that they were much older than me. I hoped no one would ask exactly how old or I’d feel pressured to lie, then self-conscious that they’d catch me out.

‘You’re not expecting anyone, are you?’ Darina was already sat down.

‘Whoever I was expecting has arrived,’ a man who introduced himself as Andy replied. This short exchange asserted Darina and Andy as the quartet’s more confident counterparts. I sat opposite the man who was therefore left for me: Sam.

‘My name’s Eva,’ Darina said. I tugged at her T-shirt under the table, but Darina only leaned forward on her forearms. She’d always been strangely fascinated with Eva, wanting to inhabit the space she’d left behind. They started making small talk and Darina announced ‘I’m a maquette designer’, like she was bored of explaining.

I hadn’t known Eva was a maquette designer, only known she’d been twenty-nine when she’d slept with our father. The same age Darina was when she died. The oldest she ever got. Had it felt good to be Eva then? And did it feel bad to be Darina? I didn’t think I wanted this new detail. Maybe Darina had made it up and this was another one of her games.

I said my name was Mollie and I worked in a garden centre but floundered when Andy asked where. Eva (Darina) seemed impatient with Mollie’s (my) inability to keep up.

‘Go on then.’ Andy drained his pint. ‘What’s the score gonna be?’

‘Four: one,’ I replied and the men nodded triumphantly. They talked about ‘our boys’ like they knew them. They felt lucky.

‘Germany to win.’ Darina trilled her nails against her glass. ‘The octopus called it.’

‘I’ve had enough with that fucking thing.’ Sam side-eyed the bar.

‘People can’t handle the idea that animals have powers, that’s why they’re trying to assassinate him.’ She believed that an energy bigger than people bound the universe and that life was already decided, you just had to ride it out. I wasn’t sure I believed in magic, superstitions or even ‘instincts’, but there was an undeniable chaos to the world at that time. It was difficult not to believe something was happening. Flights had been grounded for days after a volcanic eruption filled the sky with ash, in Orlando a killer whale attacked his trainer, and only a fifteen-minute cycle from Darina’s flat, twin baby girls had been sleeping in their cots when a fox had entered a house in Hackney and mauled them both. Nature was fighting back. Darina believed it had a reason to do so in self-defence.

‘Death threats?!’ Sam scoffed. ‘How are they going to knock him off? Slip arsenic in his sardines?’

‘He eats oysters, actually.’

‘Don’t tell me you’re one of those chicks who pays a psychic?’ Andy teased.

‘I am, and she warned me about you.’ Darina winked at Andy who seemed to enjoy this comment. He smiled a wicked smile and the palpable attraction between them only highlighted the lack of chemistry between Sam and me.

‘I read that the Iranian president called him a symbol of Western immortality,’ I said. No one replied and I was somewhat relieved as I wasn’t sure my recollection of the article would’ve stood up if I’d had to explain it. At university I was surrounded by city kids who knew how to argue in seminars. I wondered where they’d learned to talk like that and hoped it would rub off on me eventually.

‘Some people will believe anything,’ Sam said eventually, then shook his empty glass. I hoped that he’d suggest going to the bar for another, giving us a chance to get along without being in direct comparison.

‘Aren’t you superstitious?’ Darina asked.

‘Well,’ Andy scratched his chin. ‘I suppose anything’s possible.’

‘I think the only thing that makes sense is that nothing does.’ Darina often said mysterious things like this and I never knew whether she meant them or not. Regardless, I wanted to be able to talk as decisively as her while saying nothing. I was always afraid that people would say: ‘How so?’ or ‘What do you mean by that?’ But no one ever said these things to Darina. And equally, I never questioned her. Darina told me to: ‘Give men their hero moment. Argue with them about little stuff but agree with them on the big stuff.’ I wasn’t sure what the Big Stuff was. Probably not football.

Two goals to Germany in the second half irrevocably altered the mood of the evening. Darina had gone from holding all the power over Andy to being close to irrelevant, which led her to drink too much. Shortly after, they became engaged in a game where she threatened to leave, and he persuaded her to stay.

By the seventieth minute Sam had gone quiet. I was sitting there trying to think of what would be an interesting and potentially bonding thing to say as the game finished. All I could think was to mention that beavers were being bred in the wild for the first time in 400 years or ask if he’d seen Stewart Lee. Men who lived in London seemed to all be obsessed with Stewart Lee. When I looked at Sam – to say neither of these things but if he wanted another drink – he appeared to be about to cry. We’d lost the game. England were out of the World Cup. Chance, gone. Hope, lost. Our eyes met and Sam blinked in frustration, then left to go to the toilet and didn’t return for ten minutes. It was the first time I’d quite fancied him.

When Sam returned, he asked me if I’d like to go ‘somewhere quiet’, though I doubted anywhere would be quiet tonight. Darina gave me a look, so I went. I thought that if Sam would admit to nearly crying about the game, we’d have a good time. It would be intimate. I felt endeared to him and hoped to uncover some story about how his father had left when he was a small child and only saw him on Saturdays at the football, so it was the first place he felt he could truly experience his emotions.

Back at his place in Tottenham, Sam kept calling me Mollie, then asking why I didn’t reply. I apologised and said I was deaf in one ear. I was surprised how easy it was to lie once I’d already started. It was, in fact, our youngest brother who’s partially deaf.

We kissed and had sex with him on top then our sides. He was warm and nice, and I liked the way his soft downy belly felt against my lower back. Sam looked at me in this way that made me wonder if he was thinking of someone else and I remember thinking: why are people always looking through me for someone else? He’d puckered and pulsed, pulling me in for kisses, then put his tongue near my ear. I remember thinking of Paul’s spiral tendrils, those jewel-orange suckers emerging from the gloom of his tank to tell the future. I felt fate’s sucker pads crawl all over my heart.

I woke up in the middle of the night with a violent need to purge everything from my body. Wiping a string of vomit from my mouth, I looked in the mirror and saw I’d burst a web of blood vessels in my left eye. I feared Sam seeing me like that, so I crept out, even though I’d been eager to find out if he’d have made me breakfast. Walking to Darina’s flat, I had to hum all the way so I didn’t feel scared. I passed a bin overflowing with beer cans and abandoned England flag bunting. If I told Darina I’d walked down the canal past Springfield Park all on my own she’d have been mad, but I had no money to do anything else. She hadn’t given me a key and wasn’t answering her phone. The flat was ground floor and luckily she’d left the window half-open in the heat, so I climbed in, thinking of the Hackney fox. I was surprised to find Darina in bed. Perhaps she hadn’t gone home with Andy after all, or maybe she’d already come back.

The next morning, I didn’t ask about Darina saying her name was Eva. I wanted to know what it meant, if it meant anything at all. But maybe, because it so clearly did, I was afraid. She complained Andy probably wouldn’t call, but I didn’t see how he could when she’d not given him anything real to call after.

‘They’re always like this, always do this to me,’ she said. I nodded while sitting upright in bed and clutching the waste-paper bin as a bead of sweat dripped down my back. We stayed in bed watching Sex and the City, taking short breaks when the laptop fan overheated in the folds of bedding and our bodies. There were still dry blonde flecks of grass in the blanket from the marshes. By six o’clock we felt fidgety and hungry, so went for a slice by Rio Cinema. Darina said pepperoni made her thirsty so we returned to the brewery.

This was what we did. We went out and tried to fall in love. We asked men questions so we might know ourselves and saw one another reflected in their answers. We picked or were picked off, then went our separate ways – towards Haggerston or Dalston Junction or back to the roads around Clapton Station where there were chicken bones on the pavement and flowers in buckets outside the newsagent – always agreeing to meet in the morning to talk about the men and who we were when we were with them.

Now I’m left wondering why Darina never wanted to play herself. And why I never told her: if I could be anyone, I would be you! Or, second best, I’d be me when we’re together! I wasn’t big enough then, didn’t have enough arms to pull her back. That’s death, isn’t it? Someone leaves and leaves you with all the things you wish you’d said to them.

Somehow, I’m older than her now. I think of our games and wish that I hadn’t. Not because of the sex, but because instead I’d go home with my sister and ask about her. Really ask. It hadn’t seemed like the thing to do, back then. I still think about the octopus and if he really was magic. If it was possible to predict the future, I’d have changed.


CHAPTER SIX

We arrived at Ilfracombe harbour with plenty of time before the boat, otherwise Jen might have self-combusted. There was a charged atmosphere in the air, as if lightning could strike. It felt as though it was the end of summer. Boats bobbed in the quay, their masts tinkling like bottles on a drinks trolley. The shops selling either pasties or sticks of rock were not yet open, but the sandwich bar that did a full English for six pounds was already busy. Two seagulls stalked the car-park perimeter waiting for someone to drop their bacon roll.

As children, we spent a lot of time in Ilfracombe, but I don’t recall ever having boarded a boat there. We were always crabbing off the dock with our legs dangling over the quay, following the Hockings’ ice-cream van for scoops of clotted cream on vanilla or seeing who could spit onto the Do Not Swim sign from the furthest away. To the left of the harbour is the old lighthouse where we’d drink White Lightning and tell ghost stories about the Bideford witch trials or the skeleton found between the walls at Chambercombe House. To the right, shadowed by cliffside, is the Raparee Cove shipwreck and beyond are the hills with the Great Hangman at Combe Martin, then the Valley of Rocks.

Ilfracombe is an old fishing community, just like where my mum grew up thirty miles down the coast. There were once a hundred Picarooner boats based in Clovelly to fish herring. In September the town would celebrate the coming of the silver darlings with a festival. Locals brought their chairs out on to the street, to drink and eat smoked kippers. I think I remember this from when I was a child, but I’m unsure if that’s because Grannie Annie so often explained it to me. She talked a lot about the community backalong and the year Mum was crowned the Herring Queen.

There’s no festival any more. It became more and more difficult to fish. Not just for herring, but for anything really. It was more time at sea to catch less, and it was dangerous. My grandfather was one of the last. He died at sea, along with my uncle. When it was just Mum and Grannie Annie, they moved somewhere smaller and further inland, so they didn’t have to stare at the water all day. Once I asked Mum if she thought her crown was cursed and she told me that was a silly thing to say and threw a slipper at me. It was only a warning throw, because I could tell she’d made an effort not to hit my head.

I got out the car to stretch my limbs and felt a humming in my bones as I listened for the voices of my family. There’s a particular sound to being in a large family that I forget about, then remember every time we’re together. It’s like being by the ocean, when you close your eyes and listen to the waves, the drag of pebbles, the call of gulls. These noises happen all at once and you hear them all together, but they’re different, they’re distanced. If I stand on Pebble Ridge and turn towards the town, I can tune into the distant call of people and traffic, and when I turn away again it’s the roar of waves. It’s all there and I hear it always because I grew up listening to everything at once. That’s my family. It’s the sound of laughing, teasing and sometimes – no, usually – fighting. I’m good at focusing in on one conversation but listening out for another. It’s the sound of being surrounded by people, by family, by us. With a jolt, I realised just how much I missed it.

My parents were unloading the car a few metres away. Dad was running his fingers through his grey hair, pushing it off his forehead, while he muttered something about the decline of August weather in England. His silver aviator glasses slipped down his nose as he slammed the car door and launched into a rant about the cost of a week-long car-park stay. Will asked everyone about their journeys as if he was being paid to obtain travel data, explaining that he’d be driving ten minutes away to a cheaper car park and walking back. Mum spoke calmly over both of them, reciting instructions for the luggage tags. She wasn’t looking at them, but at her own reflection in the car window while she tucked her brassy-blonde hair behind her ears. This seemed to sum up my parents. Dad is always angry. Mum is always doing her hair.

When Mum saw me, she pulled me in for a hug, momentarily stopping the traffic. She released me and, with her arms still outstretched, said: ‘Let’s not have it be so long next time, Fionnuala.’ Every time I saw Mum, the first thing we spoke about was how long it had been since we’d last spoken. This happened no matter the amount of time in between.

My heart was beating fast from the proximity to Dad. Beneath the thrum of voices was the shut, flick and burn of him repeatedly opening his lighter. Once his lit cigarillo was hanging from lips, he picked up the holdalls and moved towards the dock, where he dropped them onto a pile of luggage in a green net which was hoisted onto the MS Oldenburg with a crane. I watched the bags fly through the air as Mum rushed over to a member of staff and began pointing at them. I couldn’t hear but there was a may-I-speak-to-the-manager air to her body language. Dad purposefully faced the opposite direction, pretending not to see her summoning him, while he finished smoking. For as long as I can remember he’s smoked those awful cigarillos, and I can never understand why, because he constantly complains about mouth ulcers and Mum is always having to drive to the Bideford Cash & Carry to buy litre bottles of Pepsi to soothe his ashtray of a mouth. Once he’d finished, Dad dropped it to the ground and looked up in my general direction. Our eyes met and I allowed my lips to curl into a smile. He nodded, acknowledging me like we were strangers. I supposed we were going to play forgive and forget, at least for now.

Cillian and his girlfriend had stayed at my parents’ ahead of the trip, so we were just waiting for Connor, who lived nearby. When Mac had first met my family, I’d drawn him a diagram on a fish and chips box.

McConkey Siblings:

Jen – 7 years older. Husband = Will

Darina – 2 years older (dead)

Me

The twins – 3 years younger. Connor’s girlfriend = Melanie. Cillian’s girlfriend = changeable

Mac had found the list quite amusing and we liked to joke about ‘Darina brackets dead’, which I was pleased no one had ever overheard. He had a way of knowing when to find humour in the tragedy, and when to find it heartbreaking. It was unfortunate that as twins Connor and Cillian were continually lumped together like that. At school, the other kids had called them Cillian and Not Cillian.

Cillian was leaning on the bonnet and sucking his vape. He has a striking jawline, rough stubble and a hole in his ear from when he used to wear an earring. He looks like a scruffed-up Disney prince, if Disney princes wore Fred Perry. Cillian’s girlfriend, Wembley, was still sat in the car, flicking her thumb across her phone while her other hand played with her long black plait. Her square jaw was set in total concentration. Wembley is from Singapore and grew up between there and New York. She once told me that her parents named her after the suburb because that’s where they met. She’d never been until she moved to London a few years ago and I gathered she was disappointed.

Cillian and I shared a loose sideways hug. ‘You smell nice,’ I offered. His cologne was sharp and woody in contrast to my unwashed body. ‘What is that?’

‘Le Labo Santal 33.’ Cillian folded his arms. ‘Except I got it from copycatfragrance.com so it’s a third of the price. Smells exactly the same.’

Mac leaned in and sniffed. I rolled my eyes. ‘That’s so cringe, Kill.’

‘Nothing cringe about a good deal.’ He gestured to my curls. ‘What’s the humidity forecast on the island for that situation?’

Cillian works as a Consumer Research Analyst for an alcohol company. It’s just his luck that he managed to monetise both loving the sesh and being a professional bullshitter. He met Wembley at a beverage sales conference where he was giving a talk on ‘Premiumisation Pathways’, which engineers consumer migration from beer to single malt, converting entry-level drinkers into lifetime value assets. He’d spilled a Campari on Wembley’s cream COACH coat and got her number by offering to pay for the dry cleaning. Wembley works doing something involving PowerPoint for a cough-syrup brand. I’m unsure how cough syrup is a beverage, but there you go. Part of their early success as a couple seemed to be how easy she was to impress on dates because London still possessed novelty to her. She liked anything that had the atmosphere of a Richard Curtis film: Daunt Books, Notting Hill and visiting university towns for the weekend. I think Cillian’s life is like a constant holiday or the film The Holiday to her.

I wondered if this trip counted as inspirational travel content to Wembley or if it was a bit on the provincial side. We used to travel to Lundy every Whitsun Week and I doubted the island had changed in the years since we’d last been. When I thought of childhood memories, I often thought of this place. Days spent sunburnt in deck chairs, long walks on the windswept cliffs, pasties for lunch and goading each other to swim past the compass jellyfish. I remember the sting was like walking through nettles.

When Wembley saw me, she knocked loudly on the car window and waved. I waved back. She was wearing a metallic-green parka that shimmered when she moved. She climbed out the car. ‘Oi, gobshite!’ I felt Mac hold his breath beside me.

We embraced. ‘I don’t think gobshite means what you think it does.’

‘Gobby? Someone who’s loud? That’s you, right?’

‘Yea, but gobshite is something else. Cillian’s a gobshite.’

‘Got it.’ Wembley gave me a wink, then pointed out individual items of my outfit saying: cute, adorable, very woodsy chic. I was wearing an old pair of leggings, T-shirt and thin cotton jumper tied around my waist.

Wembley gasped, pointing to my brown hiking boots with red laces. ‘Are these the new GANNI’s?’

‘Craghoppers,’ I confirmed. ‘I’m going for the distressed look.’

‘They charge extra for that now,’ Wembley joked in her American twang. The proximity to Dad had left me itchy with regret and rejection, whereas being with Wembley never failed to make me feel knowledgeable and appreciated since our relationship mostly consisted of me teaching her British slang like ‘slag’, ‘knackered’ and the Down It chant. I often made up phrases like Cock Goblin and waited for her to say them around Cillian.

Cillian said: ‘Nola, you look like the youth-hostel lost-property bin came to life.’

‘I’ll take lost property over bootleg cologne any day, mate.’

‘It’s not bootleg, it’s a disruptive alternative fragrance solution,’ Cillian slipped into his work voice. ‘And mate?’ He scoffed. ‘Don’t “mate” me, all right? And can you please stop teaching Wembley insane vocab? Whenever she spends time with you, it’s like I’m shagging Danny Dyer for days after.’

‘Proper nawty,’ Wembley stage-whispered into his ear. Cillian visibly flinched, then gave me a queasy smile before returning his vape to his pocket and retrieving a packet of cigarettes instead. I desperately wanted Wembley to say ‘innit’ because I enjoyed nothing more than witnessing the exhaustion on Cillian’s face that had once been reserved for me.

Just as Mum was beginning to panic that he’d be late, Connor approached with the baby strapped to his front. Baby Lettice, who we all call Letty, was still tiny and adorable. His partner, Melanie, followed with the pram piled high with bags. I looked behind them for their car, which had the back window ajar and their two dogs – both Berger Picards and both mentally deranged – cramming their snouts out the gap, alternating between heavy panting and barking. Although our house had been full of creatures growing up (Grub the cat, many mice and, for a short period, a crow called Janet), our parents refused to get a dog. Mum has always been repulsed by their lack of discernment. She says it’s uncouth for any being to be so easily won over. Connor wanted a Labrador so badly that he used to stare at the sun and try to blind himself so he could get a guide dog. He seems to have overcompensated on the dog front later in life.

Melanie was only there to wave us all off. She’d used all her annual leave after her maternity and couldn’t get the time away from the vets. Connor twiddled his sideburns awkwardly. His facial hair and a small scar below his left eye help differentiate him from Cillian as they both rather unhelpfully keep their hair short. I suppose the secondary function of his sideburns is to signal the music he’s into: Fairport Convention, Lynyrd Skynyrd and Cream. Connor likes old things. Their home is full of rusting bikes and furniture from car-boot sales that he intends to fix. He has a soft spot for things that’ve been forgotten.

When Cillian saw Connor, he went in for a slap-on-the-back hug. Letty’s crying erupted from between them. Cillian has always been far too heavy-handed and tries to feel things through his fists. Connor, on the other hand, will do anything to not feel feelings via any sedative necessary. The easiest way to remember their names is to spot the twin with the affinity to violence, then abbreviate Cillian to ‘Kill’. Melanie unclipped the sling from Connor’s body and held the baby on her hip.

‘Oh, poppet,’ Mum cooed at Letty, then turned to Melanie: ‘Are you sure you won’t come, darling? Bit silly to leave poor Connor all on his own with the little one. They need you!’

A vein throbbed in Melanie’s neck. She jutted out her chin. ‘Connor is more than capable of looking after his own daughter, thanks, Judith.’ Melanie gave Wembley a conspiratorial glance like: Get out while you can! Not joining us also meant Melanie would be avoiding a series of lectures from Mum on the cognitive benefits for young children of their parents being married.

‘All righty then!’ Mum paused in front of Wembley, looked her up and down, then touched her on the arm. ‘Sweetheart, do you really think that coat is appropriate for an island holiday?’

Wembley looked to Cillian, who was successfully dodging eye contact while taking a long drag. She quietly took the coat off and held it over her arms.

Mum opened the car. ‘Best to leave it behind, don’t you think?’ Wembley placed it in the boot, then rubbed her arms.

‘You two will be all right, won’t you?’ Melanie handed Letty back to Connor, then he passed her to me, so she thought this was a game and reached out her little arms, waiting to be moved on again.

Hands now free, Connor squeezed Melanie and pointed to Lundy. ‘We’ll just be over there, reaching distance.’

I was pleased I’d commandeered the first cuddle. Letty had just learned how to smile so, back then, our days were measured in finding wordless ways to delight her. Nuzzling my nose into her neck, I inhaled her smell of milk, laundry and Connor’s Renault Kangoo. She gave me a gummy grin and I felt as though I’d won a very important prize. My heart was still racing from seeing Dad and this sudden rush of love soothed me. I kissed the palm of Letty’s hand then used it to wave to Melanie, who waved back then apologised that she had to leave. She returned to the car, blinking back tears as she shushed the dogs, saying, ‘All right, it’ll be all right.’

As we shuffled towards the boat, I opened my inbox and re-read the email I’d drafted to Vivienne. I’d collected the permissions I’d received from Connor, Mac and my friends in a new PDF. I could imagine Vivienne only giving the file a quick look before sending it on, not noticing I’d not included the rest of the family. She had a lot of clients, after all, surely she would have another crisis to attend to, much bigger than her only memoirist forgetting a few signatures. This should buy me a few extra days. I felt bad to lie to Vivienne when she’d been my first ally.

Once we were assembled, Mum clasped her hands together, ready to tell us the plan for the trip. There’s a natural air of authority to her. She’d always wanted to be an air hostess but was told she was too short to reach the overhead lockers. This is ironic as Mum seems to have spent most of her life reaching. Reaching for a better job, better house, better status. It also seemed to me that Mum was always reaching for Dad. She never quite grasps him.

‘Are we all here?’ Will asked, keen to prove his worthiness by assisting in getting everyone onboard. His forehead glistened from jogging back from the other carpark.

Mum shot him a look. ‘Of course, we’re not all here, William. We’re never all here.’

Will’s face flushed red. The trip had begun.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Lundy Island is three miles long and half a mile wide. There’s a church, pub, shop and just twenty-three houses. On the island there are no roads, no cars and therefore no pollution. There are no street lights and the electricity turns off at midnight. Without internet and sparse phone signal, it’s like the rest of the world stops at its shores. There are few places in Britain where you can achieve that kind of quiet, and one of them happens to be just off the coast from where I grew up. I was sure that the arrival of the nine of us would not leave it quiet for long.

When we reached the harbour, day trippers began walking uphill, their figures like a trail of ants winding around the clifftop path. Our bags were loaded onto a trailer and taken up to the house while we followed on foot. The ‘young ones’, as we’d begun to refer to ourselves, strode ahead while Mum, Dad, Jen and Will lagged behind. The headland revealed itself slowly as we climbed. First, the weathered jetty, then the sloping beach path and finally the village itself, which was a clutch of granite buildings huddled against the wind.

‘Do you remember when Darina got on the MS Oldenburg for the first time and said: when will we get small?’ Connor said. I felt a small pain in my chest. Connor would’ve been so small he couldn’t have remembered it at all. It’s one of the pre-approved family anecdotes we like to tell about her. Pressing my hand against the ancient cliff face, I looked back towards the boat which was already growing small in the distance. Sometimes I fear Darina is small in my life now. She’s so far away, I can’t see her clearly.

Around the corner, a building came into view. It’s so beautiful that we all momentarily stopped to take it in. Millcombe is a grand, white house with tall, shuttered windows set against a wooded valley. It appears like a house on a jigsaw-puzzle box: square and perfectly proportioned, with a neat lawn and deckchairs before it. There are a few houses to rent for holidays on Lundy, but Millcombe is the only one big enough for us all. When we were growing up, Mum would mark the booking date in her calendar, determined to secure our week before anyone else could claim it. It was ours, in a way. I remember teaching Connor to read in the living room, and Darina breaking her tooth on the bathtub upstairs. She always had one a bit greyer than the others.

As soon as we arrived, we decided to assign bedrooms; an activity that usually ignites resentments that endure the entire trip. We stood around the staircase with the doors behind us, trying to logically allocate them. The majority of the bedrooms had two singles and Mum insisted far too loudly that Jen and Will have a double, which caused Jen to throw her bag into a twin room and close the door behind her. Cillian stood in the doorway of a single room, flossing his teeth, occasionally stopping to say something about it being ‘Couples Fascism’ that those who’d been together longer got the doubles. Wembley, who’d already decanted her clothes into the wardrobe of the single next door, gave Cillian a sideways squeeze and said she’d still come in for a cuddle. I noticed Mum’s lip curl into an expression I couldn’t quite place. Perhaps it was distaste, or maybe even pity? She was of the opinion that Wembley was just another one of the women that Cillian would live with but not marry and had therefore invested little time into knowing her, let alone liking her.

The master bedroom was the only one with a desk, which I desperately wanted; however this was also the biggest room and therefore had a similar bid from Connor because of Letty. This room was called Benson. Mac, always having read a guidebook cover to cover, explained that Thomas Benson was once the sheriff of Devon. In the eighteenth century he’d taken lease of the island, but wasn’t interested in Lundy’s romantic ruins and instead used the island for smuggling and the slave trade. His ships arriving in Appledore always mysteriously had less tobacco than had been loaded in Virginia and when the ships returned to America with convicts, Benson would trap them here to work on the quarry and live in a cave, then say they’d perished on the journey. There’s one other place on the island named after him: Benson’s Cave. Mac said that the master bedroom was haunted. Apparently, a guest had woken to see him standing at the edge of the bed.

‘Do you mind ghosts?’ Mac asked Connor, whose eye twitched as he dragged the travel cot in.

After that, everyone seemed to organise themselves into rooms and we lucked out with a double named Elegie. Mac pulled off his T-shirt and jumped onto the bed. The mattress dipped beneath a faded quilt that smelled like Grannie Annie: lavender, mothballs and O’Keeffe’s foot cream. Two paintings hung in ornate frames. A picture of a bull and a faded seascape where the blues had dulled to a stormy grey. The gilt-edged mirror between them reflected strips of sunlight back into the room, its silvering mottled at the edges like clouds. In the corner, a wooden chair with a straw seat held a stack of white towels with crisp edges. The sash windows rattled gently in the breeze, their wavy glass making the view of the hedgerows appear to ripple and bend. I noticed a few woodlice had crawled from the wood rot and up onto the curtains.

I kept analysing every look Dad had given me to try and understand if it was him. I’d been so sure, but he’d looked so calm and collected. Could he really have done it, then act like that? Ever since Darina died there’d been a black pit inside me, full of anger, sadness and guilt. Guilt that I survived, and she hadn’t. Guilt that I hadn’t done more to make her happy. Guilt for all the things I wish I’d said. Writing myself as a character in a book gave me a chance to see ‘Nola’ with some distance. I’d forgiven myself for the first time that I was alive, while she wasn’t. The process of writing Animal Oracle was my path to self-compassion and – however much I knew that writing about my family had been a destructive and difficult thing to do – I didn’t want to take it back. A part of me hoped that they would see that and forgive me too.

Mac watched me from the bed and I caught myself arranging my face into what I hoped appeared as casual contemplation. My thoughts were like a person pacing a house from one room to another. Hallways stretching dark and endless, my worry weathering paths in the threadbare carpet as I open and close doors, unable to settle, getting lost. There was a constant ticking, a persistent humming. I wanted Mac to walk through all the rooms inside me. Turn off the lights, unplug every appliance and switch off the mains until there was peace. I wanted Mac to open the curtains and let the light in.

I curled my body beside his like a river around a rock. My hands flowed over him, the soft rough of his corduroy trousers, the downy blonde hair on his chest. He felt warm beneath my palm. Pressing my lips to the soft skin on his neck, I felt his pulse quiver beneath the surface. I searched for his mouth with mine, spreading kisses over his neck and behind his ear until I reached his chin. Mac turned his head to meet my lips firmly. His didn’t open in response, they just pressed in to precede pulling away. He patted me on the shoulder. It was the kind of touch you’d give to a large horse that you were cautious of.

I turned onto my back and stared at the ceiling rose high above, corniced with elaborate plasterwork that had begun to crack and yellow at the edges. My breath felt shallow in my chest and I wanted my whole body to be able to exhale. I imagined Mac’s fingers finding their way between my legs, running over the soft cotton of my underwear.

Turning towards him again, I tucked my feet under his legs and buried my head in the crook of his armpit. I ran the flat of my palm over his thigh. He smelled good, like sweat and cedar, a sharp green scent. I wanted him badly. Mac twisted his body away from mine and I felt the space between us grow wide and cold. I was caught between lurching forward and pulling back, wanting to chase the warmth that was slipping away and knowing that pursuing it would only make him retreat faster.

‘Mac,’ I groaned. I started running through new rooms in my mind: He doesn’t want you, he’s bored of you, you have bored him.

‘Pamela!’ he said as he moved across the bed.

I sat up. ‘Pamela?’

‘Yeah, Pamela.’ Mac pulled his T-shirt back on and tucked it into his trousers. ‘Like the posters in pubs with the number to call if someone’s groping you.’

‘You mean Ask for Angela.’ I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. ‘I’m not groping you.’ My tone was defensive. Mac was trying to make a joke to soften rejecting me.

I sighed dramatically. My face burned hot enough that I had to press my palms against my cheeks. I decided to unpack and placed Mac’s washbag on the dresser, then glanced at his reflection in the mirror. He had that familiar faraway look. I used to think it meant that he was trying to distance himself from me, but I’d learned it was more likely that he was trying to get distance from himself. Once he’d told me how homesick he got at school. He’d lie awake at night and think how much he missed his mum and his own bed. He’d creep into the dormitory bathroom and eat toothpaste so he could replace all his sadness with the acrid taste of mint and fluoride. He’d learned to survive on his own, because he’d always been alone really. Sometimes I wanted to scream at Mac for being so distant. Other times I remembered why he’d learned to be that way. I thought of my body as endless cluttered corridors, but his was an abandoned warehouse that hadn’t felt warmth through its walls in a while.

Pulling open the mahogany drawers, I began putting away our clothes. His underwear and shorts. My leggings and tops. I thought about how natural it felt, our things mingled together like this. How easy it would be to do this every day, in our own place, instead of just for holidays. Behind me, the bed springs creaked as Mac shifted position. I forced myself not to turn around and folded my clothes with care, as if to prove that I could be still and quiet. I opened the wardrobe which had a tiny gold key and hung our jumpers. They swung on the rail as if dancing together, the hangers tinkling like sleigh bells.

I thought of packing Darina’s possessions and how lifeless they’d looked when I closed the drawers that final time. When I’d left with the last box, I’d passed Hanny sitting on the steps outside. It was summer and people were walking around Clapton wearing crop tops and drinking iced coffee. How horrific that anyone could be drinking from a straw when my sister was dead. I’d already cried in the newsagents, buying bin bags, that morning. No one had offered to comfort me or even said: ‘Don’t worry about the correct change, just take them’. That was London.

Hanny had his head between his legs, leaning over and smoking a cigarette. He didn’t smoke. He was very health conscious usually, always had these powders for enhanced focus in his coffee. When he saw me, he started coughing, then stood up and awkwardly rubbed his hands on his legs. Hanny offered to carry the box, but I put it down to say goodbye anyway. Beside him was a stack of Missing Dog posters and a staple gun. I considered taking the staple gun and firing it through the palm of my hand, but didn’t.

When we’d hugged, I scrunched my eyes to keep the tears in. Then I’d watched him walk down the street with the posters. Shep had ran away because everyone was so grief-stricken we’d forgotten he was in the flat and he’d run straight out the front door. I don’t think Hanny even liked Shep that much. He used to tickle him behind the ear in a way that implied: There you go, now leave me alone. Looking back, he probably just needed something that made him feel useful. We all did. Death makes everyone feel very useless.

Then things were organised, things were done. Normal life resumed, but of course it was not normal at all. It never would be again. And without boxes to pack, a funeral to plan and posters to put up, we all had our own grief to deal with. I didn’t see Hanny on that side of things.

I thought then about reaching out to him. I wondered if it could’ve been Hanny who’d complained but, then again, why would he care enough? I’d mentioned him a few times in Animal Oracle and he’d asked me to change his name because of his position at the university. I’d changed his name to Henry, so surely that was fine. Suddenly, I felt as though I was zooming out of my own life and seeing the perspective change. How wide the scope could go of the people possibly angry at me for the book. I’d invited him to the launch drinks but he’d been in Borneo on a research trip. He’d emailed like an academic would, lots of specific praise that made his reply particular and thoughtful. See you around, he’d written in the sign-off.


Animal Oracle
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The Frog

Frogs have long been symbols of transformation. They begin underwater, breathing through gills, before shifting form completely. Across cultures, frogs represent metamorphosis, magic and the crossing of thresholds. These amphibians are highly attuned to their environment and can sense changes in humidity, temperature and barometric pressure. Their croaks often intensify before rain, a trait so consistent they’re known to predict storms. But their porous skin makes them vulnerable to toxins and pollution. As ecological sentinels, their absence is an early sign that an ecosystem is beginning to break.

Mum felt it was important that Darina should have a bedroom somewhere, so we boxed up all her things and moved them to North Devon. I’d assisted Mum and had been committed (actually, obsessed) with the project because it was something to channel energy into at a time I thought I might go mad. On reflection, the definition of madness might have been the behaviour that followed. I photographed Darina’s room in excessive detail: bra slung over a chair, a Himalayan salt lamp on a stack of old shoe boxes and her clay frog ashtray full of cigarette butts. I imagined rearranging these items just like I’d seen Tracey Emin do art Dad had called ‘lazy’ and ‘lacking gravitas’. I’d create a living exhibition of my sister’s resting place that I could walk in to anytime. I still have the photos on my phone. Occasionally I scroll past them and feel sick to my stomach. Deleting them would be too awful, so instead I just try not to look past 2018 any more. Mum, however, had other ideas and unpacked all of Darina’s possessions how she thought they should have be left, including folding all Darina’s underwear and putting it away in drawers. I suggested that we could at least refill the frog ashtray as a joke, but Mum hated that Darina smoked so it only led to an argument about Why do you have to make everything a joke? and Why are your jokes never funny? which felt, to me, like two different points.

I’d been with Darina when she’d found the frog dish. It was pale yellow and had big bulgy knobs of clay for eyes and a low flat belly where you could put your keys or stub out cigarettes. We’d been in Snoopers Paradise in Brighton, and she’d started telling me about the time she’d smoked toad venom while visiting her friend Macey in Arizona. It was a classic of The Darina Lore, though the details of whether she smoked it or licked it tended to morph. Her stories changed like that. The specifics didn’t matter. What mattered was that a few years ago she’d declared herself fully cured of both anxiety and the disordered eating that comes with being a woman who grew up in the early noughties. All because of the toad.

Darina said the high was like riding the rollercoaster at The Milky Way, the only one in North Devon that goes upside down. ‘It flings you out of your own head,’ she said. ‘You’re just not you any more, then you land back inside yourself.’ Other times, she called it ‘resetting a modem’ in your brain. I’d Googled it a few times, just to check if it was real. Apparently, licking toads goes back to the Middle Ages, but regained popularity as part of the 1960s counterculture. The word ‘counterculture’ was like cat nip to Darina. I also read that Bufo toads omit a low-pitched sound that can be compared to a ‘toot’. And I guess that’s kind of funny.

A part of me would like to take the frog ashtray but I fear that if I were to look at it, I’d be reminded of how it meant something so different to us all. To Darina, it was a symbol of a breakthrough or at least a good story. To Mum, it’s just a quaint knickknack that belonged to her artistic daughter. Then to me, it’s a question mark. A small, absurd object that has taken on more significance than it was ever designed to carry because it has outlived the person it belonged to.

I never go in Darina’s bedroom when I’m at my parents’ house because it reminds me too much of how many secrets Darina and I kept from Mum and by extension how many secrets Darina might’ve kept from me and by extension of that how many secrets I’ll probably die with.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The kitchen is the least grand room in Millcombe. The cabinets are white and wood veneer. It has a range cooker, large wooden table and an old dresser displaying blue-and-white Cornishware crockery. Mum had instructed us to each bring a bottle, then she packed tins in her luggage and ordered fresh items from the island shop. An array of silver cans – chickpeas, beans, chopped tomatoes – clustered on the counter, and there was a box of onions, leeks, aubergines and the biggest cauliflower I’d ever seen. On the table was a blue bowl of oranges and lemons. Looking at it, and what a colourful and ripe scene it was, filled me with a strange and at first unrecognisable yearning. After the change that had occurred in me since writing the book, I still hadn’t worked out what my life was going to look like or what my life meant. Maybe this was it. I had an aching desire for a life with a kitchen and a blue bowl and people I loved to feed oranges to.

The others were upstairs or in the garden, testing the range on the old walkie-talkies we had as children. I could hear the crackle of the frequency changing. The afternoon light fell in long rectangles across the floorboards. I moved straight past Mum to put a bottle in the fridge. It was a Chenin Blanc from South Africa. The woman in the shop near Jen’s house told me it was a skin-contact. I had no idea what that meant but I liked the deep golden colour. It was sunny. Optimistic. Nearly twenty minutes had gone by while I stood there staring at all the bottles, thinking what Darina would’ve bought if she were coming. Since turning thirty-two I’d decided I should really know about things like wine. Growing older than my big sister felt like an unbalancing of sorts. I wasn’t sure that Darina knew much about wine and I was annoyed that I didn’t remember, or simply hadn’t asked. We were always getting pissed, but I don’t think she’d ever shown any sign of taste or preference. In the end I’d based my purchase on a budget below twenty quid and the name: Mother Rock, Liquid Skin. I placed it on the top shelf of the fridge beside a block of cheddar.

Mum was wearing a silky shirt, linen culottes and a pair of clogs which I knew as her ‘indoor shoes’. She instructed me to open the windows to help air out the house. This is one of her holiday habits. Mum likes things proper. Napkins on laps, elbows off table, bums on seats. She knows everything about everyone and isn’t interested in much else. She loathes history and thinks maths is a waste of time. I’ve always considered her a fount of wisdom for all things that truly matter, but she stubbornly insists that she doesn’t believe in ‘advice’ and I should be wary of people who give it.

Mum retrieved the bottle from the fridge and tapped her nails against the label as she read it. Her nails are always painted in the same shade, Chinchilly, and they’re her favoured instrument: pointing to punctuate her sentences, scratching her head in confusion or sucking food from them after she’s finished a meal.

She released a leisurely sigh. ‘Duckie, it’s so good to be together. We should have a drink to celebrate.’

If you met my mum, you wouldn’t think she was Devonian. She speaks BBC English, as if sounding like she was from somewhere else could get her there. It’s hard to know where she picked this up, most probably imitating Felicity Kendal on The Good Life. Her favourite hobby is stirring the pot. She should always be falling out of friendships, but no one can ever stay mad at her. Mum breaks all codes of conduct but expects everyone around her to uphold them. Because she’s beautiful and experienced awful things, she thinks she’s an exception to the rule. This has mostly been proved correct. Apparently, the school gave up on telling her what to do after her dad died. Grannie Annie didn’t have much more luck. Mum would only say to her: ‘I have to go and feed my children’, then set off into the garden to throw kitchen scraps to the chickens.

‘We can’t drink warm wine.’ I unbolted the kitchen window and leaned against it. The breeze felt good on my back. I tented out my T-shirt to let the air cool me down.

‘Can’t? Don’t be such a can’t person! It’s very unattractive to be so negative.’

I put away some shopping which I recognised as the ingredients to her baked-bean tagine and tomato-soup cake that had both been midweek staples of our childhood.

Mum clicked the tins into a neat stack. ‘I saw Lynn Dodd in the park the other day.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘She said she read your book.’

‘Asked for the recipe to my baked-bean tagine. Said she’d never heard of a “thing” like that.’ Mum looked out the window. ‘Should’ve seen the way she said it with this little smirk on her face. She’s always been such a smug cow.’

‘You should’ve offered to give her a recipe for humble pie.’

Mum gave an inward chuckle as Mac drifted into the kitchen with his hands full of kitchen equipment. Our eyes locked and we had a silent conversation about whether I was all right: I’m fine, but stay, my eyes said.

I’d wanted to write about Devon in contrast to London to highlight the painful anonymity of grief in a city, but in sharing the comforts of my childhood, I feared I’d inadvertently acted like I was above home. I hadn’t meant to be unkind, but I had.

‘And so good to see you too, Macsen. Thank you for joining our crazy rabble.’ Mum embraced Mac tightly and pressed her breasts against him. Crimson flickered through me. I wasn’t stopped for a hug on my way in. With her hands still on his shoulders, she pulled away and blinked, waiting for Mac to object to our collective insanity.

‘Thank you for having me.’ Mac placed some Mason jars on the table. Each had a strip of masking tape which he’d scribbled on. There were dukkah spices, kimchi he’d fermented himself and home-made grapefruit marmalade. I love sour flavours and appreciated how Mac noticed these things about me. He says liking citrus is about being a person that likes enlivening. This is a welcome rebrand as Mum had always said it’s because I’m bitter. There was one final jar. Crabenero, the label read. Crab-apple and habanero chilli jam. He’d remembered the crab-apple tree from my childhood. I smiled at him in a way I hoped he recognised as: Thank you for seeing me.

Mum cracked an ice tray on the counter and put a handful of cubes into three glasses. ‘There you go, darling, now you can have some cold wine.’ She turned her attention back to Mac. ‘Have I ever told you what Nola means?’

‘You have, but I’d love to hear again, Jude,’ Mac replied. Mum hates being called Jude. She is Judith. Somehow Mac is the only person allowed to call her that. Sometimes he even hums ‘Hey Jude’ to her.

‘Fionnuala is Irish for “fair shoulder”.’ She paused for effect as Mac picked up a celery stalk from the fruit bowl and opened a jar of peanut butter to dip it in. Dad’s birth mother was Irish, so Mum insisted they give us all good Irish names. Dad has remained quite committed to his indifference about our heritage. Years ago, we went on holiday to Cork, but Dad said it rained a lot and the ferry took hours. We had not returned since.

Mum continued, ‘And it suits Nola because she’s always elbowing through, pushing past, being busy.’ I sensed that Mac was trying to catch my eye, but I remained focused on organising the fridge.

‘Have I told you about when she was born, Mac?’ She didn’t wait for him to answer. ‘It’s a perfect example. Her shoulder got stuck inside my pelvis when I was trying to give birth to her. Shoulder dystocia, they call it.’

This is part of the narrative Mum holds. That I’ve always wounded her. Always been difficult. So much so that she named me after this inciting incident, as though I intentionally shoved my way out of her womb to cause a scene. She tells people she nearly died. I’m not sure if that’s true and there’d be no point in asking because the story is already part of my name, part of my identity. The twins are just three years younger than me and I’d always considered this evidence that my birth didn’t completely traumatise her.

She continued her story with the rehearsed exaggeration of a pantomime. ‘It was awfully painful. Dreadful, it really was. And I remember saying to the midwife—’

Mac interrupted, speaking into his celery stalk like it was a microphone: ‘She’s clearly going somewhere in a hurry!’ He beamed while Mum’s eyebrows twitched from having her punchline stolen.

‘Yes, exactly! And look at her now.’ She didn’t look at me. ‘We’re so proud of her.’

‘Do you need a hand with the food, Jude? I’m happy to help.’

‘No, no, I’ve got things under control.’ Mum seemed to get distracted. ‘Macsen, you have the loveliest hair.’ She tousled his waves then turned to me: ‘Shall we give yours a trim later, chicken?’

‘Mac’s hair is wavy. Mine is curly. It’s different.’ I stretched out a curl in front of my face and watched it spring back. Mum’s the only person who’s ever been able to cut my hair without making me look like Orphan Annie, so I used to travel home to North Devon every few months for this purpose. Deep down, I knew that I did this mostly to spend time alone with her and should probably just say this without the pretence of a haircut.

‘I know, sweetie, I know.’ She consoled me like I had a disease. ‘Mac’s hair just looks so lustrous!’

‘The secret is not washing it, so your hair produces its own natural oils again.’

‘You don’t wash it?’ Mum tried to discreetly wipe her hands.

‘If I go camping and there’s a bonfire, then I will after that, but I usually just rinse with water. There’s an adjustment period where it gets bit greasy, but lots of people are doing it. Shampoo and conditioner are a con. The more you use, the more you need. It’s called the no-poo movement.’ Mac bowed his head before her. ‘You can touch it if you like.’

‘I’m all right, thank you,’ Mum said. Mac straightened up and shrugged. ‘You look thin,’ Mum said to me as though it were an accusation. She’d been on a diet for as long as I could remember. The main purpose of said diet seemed to be that she could tell people she was dieting and hear that she didn’t need to be. I’d told her that if she just stopped drinking, she wouldn’t need to cut out any other calories, but this suggestion had continually been dismissed. She says wine is her lifeblood.

‘I’m the same.’

‘Have you lost weight?’

‘I’m the same,’ I repeated.

‘It’s just been so long,’ Mum replied as I shifted from one foot to the other. ‘If it weren’t for this book of yours then we would’ve seen you sooner.’

That didn’t take long, I thought. Aloud, I said: ‘That’s a very clever story you’ve made up. Maybe you should be the writer.’

Mum touched the onions in the fruit bowl as if choosing baubles for the Christmas tree, then replied: ‘Tell me it’s not true’, and I couldn’t, so instead I unpacked the tinned fish. I waited for her to mention Dad emailing my publishing team and rush to confirm that she’d had nothing to do with it. Mum wasn’t good at keeping secrets, so it would surely only be a matter of time.

The light shifted as clouds passed overhead, briefly dimming the kitchen. I could feel Mum fidgeting beside me. I was nervous to look her in the eyes. This was a thing between us. In the first couple of years after Darina died, I’d hidden my grief from her, swallowing my tears whenever she was around. I couldn’t bear to add to her pain when she was already drowning in it. It had been a source of conflict that I didn’t cry. She always asked why I wasn’t as upset as she was. It was difficult to explain that I was, I just showed it differently. I also felt, very strongly, that it would be unfair for me to feel as sad as her. There was no pain bigger than a mother losing a child. I shouldn’t eclipse that.

Mum is a strong woman. The strongest I know. She’s experienced a lot of awful things in her life and Darina’s death was the worst, she always said so. The death of her dad was a minor inconvenience in comparison. When talking about Darina’s death she used the word ‘unfathomable’ a lot. I didn’t want there to be a hierarchy to grief, but it felt like everyone kept showing me one. When I had to file for bereavement leave at work, the policy allowed more grieving time for parents than siblings. Jen had also told me about compensatory damage and how insurance companies value death, depending on your relationship. Partners have the highest value, but Darina didn’t have one of those. I guess with a partner it’s the loss of an imagined future, but I had a future with Darina and I shared a past too. I lost both. Partners and parents have a whole life on their own before. I had nothing before Darina. She knew everything about me. She was supposed to know everything, for ever.

Of course, it was worst for Mum. Any time I spoke to anyone, they’d ask how she was doing. They’d shake their head like the woman in the bookshop and say: ‘Your poor mum.’ I suppose this left me feeling pretty distant, and that wasn’t her fault. I tried to do better at showing her how sad I was. Writing the book had been an attempt at that. It hadn’t gone very well. She’d said it made her too sad to read me sad. The book had been an attempt to say This is my pain, but in a family so big there could be no mine. Only ours.


CHAPTER NINE

Mum had decided that on our first night we would eat at the pub. Marisco Tavern is the most perfect pub you’ll ever visit. They keep the door unlocked all night in case bad weather hits the campsite. We only attempted camping on Lundy once, which happened to be the same year a summer storm swept in from the Atlantic, turning the sky the colour of bruised plums. When the wind ripped three tent pegs out of the ground and sent our roll mats tumbling towards the lighthouse, we ran inside and slept on the stone floor. Darina and I had sleeping bags we could zip into one and used to cross our toes over one another to keep warm. Other campers sheltering from the storm trickled in throughout the night. Darina and I took it upon ourselves to make everyone s’mores, which we’d read about in American sleepover books, but never tried. Our version was squirty cream and a block of Dairy Milk between two digestive biscuits. By morning we were all scattered across the pub floor like driftwood after a tide.

From Millcombe, we walked uphill with the grass bending in the breeze and the bluing sky wide all around us. The Marisco Tavern appeared behind a wooden gate. It’s one of a few stone buildings in the village and is named after the de Marisco family who owned Lundy during Norman rule. They had a reputation for misbehaving, continually in trouble for about two hundred years, which was a pretty good run if you ask me. Connor had told me stories about their treason, piracy and a plot to kill King Henry III. What stuck in my mind was a drawing he showed me of William de Marisco wearing a shabby-looking nightgown, tied by his ankles to a horse and dragged from Westminster to the Tower of London. It’s the picture illustrating being ‘hanged, drawn and quartered’ on Wikipedia.

It was cool inside the low stone-walled pub, with the sweet hopsy smell of spilled beer and pie crusts. The small bar leads to a wooden dining room decorated with bells and buoys from shipwrecks around the island. An old sign reads: Pickled Gulls’ Eggs 1/- and a large table, usually communal, just fits us all.

Pointing to the blackboard, the barman explained most of the meat is from the island as they try to ship in as little food as possible. He had honey-coloured hair, taut arms and a braided loop of leather around his neck. We got talking (his name was Matty) and he said today there were Soay sheep sausages, then recommended the venison shank and returned to the till. His trainers squeaked against the stone floor and I wondered how often you got new shoes if you’re one of the twenty-eight people to live on the island. The twins went straight to the bar while the rest of us hung about. There was no point sitting until Mum had rearranged us all a few times. First, she ensured Connor had space for the highchair. Next, she sat in the corner, then argued with Jen, who coaxed her to sit in the middle so she could be surrounded by all her children.

‘It’s fine,’ Mum said. ‘It’s fine!’ Eventually, she settled so we could all relax. I smoothed a paper napkin onto my lap and tried hard at not talking. I was hoping no one would ask me a question, including anything as simple as: How are you, Nola? There was the low murmur of conversation mixed with the clink of glasses and gentle clicking of Scrabble letters being placed on a board. In the wooden booths other visitors were eating and drinking. One group had matching fleeces and I recognised them from the dock as the wildlife volunteers staying on the island for research. Connor had heard that they met at eight every night to share their bird count. He glanced over longingly.

Will offered to write down everyone’s drink orders on his phone and halfway through Dad pulled a face as if to say: This’ll be expensive. Touching the back of my hair, I found a sticky bob stuck in my curls. I tugged at it, but its Velcro-like hooks got more entwined. I kicked Cillian under the table.

Cillian rubbed his leg. ‘What was that for?’

Connor giggled menacingly. This was an old trick. As children we weaponised anything we found in the garden. We’d attack one another with burdock and goosegrass or use hawthorn as catapult ammunition. Connor was lucky he had Letty on his lap or I’d have aimed the sticky bob at his face.

Dad cleared his throat. ‘Burdock was once worn as an amulet for defence against evil, Fionnuala. Your brother’s only trying to protect you from whatever peril befalls you on this trip.’ The familiar acid taste of anxiety crept up my throat. I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth.

‘History.’ Mum rolled her eyes. ‘There’s no future in it, Murphy.’

Mum began preening my hair and tutting. As I shrugged her off, our drinks arrived. Pints of Old Light and a bottle of white wine which Will poured into glasses for himself, me, Mum and Jen, then adjusted the levels so each was even. Our elbows bumped as we arranged our drinks between scattered beer mats and two tankards of silver cutlery.

‘Just going to pop out in search of signal.’ Will jiggled his phone. ‘I can barely survive without knowing how the market closes.’

Before we even had a chance to order, a clattering sound alerted me to a small item appearing before me. It was a pin badge. A pin badge with Darina’s face on it. She looks windswept and beautiful, laughing over her shoulder like we’re all in on the joke. Mum was circling the table, handing them out to everyone. It appeared as though Darina was looking right at me. I stared at her and tried to remember the day the photo was taken but couldn’t. My throat suddenly felt full of marbles. This was no doubt one of Mum’s latest craft efforts. I’d had my own, at times when my grief needed somewhere to go, something for my hands to hold. Dad was already pinning his badge onto his polo shirt with an air of bemused acceptance. Wembley’s hand hovered by her dress. The pin would leave a hole.

‘Does everyone have a badge?’ Mum stood above everyone and waited for us to put them on. I closed my eyes and tried not to look at Mac. The thought of him wearing a badge with Darina’s face on it made my toes curl.

‘These are gorge, Judith; did you make them?’ Wembley asked. I caught Jen’s eye and her carefully neutral expression cracked into the smallest smile.

This new hobby of Mum’s had an air of sticker machine about it. There had been a phase when she’d labelled all of Darina’s boxed-up possessions. Everything was: Darina’s Beachwear. Darina’s Art Supplies. Death Certificate et al. Thankfully, I’d managed to find and hide her vibrator before Mum could have a Darina’s Sex Toys box. Labelling was a phase, and it passed. I told myself I could wait for this phase to pass too.

‘I did, Wembley, thank you. I was at a bereavement retreat recently and a woman had a similar badge with her son on it.’ As an aside, Mum added: ‘That was Hit and Run Juliet.’ Mum had a habit of listing her friends by their children’s cause of death. There was Epilepsy Karen, Cave Diving Tanya and Peanut Allergy Pauline. ‘And I thought what a wonderful idea, because people never ask. And it’s so nice to be asked. So, I bought a badge machine and I love it.’

It was quite ingenious really. Mum made this invisible, heavy feeling clear for all to see. I looked at Darina, upside down in the palm of my hand. In the photo she had long, dark hair. It must’ve been taken before she cut it. She’d liked her hair better short. Mum liked it long.

Mum looked towards me. ‘Do you like them?’

I contemplated saying they made me uncomfortable, and that Darina would have felt the same, then I looked into Mum’s eyes. We were speaking about Darina. Maybe that was enough. I’d forced the way I’d expressed my grief onto her, so the least I could do was accept hers. We could take turns holding each other’s grief, even if we didn’t understand the shape it took.

‘They’re very nice.’ Mum continued staring expectantly at me, so I added, ‘It’s a pretty picture.’

Mac whispered, ‘These are fun.’ I was thankful that he could tell, without me having to say, that I didn’t really like them. That this felt clumsy. Maybe that was OK though. We were all muddling through. I let the surreal absurdity of it settle into something like warmth. I squeezed his thigh and put mine on. Mum sat down, content for a while as we chatted about people we all knew from a life we no longer lived. Old neighbours, school friends and shopkeepers. As the conversation moved on to our theories on a new television show, Dad tapped a cigarillo against its case. He found small talk intolerable. He probably wanted to debate remote work, which he saw as undermining both architectural purpose and economic productivity. Perhaps he was in the mood to discuss his scepticism about ESG investing and ‘woke capitalism’ or defend foreign investment in the London property market. If Dad were to stray into a conversation on culture, it was to discuss Le Corbusier’s modernism, the classical minimalism of Philip Glass or Salman Rushdie’s back catalogue, but he rarely talked about what art made him feel. That wasn’t the point. Knowledge of these things was purely asset accumulation; to prove he’d earned his place in a certain world. Every opinion was carefully constructed to show that the son to no parents could speak the language of power as fluently as those born into it. Dad had been introduced to art, sculpture and engineering at architecture school. He’d studied in London during an era I dreamed of, taking classes and drinking dry martinis with Damien Hirst, Anish Kapoor, Derek Jarman and Richard Rogers. It seemed to me he knew everyone and everything. I stared at a black-and-white photograph on the wall of a shipwreck. A tragedy in grainy greyscale. I thought about sinking and drifted further and further away.

Will returned with the news lit up on his phone. ‘Nola, have you seen this?’

I shifted into focus from my foggy stupor. The headline read: Why Kaia Ternstrom is Reading the Book That Broke the Internet. Kaia is one of those actresses who was more in the news than on TV. She was engaged to an e-commerce millionaire but had previously dated two of the guys from The 1975. Last week she’d quit the supernatural drama she stars in, simply removing her mic pack and leaving mid-scene. When TMZ caught her getting coffee the next day, she’d just shrugged and said, ‘I didn’t want to do it any more. A girl’s allowed to change her mind.’ The studio was now suing her for a $2 million breach of contract. The paparazzi shots on Will’s phone showed Kaia on a striped orange-and-white lounger at a hotel in Sicily. She was wearing a black swimsuit under an oversized Oxford shirt and (due to tramontana winds) a hotel towel wrapped around her neck like a thick scarf, while her bulldog, Boudica, dozed under the sunbed. Her engagement ring was conspicuously absent and there was a £300 bottle of wine beside her with a plastic cup. Kaia had clearly been crying while reading a book with its dust jacket removed. Twitter detectives had quickly enhanced the photos, revealing the book’s distinctive purple cover with orange foil octopus. She was reading Animal Oracle.

‘That’s a real vibe,’ Wembley said. ‘Sad she’s single, her fiancé was a cutie. You know apparently he was the inspiration for Cousin Greg in Succession.’ Wembley pointed to the article, jumping up and down. ‘Look!! You’re a trending TikTok audio, biatch!’ Someone had added a snippet from the audiobook over the Kaia photos with eerily AI-sounding music in the background. Wembley was always telling me I should learn guitar because I’d get more of an audience as a pop star and, according to her, prose and lyrics were the same thing. There was a champagne-bubble lightness in my chest. This was huge.

My eyes scanned the story. Kaia’s own sister Thalia had died trying to film herself walking across a frozen Minnesota lake a few years before. Should I message her? I wondered how to message a person like Kaia Ternstrom. How did she even get the book?

Cillian sucked the top off his pint. ‘New snacks for Nola’s picnic of narcissism.’

‘Let’s see.’ Connor poked his head between me and Will. As the littlest, he always grabbed whatever his oldest siblings were looking at and said ‘my see’, which turned into us mimicking ‘micey’ and then the nickname ‘mousey’. ‘Oh, I love that show. Can’t believe they cancelled it,’ he said.

‘Wouldn’t have thought that would be your thing.’ Jen trilled her fingers against the table. ‘Wasn’t the production in trouble for exploiting wild wolves?’

‘They’re actually Northern Inuit dogs, bred to look like wolves, with CGI like in Game of Thrones,’ Connor said. ‘The show should get credit for presenting wolves as more than scary animals. It’s not fair the bad PR some animals get. Everyone loves their dog but if a fox gets in their bin, they go mental!’

Wembley gave Connor a perturbed look.

‘What’s this?’ Mum took the phone from Will. She was nervously clicking her thumbnail along the edge of her nails. ‘It says there’s interest in making Animal Oracle a film. That isn’t true, is it, Nola? They wouldn’t make a film about us.’

Everyone looked at me. The room began to dissolve.

I cleared my throat. ‘A production company’s been in touch.’

‘So I should be reading the news to get updates on my own daughter, should I?’ Mum started dishing out cutlery from the tankard. It clattered loudly. Someone at the bar looked over. ‘Not only my daughter, my own life!’

‘I didn’t mention it because these things don’t usually end up happening.’ I rearranged my knife and fork. My fingertips left moist prints on the silver. I wanted to search everyone’s faces for a flash of recognition that would hint at who’d betrayed me, but I couldn’t bring myself to look up.

‘I think this changes that,’ Jen said. A moment of quiet enveloped the table.

‘My oh my!’ Mum exclaimed. ‘Well, I mean who would play Darina?’ Her eyebrows were practically at her hairline. ‘They couldn’t cast anyone beautiful enough!’

‘Kaia would be pretty good, tbh,’ Connor suggested.

‘Do not say “tbh”, Connor. Say “to be honest”, you’re not a robot.’ Mum tapped her finger on the article so it lit up again. Something in her expression softened. ‘Well, that would be certainly exciting.’ Mum nudged Dad. ‘Wouldn’t it?’

‘It would,’ Dad agreed. I felt a small burst of pride. Maybe everything would be fine. We could enjoy a few days of getting excited about the film together, then I could mention the permissions when we were home and everyone had had time to get used to the idea. Mum had her hands stretched out so we could all see the phone. She continued scrolling until she arrived at a photo of Darina from a few years ago at Hartland. Darina was wearing a patchwork coat in blue and burgundy and her face was pink from the sun.

‘Oh.’ Mum blinked. ‘How did they get that?’

I scratched my head. ‘Probably my agent. She has some stuff like that for marketing.’

No one said anything. Jen pretended to squint at the menu. I tried not to look any lower than Mac’s face, where I would see my lovely boyfriend wearing a badge with my dead sister’s face on it. We all let the word ‘marketing’ hang there. I felt sick at myself.

‘Just make sure you’re not letting this circus detract too much from your job, Nola.’ Dad leaned back and put his arm around Mum’s chair to softly stroke her shoulder. ‘It’s been a while since your last promotion, which I understand because you were writing the book, but you’ve got to refocus. When I was your age, I’d already won Architect of the Year twice.’

‘Architect of the Year,’ Mum repeated, though to who I wasn’t sure.

‘I guess.’ I gripped my jeans to absorb the sweat, confused why my job was important when this could change my life for ever. ‘But work doesn’t really matter. I’m focusing on my writing.’ My parents looked at me like I was a foreign film without subtitles.

‘Work doesn’t matter? Work is everything, Nola.’ Mum wrapped her lips around the word ‘everything’. ‘Is this to do with Darina?’ I looked up at the wood-panelled ceiling and considered saying everything was to do with Darina.

Completing Mum’s thought, Dad said, ‘Because I know we let her do her own thing but—’

‘Let her?’ Jen furrowed her brows. ‘You didn’t let her do anything. She was a woman with her own agency.’

‘Darina was very talented. Very …’ Dad scratched his chin. ‘Creative! And could’ve been many things. We know she was thinking about a teacher-training course.’

‘Is very creative,’ Connor clarified before escaping to the bar. It wasn’t true Darina was ever considering becoming a teacher, past or present tense. Mum and Dad just emailed the QTS website every now and then.

Dad continued, ‘But she was caught up doing odd jobs. Perhaps we let her do that too long, but that doesn’t mean you can start acting out now, Nola.’

‘If I want to write more books, then this one needs to do well. I need to focus on it.’ I could feel Dad’s hot stare.

‘You’re going to write more books?’ Mum asked.

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

Dad responded: ‘You’re thirty-two. You can’t do another memoir, and what life are you going to have to write about, if you don’t have a job?’ Dad only reads biographies if they’re about people’s achievements. He likes books about tennis champions or inventors. He’s read everything. Steinbeck, Salinger, Stendhal. But once when I asked him what was the best book he ever read, he replied The Seeds of Wealth by H. Hobhouse, an essay collection on how timber, rubber, tobacco and wine changed the course of history.

‘It’s not memoir, it’s auto-fiction,’ I replied.

Dad rubbed his forehead as though he had a migraine. ‘You know what Nabokov said about autobiographies? That they’re always lies. At least he had the decency to admit it. Isn’t auto-fiction just avoiding the work of real imagination, then adding a get-out-of-jail-free card for any proper literary interrogation?’ He made a dismissive gesture with his knife. ‘Apparently simply living makes a life worth writing about.’ He directed to the table: ‘Nothing means anything any more. How can every book I see be a New York Times bestseller, eh? That’s what I want to know.’

Mac looked down at his lap. I wanted him to defend me or at least mention the Radio 4 feature that said it was ‘a very stirring debut’. Dad loved Radio 4.

‘I’m going to write a novel,’ I said. Dad raised his eyebrows like: good luck with that, and I experienced a plunge in my guts. I regrettably made eye contact with Matty serving Connor. His eyes motioned we should keep it down. Connor returned from the bar with a pickled onion on a fork. He always refuses plates to save on washing.

‘I can’t believe you’re going to put us through this again. I thought you just needed to get this out of your system?’ Mum spoke about my creativity like it was a kidney stone.

‘Nola certainly got it out her system, and now it’s published she can’t take it back. Let’s not forget that,’ Dad said. ‘Did you get Darina’s consent to use that photo? You asked for all our permission, but I don’t see how you got around not securing hers.’

I felt a muscle twitch beneath my eye. ‘I didn’t write about Darina. I wrote about my experience being her sister, of losing her. It’s different.’

‘So we can all just write what we want?’ Dad said.

I swallowed. ‘I wanted to write something honest about what it feels like to lose someone.’

‘There’s such a thing as too much honesty, you know.’ Mum’s voice got faster. She was unravelling slightly. ‘Did you really need to be honest about every little detail of our life? Christmas is awful without Darina, I know that, but did you have to write about how miserable it is for us? Now the world knows I can’t bear to cook turkey any more because it reminds me how Darina used to keep the wishbone and everyone thinks I’m an awful mother who hosts an awful Christmas!’ Mum’s tone was shrill. She’d snapped. ‘Don’t sit there with crossed arms while I’m talking to you, Fionnuala.’ Mum grabbed my arms and uncrossed them.

‘I’m sorry if it hurt your feelings,’ I said. The discomfort of guilt settled in my stomach, while a part of me felt like I was in an alternate reality. I couldn’t believe they were talking to me about there being a thing as ‘too much honesty’ when I’d removed any reference to the second biggest plot point in our life. And yet somehow the details of our Christmas lunch were too much truth to handle? Was no one going to defend me on this? Or even acknowledge it? I glanced at Connor nibbling his pickled onion.

I exhaled through my nostrils. ‘All I want is to write full-time. This is my chance. I don’t want to just make big signs any more.’

Mum pressed her finger into the table. ‘You do not just make big signs, Nola, you are a Wide Format Print Design Specialist and that’s something to be proud of! What about your pension?’ She said this as though drawing attention to a small fire.

‘I don’t need to keep a job just because of a pension. There are more important things than money,’ I replied on an exhale. I was trying to speak calmly to redress the atmosphere of panic around the table, but my heart was beating fast. Someone at this table was allowing an argument about my financial stability to unfurl while having set in motion an objection that could ruin me.

‘Oh my god, Murphy. She’s going to give up her pension!’

‘This seems very reckless, Nola.’

Mum’s head was in her hands. ‘You’d be giving up a contribution rate of 8.2 per cent, Nola, what are you thinking?’

I was thinking I wanted to leave the table, but worried if I got up Mac wouldn’t follow me. I couldn’t believe he hadn’t defended me. Will was looking at the ceiling with so much interest you might think it was the Sistine Chapel.

‘What has a corporate pension got to do with happiness?’ Connor said out of nowhere. He was still holding half the pickled onion on his fork. ‘Darina didn’t have any money, and she was the happiest of us all.’

Jen nodded in agreement and touched Connor’s shoulder sympathetically. Darina hadn’t always seemed happy to me, but maybe that wasn’t something you could think once someone was gone.

I noticed Cillian purse his lips, irritated his younger brother was playing the voice of reason.

‘Who made you the authority on Darina?’ Cillian folded his arms. ‘You saw her the least, Conn.’

‘Well, now she’s dead.’ Mum jabbed at her badge. Connor stroked his chin, as if searching for the logic in this statement. ‘I hope you’re all happy now!’

I looked around the table. No one looked particularly happy.

At this moment, Matty walked over, shoes still squeaking, and said: ‘Er, some of the other tables have politely requested you keep the noise down. As sound travels quite far in here. Are you all ready to order?’

Mum looked directly at me. ‘Well done for ruining dinner.’


Animal Oracle
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The Lamb

Within hours of birth, lambs can recognise their mother’s voice and smell. A ewe memorises her offspring’s scent by licking amniotic fluid off the newborn. To us, it may be the earthy sweetness of milk, lanolin and sun-warmed wool – but to her, it’s hundreds of signals beyond human senses that separate her lamb from all others. Sheep shield their young from cold and predators and, if separated, both will call until they’re reunited. In those early days, a lamb’s survival rests in the recognition of its mother.

My mum has always had this way of telling the future. She liked to tell us how we were. With my brother Connor the story has always been that he’s a bit slow. When he was a baby, he never responded so Mum would say: ‘Oh, he’s just in his own little world.’ He does things on his own terms, in his own time.

She used to call him her little lamb, said he’d always follow along eventually. It turned out Connor was deaf in one ear and no one had noticed for years. His twin, Cillian, was storming about the place while Connor could only crawl. Still slow, Mum thought. Later, we found out his shoes had been too tight.

You get forgotten like that when there’s so many of you. Then the mistakes that parents make, they define you and are part of who you are for ever. With Cillian it was always: ‘Oh, he’s such a brute!’ He pushes past and plays rough but of course you learn to pack a punch when you’re The Brute or you’d feel you’d let everyone down. Mum always said Darina was hard to pin down. ‘Like smoke,’ she’d say. ‘You can’t catch her.’

Mothers have this way of prophesying. They tell you who you are and that’s who you become. She always told me: ‘You think too much’. I disagreed, but here we are. So, I suppose she’s right. We can’t help but play the roles our mothers give us.

If Mum gave us roles, Dad set the rules. He had lots of ideas about parenting, though as an adopted only child, I have no idea where he got them. We were not allowed pets in case we became too used to getting our way, but acquired strays over the years including a mangy cat called Grub and Connor’s crow. Connor would leave peanuts on a low brick wall for her, and she would return with milk-bottle tops and elastic bands. She liked a good deal and he liked her loyalty. He also liked his cassette of Janet Jackson’s Rhythm Nation at that time, so named her Janet. Connor was enormously fond of her.

Dad always said we could only have one hobby each because more than that would make us spoiled and, as he liked to remind us, our mother was not a taxi driver. So, one hobby each. Cillian chose football. Connor, Scouts. Drama for me. Then Darina would ask to swap every six months or so. She was so expressive about how much she suddenly adored a new musical instrument that Mum would give into the idea. Then, finally, my parent’s patience snapped and they refused to let her change another time, leaving her stuck with the trumpet and leaving us stuck with listening to her.

Dad also insisted we have jobs to instil a strong work ethic. This worked to varying degrees on each of us. Grannie Annie helped Darina and I get jobs at the doughnut stand by Carousel Amusement Arcade, which was, in general, a decent weekend job. We alternated Saturdays and Sundays or sometimes worked a shift together and would walk home with our hair smelling of fat and sugar. The boss always told me off for talking to customers too long so a queue would form and Darina got in trouble for using all the UHT milk sachets to stuff her bra. I don’t think it was the improvised cleavage that bothered him, more that she’d whip one out and pour them straight in a pensioner’s tea. She’d spend her wage on coloured Rimmel eyeliners, lipgloss and Mizz magazine, while I’d spend mine on books. First, from the bookshops in Bideford or Appledore, but later from Oxfam when I realised I could get a paperback for £3 and I was reading one a week anyway. I read a lot of Maeve Binchley and Marian Keyes. I’ve always loved, but am suspicious of, happy endings.

Cillian got a job on the Waltzers, and with it, a new group of friends. They spent most days together, wreaking havoc on Westward Ho! Connor was the only one who didn’t work at the amusement park. He got a job at Jones the Egg’s farm. That was when Connor met Melanie and, for the first time, the boys became two people and less like The Twins. It was the beginning of a slow, but fairly heartbreaking, process of separation as they formed their own identities. I remember this on a smaller scale myself. The shock of going to school and having to form a personality outside my siblings. Our smell. Our words. Our world. Suddenly foreign and inexplainable to other children. I can’t imagine what that was like for them. I can’t imagine that they have ever healed from the betrayal that the other went on to be something other than everything to one another.


CHAPTER TEN

Once again, I felt marooned after a family dinner. Half-finished glasses sparkled on the table as the surface of the drinks caught the overhead lights. Cillian picked up his pint and drained it. I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down his throat. ‘Anyone for another?’

‘I have to put Letty to bed,’ Connor announced flatly. Letty was fast asleep in the sling, eyes closed, cheeks pressed against her father’s chest and lips wet with drool. Will was already helping Jen put on her jacket. Mac and I had a conversation with our eyes in which we communicated that he wanted to go, I wanted to stay and that was fine with us both. Mac saluted goodbye as he followed Connor, Jen and Will. Wembley mimed wanting her beauty sleep and trailed behind Mum and Dad.

Cillian took a long pull of Connor’s dregs, then slammed the empty glass down. ‘Go on, Nobbles, spend some of that book dosh and buy me a drink.’

I wanted to say: there is no book dosh but realised that after Kaia that might not be the case. The critical acclaim Animal Oracle had received had not yet translated to money and I hadn’t seen any royalties past my advance as I had yet to ‘earn out’. You’d think you can’t put a price on chronicling your personal tragedies, but you can. There’s a whole generation of young women like me turning their trauma into content because it’s all we have to sell. With tour travel, the book had probably cost me money so far. The only good thing I’d done with the advance was create The Darina Birthday Fund. Twenty pounds a year, for thirty years, to buy myself a present from her. That year it was a lambswool hot-water-bottle cover from a posh shop on Bellenden Road. I hold it sometimes when I can’t sleep.

‘There’s these to finish first. Don’t pretend you’re above empties.’ I grabbed the bottle of wine and moved to a smaller table. When he slid into the booth I said, ‘Well, that was a bloody disaster.’

‘Says the poet laureate of poor life choices.’ Cillian ducked as I aimed a beer mat at his head. We joked for a while about the usual. The classic ritual of bonding by complaining about the particular insanity of our parents and the unique ways they’d messed us up. How amazed we were that Mum had managed to turn grief into some sort of sad Blue Peter activity (we predicted she’d probably make us do therapeutic finger painting at Christmas) and Dad’s lifelong commitment to treating every family dinner like a hostile takeover. Oh, and why was Connor eating a fucking pickled onion like a lollipop? I complained about Will smelling his bangers and mash like a suspicious customs officer, then compensated for my negativity by saying how cute Letty was.

‘Fuck,’ Cillian said suddenly, eyes wide, palms flat on the table. I sat up straight, looked around. He exclaimed: ‘I just love Letty so much!’ We burst out laughing. Despite myself, I was giddy from the evening’s excitement, already imagining myself in a screening room for the film, giving notes to a famous female director who’d cite me as a ‘trusted collaborator’. My cheeks were warm. My skin tingled. Nights out with Cillian came to mind. Printworks, day festivals in Victoria Park, that time Cillian got thrown out of Crabby Dicks after convincing everyone he was a regional manager doing a surprise inspection. I used to visit him at Nottingham for student nights at Marcus Garvey Ballroom and Electric Banana at the Bodega Social Club. Suddenly, our age difference hadn’t seemed like much. I propped my head against my crooked elbow. A burp escaped my lips.

‘Christ, you’re still such a lightweight. Some things don’t make the memoir, eh?’

‘I don’t drink beer.’

‘You’ll take whatever you can get, and we both know it.’ He didn’t mean just with drinks. Smacking his lips, he added, ‘Maybe you’ve changed. Not like you to choose the nice guy.’

It wasn’t that I’d intentionally chosen the bad guys. I’d always preferred to think that I was a victim and would like Cillian to share that narrative. Maybe even be the type of brother to drive over to an ex’s house and threaten them for not being good enough to his sister. Cillian always said that I should know better. This opinion had been shared with a look across a table or even a pointed thumb as though hailing a taxi, This guy? Really? Siblings provide important perspective for this kind of thing. They know what you need, more than you do. Well, the twins had. And Jen too. Darina was always as easily fooled as me. She’d rest her chin on her hands, listen adoringly to stories from my older boyfriends. We’d both laugh and I’d think: This is being a grown-up. My sister and I being bought drinks in bars. We used to go out wearing little handbags matching our shoes. Then – when it fell apart, because it always fell apart – we’d say: How could he do this to me? And Cillian would say: Because you bloody let him.

I tied my hair up so I could concentrate on drinking. ‘It’s nice Wembley’s here. How are things going?’

‘Good, you know.’ Cillian leaned against the window, pushing an empty glass towards me.

‘No, I don’t know. That’s why I asked.’ I poured more wine. ‘Treating her good, though?’

Cillian ran a hand over his stubble. ‘I treat her like a princess, all right.’

I raised my eyebrows, wondering if the men who’d wronged me had been told to treat me nicely by their sisters.

Before I could reply, Matty walked over. I smiled apologetically for our earlier noise.

‘Time to call it?’ Matty asked, already gathering empties. His forearms flexed as he stacked pint glasses, then reached for the last, eyes steady on Cillian.

Cillian’s fingers curled around the last glass. ‘Got somewhere better to be?’

‘Depends what’s on offer.’ Matty didn’t quite smile, but his expression shifted.

‘Early days yet.’

They held eye contact long enough to make me feel I should look away. Cillian performed what can only be described as his fuck eyes. The air thickened around the table. He had his arms folded with one hand grasping the glass, and the other pushing his bicep forward ever so slightly. Matty returned to the kitchen, grinning. I raised an eyebrow.

‘What?’ Cillian brought the glass to his lips, smiling angelically.

‘Nothing,’ I smirked. Cillian has a tenacious appetite. He always has. He’s voraciously horny and manages his sex life like he’s working on commission with performance-based bonuses. Sometimes that involves men. We don’t often share feelings, but Cillian shares graphic details about his escapades. He’ll show me carpet burns or tell me about his personal trainer fired for ‘inappropriate use’ of the gym’s massage table. I’ve always been impressed by Cillian’s ability to be a walking, talking magnet. He just pulls people in. It’s like he carries a charge that makes everyone else feel static by comparison. Even now, in a half-empty pub on a remote island, he was generating enough voltage to power a small town.

Cillian took a gulp, then inspected the glass suspiciously. ‘This wine tastes … rusty. Did they age it in a bucket?’ He grimaced. ‘How’s Mac then?’

‘Mac is Mac.’ I realised I’d done what I’d just found so frustrating in him. I drank more wine – he was right, it did taste like something you’d use to de-ice a plane – then rubbed my eyes. ‘It’s actually our anniversary this weekend.’

‘Anniversary? What a scam. Why do you need to spend £3.99 on a card to prove you still fancy the person you’re already shagging? Cards Galore have better profit margins than cocaine dealers,’ Cillian scoffed. ‘But hey, maybe he’ll buy you a camping spork or something.’ Cillian liked to make fun of Mac’s enthusiasm for the outdoors, but I knew he secretly lapped it up. They’d gone to the Peckham Conker Championships together, which was a glorified street fight for anarchic South Londoners too old to join the Scouts. Cillian had chipped a tooth when someone spun a conker on a shoelace at his face. ‘How are you going to spend the big day? Let me guess, learning to filter your own piss through a sock?’

‘A year feels worth marking, that’s all.’ I ran my fingers up the stem of my glass. ‘Mac’s tenancy is up soon.’

‘Yeah? Thought he was happy in Brockley.’

‘He is, that’s the problem.’ I hoped Cillian would offer an insight into the male psyche for how I could encourage Mac to suggest moving in together or at least gauge his feelings without prying.

‘Bit soon for playing house?’

‘We’ve been together a year, dating longer.’ I traced the rim of my glass and didn’t add that it was a year since I’d written Mac into Animal Oracle as my happy ending. My editor had wanted the book to end on something ‘hopeful’ so I’d rushed the final pages of meeting Mac. At that point, things had been casual between us for about six months. The games Darina taught me were making me unhappy. I wanted to give in to love, but realising my sister’s dating advice was wrong felt like losing her all over again. Everything had overwhelmed me at once. The final manuscript was going to be locked for edits and Darina’s anniversary was approaching. I couldn’t keep pretending I didn’t care if Mac stayed.

The time came to tell Mac he was in the book. I couldn’t bear the thought of things being over between us, and there being this reminder of him in my book for ever. When I finally showed him the manuscript, we’d been drinking in my kitchen. ‘You’re in it,’ I’d said, trying to sound casual while my heart hammered. ‘I changed your name, though,’ I’d added quickly. Mac had replied coolly, ‘If there’s a Nola in the book, there should be a Mac in it too. You should put my name.’ That was the night we truly got together. The day before Darina’s anniversary.

‘Fair do’s,’ was all Cillian said. A chair scraped behind us and someone dropped their keys with a metallic clatter echoing off the low walls. I hated when he said this. He might as well say nothing.

‘I’m actually looking forward to it,’ I added, because I couldn’t help myself. I was drunk and wanted to talk to Cillian about Mac running away, me running towards him. This distancer and pursuer dance. ‘I’m hoping it’s a real changing point. With me and Mac, that is. Like a crossroads or a signpost signalling we’re in a proper long-term relationship. We haven’t sorted out our … stuff yet. He disappears. I smother. Maybe he stays put and I’m the one that struggles to adjust, I just—’

‘Nobbles, don’t get so deep. Save the girl chat for Wembers.’ He looked outside, where it was so black it seemed the windows had been coloured in.

I necked my drink as my blood boiled. After Darina’s funeral, when Cillian and I had returned to London, I’d turn up at his when he wouldn’t answer his phone. We’d play FIFA, order noodles and never once mention her name, just get drunk and talk rubbish: Premier League stats, cryptocurrency, whether seagulls were getting more aggressive in Brixton. Once, I’d found him crying in his hallway while ‘looking for a bike pump’. We both pretended his eyes weren’t red when he came back. He just handed me the controller and said ‘Best of three?’ That was our way: deflect, distract, play FIFA until the feelings pass. I hate football. I fucking hate it, but for the past five years I’ve pretended to care about Plymouth Argyle making the Championship just to talk to Cillian. And yet he won’t even pretend to care about my life.

I went to the bar to distract myself from the gnawing feeling everyone was out to get me and even Cillian could’ve complained. He loves me, but he has an innate affinity with chaos. Once, he’d managed to throw a dart through the glass of a Wetherspoons fire alarm, turning the sprinklers on. He just couldn’t resist destruction, and maybe he’d wanted to destroy the book because of the sadness inside it.

The pub had emptied. The volunteers had left and the Ordnance Survey maps that scattered their table were tidied away. Only the serious drinkers remained, elbows anchored to the bar like they were waiting out a storm. A candle stuttered in its brass holder, throwing shadows that made the shipwreck photographs look like they were moving. A faint smell of vinegar rose from forgotten chips. Matty was gone, but an older barman did the accounts with a pencil stub.

I put down Cillian’s ale. ‘Got you a half. Wouldn’t want it getting too deep for you.’

‘You shouldn’t try to be funny, you’re not good at it.’ He sucked the top off his half.

‘How do you know? You haven’t read my book.’

Cillian smirked. ‘Oh, is that still winding you up?’

‘I don’t care.’ I popped the lemon slice from my gin and tonic in my mouth. ‘I’m just saying.’

‘Gonna be pretty awkward if that Kaia chick plays Darina and I wanna shag her.’

‘You’re disgusting. It won’t get made anyway, which might be for the best, given how everyone feels about it.’

‘Yeah, I heard Dad had a breakdown into Adobe Acrobat. You worried he’s gonna request a fee?’

‘Who told you that?’ I felt a deep, unreasonable annoyance at Cillian stating what was simply true. He’d used the same phrasing Mac had to Jen, which told me they’d been talking about me.

Cillian shrugged. ‘I’m actually jealous. I’d love it if Dad cared enough about anything I’d done to colour code it.’

It’s true Dad has odd ways of showing his care. He has a peach tree which grows on the westerly side of the walled garden. The garden’s position means it catches the wind on rainy days, so it’s hard to grow anything up there. Although Dad complained about it constantly, I think he enjoyed the challenge. Perhaps he thought it a metaphor for his own story of resilience and upward mobility. Exam season always coincided with fruit harvesting, and if any of us got an A, Dad would instruct Mum to leave a fresh peach in our bedroom. I kept the stone of every fruit I received and still have them somewhere. It’s always been important for me to be good at things. To receive the peach stones in life, so to speak.

I removed the masticated lemon from my mouth and put it in my glass. ‘Remember those peaches?’

Cillian wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Never got one.’

I felt hurt for him then. They didn’t always see eye to eye. Dad taught Darina and me how to drive but claimed he ‘didn’t have the patience’ when it came to Cillian. I think this only spurred him on. Cillian enjoyed being an adversary. I traced a ring of condensation on the table.

Cillian started tearing a beer mat. ‘I think he’s actually a bit jealous. Dad made all these choices so he wouldn’t be broke. We haven’t had to worry about that, and I reckon it pisses him off.’ The mat was in little pieces. Cillian rearranged them. ‘He’s pissed off you have a legacy of your own, or something like that.’

‘Legacy?’ I tipped back the last of my drink. The ice hit my teeth. ‘He’s designed two fucking airports. Is that not legacy enough?’

‘Nothing’ll ever be enough for him.’

Suddenly, I wanted another drink. I could tell by the way Cillian played with the beer mat that he did too. He stood as the bell rang for last orders. ‘Let’s go to the church.’

Cillian was already heading outside before I could question this strange suggestion. After all we’d been through, it would make sense he was drawn to transformation, but I’d expected him to turn to Burning Man or a micro-dosing life coach more than religion. We approached a sturdy grey building with a clock face shining like the moon in its tower. Around us the sky darkened and the evening air turned still and soft like warm bath water. Swallows darted overhead, their wings cutting black shapes against the sky. Outside was a chalk sign that read: Close Door to Prevent Sheep Entry. Maybe Cillian wanted to light a candle for Darina; that would be nice. A bonding sibling moment for us to look back on. It could become a ritual between us and even when we’re apart we could message each other pictures of our candles and their tiny glowing flames.

We huddled into the stone entrance, where Cillian gestured to a laminated sign with the WiFi code. He sat on one of the wooden benches lining the entranceway. ‘You can go inside if you want, but I’m gonna smoke.’ He placed his open phone on one knee, dragged his finger down to refresh the football scores, then placed a cigarette between his lips. He cupped the flame and took his first drag. Little white clouds emerged from his lips.

‘Ah, OK,’ I replied, entering the password.

Cillian bounced his legs to keep warm as a chill arrived on a gust of wind. I sat beside him as my phone started vibrating. A red circle appeared above Instagram, the notification number beating like a heart. I felt a flush of excitement. Texts from Vivienne popped up. First: I can’t see the permissions from your parents or family. Please send! Can only delay so long … x Then: Have you seen this? Big news! With a link to the Kaia story, followed by: Producer reached out for meeting ASAP, really need those permissions and lastly: I know you have limited signal, are you happy for me to negotiate an international rights deal on your behalf? This is a great moment for you. Publisher delighted! There was even a message from my editor, who was usually difficult to get hold of. My chest radiated with pride.

I replied: Yes!! Thank you so much for everything. I hoped the good news would distract from the complaint, though I knew deep down it only made it more urgent. I scrolled through my notifications while my emails loaded. I thought I should post something now I had so many new followers, but the thought of what overwhelmed me. Someone had tagged me in a post with tanned legs stretching before her on a beach and a copy of Animal Oracle balanced on her shins. She’d added three heart emojis and called the book ‘courageous’. I glanced at Cillian’s screen, where he was checking the PaddyPower app. He’d assured me he didn’t have a gambling problem because he only ever bet on corners, not scores. I thought about how odd it is that strangers knew intimate details about my grief while my own brother was sat beside me, sharing nothing but cigarette smoke and silence.

What does it mean for a stranger to think you’re brave? Readers called me ‘raw’ because I wrote about tears wept into takeaway containers and drunk-texting my dead sister’s number. People wanted to believe it was courageous of me to broadcast my breakdown, but the truth was I’d curated that messiness until it was just the right kind of chaos. Relatable but not repulsive. Honest but not alienating. Sad enough to seem genuine, but funny enough to be readable. Always with a little wisdom at the end, a neat observation that made the pain seem purposeful. I’d learned that vulnerability is marketable, but only if it comes with a side of redemption. Vivienne loves it when I post about my ‘journey’. She says my story is ‘medicine for others’. I wondered if it was making me sick instead. I wondered what frontier of bravery could be next for me. The mess of marriage. Then motherhood, probably. Whatever is the most relatable. The right amount of mess plus the right amount of meaning. Professional vulnerability. Curated chaos.

Even now, sitting in the church doorway, I was crafting this moment into prose in my head. Everything was material. Everyone was a character. I did it with Mac too. I cast him as the healing love interest, the man who taught me to trust again. Meet-cute: bike locks and wine. Character development: Swiss Army knife showing resourcefulness. Rising action: moving in together? Happy ending: yet to be written. It was tiring watching myself live. Even this self-awareness could become content: Look how authentic my thoughts about authenticity are, look how honest I am about my dishonesty.

Beyond the church walls, darkness settled like ink in water. The island was silent except for the distant bleat of sheep and the soft tap of Cillian’s thumb against his phone. The moon hung low and swollen, casting shadows that made the gravestones look like little chess pieces. I could say something Plath-like about the moon. What was it she wrote? The moon is no door. I could craft this moment into something beautiful. Two siblings in a candlelit church, phones glowing like prayer candles. But Cillian wasn’t a character in my story. He was just my brother, trying to win enough money on Crystal Palace to buy his girlfriend a MiuMiu bag. I wondered if I’d become so used to narrativising my pain that I’d forgotten how to just feel it.

In the stillness, something loosened in my chest. Maybe we could just be brother and sister, sharing the quiet of the night, letting ourselves miss her without trying to sell it to anyone. The silence became comfortable then. Cillian shifted beside me and let out a fart that echoed against the stone walls.

‘Jesus Christ.’ I shoved him.

‘Church acoustics.’ He grinned. ‘That’s going to haunt this place.’


CHAPTER ELEVEN

I woke up on Wednesday possessed by a violent urge to vomit. I’m always this way after beer and don’t know why I drink it to try and compete with my brothers. After turning on the bathroom tap to disguise the noise, I collapsed over the toilet bowl and dispelled my guts. The knot in my stomach extended itself through my whole body as though my insides were an old dishcloth being rung out. I thought then that throwing up was the last true meditative state available to me.

I drank from the tap, then pressed my forehead against the cool ceramic. I recalled the Instagram post but tried to dismiss it. So brave. Letty was crying in the other room. She was crying and crying and wouldn’t stop. I tried to think. Another day had passed and I was no closer to solving the complaint dilemma. It was more than a dilemma at this point. Could it be an actual legal case? I allowed myself to ruminate on what would become of me. My publisher would drop me, maybe even try to sue me until I gave my advance back. The book would stop being printed. Articles would be published calling me a fraud. Darina’s death would be mired in controversy. I’d have to archive all my Instagram posts. And, worst of all, no one else would ever read the book and I wouldn’t be allowed to write another. There would be an immediate pulping of all copies of Animal Oracle. The paper would churn into a torrent of white waves. I imagined being able to run my fingers through it like a bucket of wheat. How strange, the cycle of things. Barley to wheat. Matter to dust. Bodies to ash. Darina’s life into a story. And my book into pulp.

Imagining my list of names, I was sure that it couldn’t be Connor, that was something. But Dad. He’d looked right at me. Could he have acted so calm if he’d set this all in motion? Something was still sticking in my mind about Will. They needed money for IVF and surely a defamation case would cover that. Would he really do that to his own sister-in-law, just for money? There’s no way he’d be able to see it through without Jen and she’d make him drop it. Something inside me couldn’t rule out Cillian and I wondered if Mum felt I’d humiliated her enough that she wanted to humiliate me back.

My pyjamas clung to the sweat collecting on my lower back and a buzzing persisted between my ears. I couldn’t concentrate with Letty still screaming. I opened the door to Connor’s bedroom instinctively, not thinking about what I’d do once I’d entered. Letty was lying on the bed flailing her arms and legs like she was fighting an invisible monster while Connor rubbed her tummy. A suitcase spilled out its guts on the floor. Empty baby bottles dribbled with milk on the bedside table and the tangle of sheets told me it had been a restless night. The room smelled of Connor’s body and breath, laced with sour milk.

Connor rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands and said, ‘You’re sweaty.’

I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand. ‘I’m hot,’ I replied. My conversations with Connor were usually short exchanges of facts like these. Since the beginning of the trip Connor had not asked me a single question. Had not asked about the book, about my job, about my life. Had not even said: ‘And you?’ when I asked him how he was doing. This was typical of him. He tried to float above things like he was a cloud, indifferent to the world below or the effect of the weather on anyone. I took a breath and tried not to get too caught up in this petty interior personal battle.

Climbing into bed, I leaned Letty against my bent legs and bounced her until she settled. Glancing at Connor, I wondered when the last time we’d shared a bed was. I thought about my lasts with Darina a lot. The last argument. The last drink. The last I love you. I rarely thought about my lasts with the twins, though we had just as many. We didn’t touch much any more. I couldn’t be sure when the last time I’d gone to kiss Connor was and he’d pulled away. Maybe it had been me that pulled away first. We must’ve held hands as children. I wasn’t sure if these were things I missed, but it made me ache to consider our constant separation.

We lay hip to hip and I felt nearly nervous that our toes might touch beneath the covers. Connor yawned and I thought for a moment he’d doze off. I offered, in a hushed voice, to take Letty back to my room so he could get more sleep.

‘Actually, do you mind if I go out?’ He was already hunched over the side of the bed, pulling his socks on. ‘I could do with a walk.’

‘Sure,’ I said, though I was troubled by his constant desire to escape. His eyes had that faraway look.

When the door shut behind Connor, I turned back towards Letty. ‘So, what now? It’s just you and me.’

I stared at her and she stared back. Holding her feet together, I admired her legs in their diamond and kissed her chubby thighs. I studied the shorelines of her fingernails. One was cut wonky. I imagined Connor holding a tiny pair of scissors. An animal inside me purred. I felt better already.

I stroked her mouse-hair eyebrows. She was the perfect mix of Melanie and Connor. Such a pure combination of the two of them. I wondered who would’ve brought out the best in Darina, then taken all those parts and made a baby with her. I told myself it didn’t help to think about that, because it hurt. But I did. I couldn’t help it.

After two pop-up books, I wondered what you were supposed to do with babies all day. I always entertained the fantasy that my baby would be quiet enough to sit and let me write with intervals to pick for a cuddle break. When people told me that they’d also thought this, and were surprised when it didn’t happen, I nodded but secretly thought: just wait till you meet my baby.

Looking in the mirror, I bounced Letty on my hip and rearranged her to see what I’d look like as a mum carrying Mac’s child. Bouncing Letty as I went, I tidied up Connor’s things but only enough that he couldn’t accuse me when he couldn’t find anything. The flotsam and jetsam of his life washed up on the floor looked nearly unrecognisable as my brother’s possessions. There was a clear washbag with Calpol and a miniature syringe, and packing cubes complete with tiny baby socks. It was adorably methodical. There was no trace of weed. Connor used to keep a clip-lock container with it inside, then roll a joint every night before he went to bed. I’d been wondering if he’d quit since Letty but hadn’t asked. I never knew if Connor’s smoking had more to do with how it felt to be high, or trying not to feel anything. Maybe it just helped him sleep.

Letty fidgeted, so I sat her down on the bed. I played her favourite song, ‘Smooth Operator’, on my phone and placed it on the dresser. I moved my shoulders and encouraged her to bounce her squishy body to the beat. When we were children, Mum would turn the radio up for our kitchen discos and we’d dance to Chakka Khan or Diana Ross or anything that she said she could ‘really move to’. And she really would. She would swing her hips and flick her hair, spinning around with her arms raised. She’d spin so many times I thought she’d orbit into space and Connor would cry: ‘Slow down, Mummy, slow down’ but she’d say: ‘Don’t worry. The music’s got me!’

Mum was so beautiful when she danced. The concentrated effort of it. The escape and otherworldliness. Her hands would twist and twirl into shapes, framing her face. I remember she’d break into a sweat. Real energy was exerted. She’d pull me in towards her body, ripe with curves and that tangy tart smell I didn’t yet have that seemed gorgeous and grown up. I wanted my body to be that musical. I learned to dance like her, I liked to dance like her. Then I got older and realised other people don’t. Dancing was either standing and foot tapping with clumsy hand movements or sultry hip shaking and body grinding. I’d be too embarrassed to dance like we did in our kitchen discos in front of anyone now. I thought then about how you can’t really dance with anyone how you dance with your children.

The last time I’d gone to North Devon to see Mum, long before the book came out, she’d looked at me over lunch and said: ‘You’re always judging me, Nola’. She’d thrown a paper napkin over her plate, even though she wasn’t finished with her food. We’d been eating jacket potatoes at the garden-centre café when I’d started lecturing her because British water was going to be dirtier, our soil would have more pesticides and our produce would contain more chemicals and this was clearly all my parents’ fault because of the way they voted. ‘And I don’t want to be judged by you,’ she’d said. I’d looked up, surprised by her retaliation, and realised she was right. I did judge her. I judged her for all kinds of choices she’d made. With politics, with her work, with her family. Although I’d not made these decisions for myself yet, I was sure I’d make the right ones.

Bringing Letty to the sun-faded carpet, I kneeled beside her so we could look into each other’s eyes and dance. I thought about how long it’d been since I’d danced with my mum. Had I known when it was the last time? Had she? For a long time, I’d been moving away from her, dancing into the distance.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Following the sound of distant talking, I went downstairs to wrestle Letty into the highchair, which was still sticky from the previous day. Will and Jen were already at the table with a blue teapot between them. Dad was reading yesterday’s paper and everyone else pretended to be preoccupied by their breakfast. Last night seemed to belong to some other people. I wondered if we were going to talk about it.

Mac stood over the hob heating anchovies in a pan until they melted so he could mix them into softened butter. He offered me an anchovy from the tin as I passed. The shock of salt jumpstarted my hangover recovery.

I lifted a ziplock full of powder. ‘Is this Letty’s formula?’

‘Ah no,’ Will said. ‘That’s my Huel.’ I searched for Letty’s oats as Will commenced a monologue about his training for the Hackney half-marathon, then measured out his beige breakfast, everything weighed to the gram. These rituals of control had intensified since their last failed round of IVF. I’d noticed how he was never able to look at Letty too long.

The table was laid with plates and a pile of silver cutlery, glinting like sardines. Mum was buzzing around the kitchen, transporting toast to the rack where it waited, blonde and ready to be buttered. She kept asking Mac what he was doing and when it would be ready, saying fish was ‘very strange’ for breakfast. This was the usual fight for dominance in the kitchen. Mac would sit Mum down and offer to make her a cup of tea and she’d stand up again, insisting that she help. Mum didn’t know what to do when she couldn’t be complaining about not having a moment to ‘get off her feet’.

Cillian entered the kitchen announcing, ‘I didn’t sleep at all,’ like we’d asked. He groped for the teapot and looked at Letty as though he blamed her.

Letty returned his stare and yelled: ‘Gah!’

‘That doesn’t have anything to do with drinking seven pints then?’ I asked.

Cillian put his feet on the table, sunglasses on and stared out the window. He was wearing a tatty old jumper, running shorts and a pair of plimsoles that looked utterly degraded. He did a disgusting, yeasty burp and blew it in my face, which made me gag, which made Letty shriek because she thought this was a new mouth noises game.

Dad folded the Telegraph and released a heavy sigh. ‘Well, that’s that done then.’ He passed the newspaper to Will and said, ‘Enjoy it, William. Last newspaper for a few days.’

‘No news?’ Will seemed flabbergasted by this. ‘There’s no news on the island? I hadn’t even thought.’

‘I finished the guest book cover to cover yesterday for something to read. Lot of bell ringers and bird ringers.’ Dad and Will – and Cillian if Business Insider counted – were both news addicts. It was as if they needed constant confirmation that the world was still in disarray to justify their male brooding.

Mac served everyone jammy eggs on toast with anchovy butter and greens. Will sniffed the eggs tentatively.

Mum looked at her plate like it was a work of art. ‘Would you look at that. Nola, you are so lucky to have a man who can cook.’ Jen and I shared a conspiratorial look. So lucky, I mimed, clutching my hands to my chest.

‘Stop that!’ Mum hit me with a tea towel. ‘Say thank you to Mac.’

I squeezed Mac’s arm. ‘I’m very lucky to have you, Mac, but not just because you can boil an egg.’

‘Well, you can’t boil an egg, Nola.’ Mum chipped away at the shell with her acrylics.

‘Nola could write me a very nice poem about the egg,’ Mac offered.

‘That’s sweet,’ Dad said, not sounding like he believed it was sweet at all.

Mac shrugged. ‘It’s nice to be someone who notices the little things.’ Mac was incredibly sincere at times and no one really knew what to do with it. I blushed. Cillian pretended to stick his fingers down his throat, then looked like he actually might be sick.

‘I suppose we should’ve known she’d be a writer,’ Dad said. ‘She was always an eavesdropper.’

‘A creeper,’ Cillian confirmed, instantly rearranging both him and Dad in the hierarchy of my suspect list.

‘Pass the Rosy Lee,’ Wembley said, in possibly the worst cockney I’d ever heard. She even did a little punch with her fist. The air seemed to get sucked from the room.

Mum turned around in complete shock and Dad looked up from the paper. ‘What on earth did you say?’

Cillian rubbed the bridge of his nose and I saw Jen roll her lips inward to stop herself laughing.

‘Sorry. I meant, please can you pass the tea?’ Wembley blushed and accepted the teapot from Will. I felt awful for poor Wembley. She worked so hard to lighten the mood. I was sure she believed if she could just master the right words, perform the correct social codes, she’d finally unlock that feeling of belonging she’d been chasing since arriving in London. It wasn’t easy to be the new woman in the family. Dad liked to make everyone feel small so he could feel big, and Mum was tough on her son’s girlfriends, evidenced by Melanie’s absence. There had always been a strange power struggle between them. No one has ever been good enough for her boys. Melanie comes from a close-knit family and despite knowing us all since school, our behaviour never fails to appal her. She’s very good at showing judgment on her face to remind us that it’s Not On. Whenever someone starts raising their voice at dinner she’ll lean back, cross her arms and purse her lips. Her family send Christmas cards with a professionally shot photograph taken at the SnappySnaps in Taunton. They all get on so well that Connor and Melanie live a few doors down from her parents and they have a roast together every Sunday. Every drive Melanie does to and from work at Torbridge Vets, she phones her mum. Sometimes they don’t even talk. They just share the silence. I’ve heard her refer to Lindsay as her best friend on more than one occasion.

Connor returned when the rest of us were finishing seconds of tea and toast. Letty was smoothing porridge over the highchair tray like she was laying cement. I wasn’t sure if it was OK to let her do this, but it was keeping her quiet so I’d allowed her to continue. Connor patted Letty on the head as he squeezed behind her, stuffing a carrier bag into the bin.

‘What’s that?’ I coaxed a spoon into Letty’s mouth.

‘Just a bit of litter-picking.’ Connor unzipped his fleece and sat down. ‘There wasn’t much.’ He put an extra slice of bread into the toaster. I glanced at Cillian, who looked at me over the top of his sunglasses.

‘I’m going to help with the bird ringing in a minute if anyone wants to come?’ Connor said.

‘I’d be up for that,’ Mac replied enthusiastically.

‘We’re letterboxing this morning,’ Mum said. ‘The itinerary, remember.’ Letterboxes are a treasure trail spread across Lundy. There are twenty-seven metal boxes hidden across the island. When we were children, we’d search for them, then use the rubber stamp on a small booklet and follow clues to find the next. Mum had brought our old booklet so we could collect the remaining stamps.

Connor blinked. ‘Yeah, I think I’ll do the bird ringing. It’s kind of a special thing here.’

‘So is letterboxing.’

‘But we’ve already done it. And we’re like, not kids any more.’

Dad cleared his throat to break the silence. ‘Let them do that, Judith. We’ll get more done if it’s just the two of us anyway.’ Dad rubbed his thumb over Mum’s hand. He looked at Connor and added, ‘Don’t be late for lunch.’

‘I suppose we can all remember her in our own way. And Darina was free as a bird.’ Mum was desperately committed to making every activity about Darina. I could feel her grasping at us all, trying to unite us in something while we kept slipping through her fingers. It was like trying to catch minnows with your bare hands.

Dad picked up a hexagonal Mason jar filled with bubbling orange matter and looked inside it suspiciously. ‘What’s this?’

‘Kimchi,’ Mac said. Dad sniffed it, instantly recoiling. ‘I made it, Murphy.’

‘What is it?’ Dad asked.

‘A Korean banchan made of fermented cabbage and gochujang.’ Mac used a fork to stir the contents. ‘Try it on your eggs.’

‘Korean?’

‘It’s a region in Asia, Dad,’ Cillian said. Dad hit him across the back of the head.

‘Why on earth would you eat this?’ Dad passed the jar to Connor, who’d taken an interest.

‘Well, I suppose it’s tasty. You like it, don’t you, Nola?’

I covered my mouth and said, ‘It’s good in cheese toasties.’ Mum elbowed me for speaking with my mouth full.

‘And it’s good for your gut,’ Jen chipped in.

‘Oh, are you a doctor?’ Cillian coaxed. Jen tutted.

‘Ironic,’ Dad said. We were all quiet for a moment.

‘Why’s that, Murphy?’ Mac asked. I closed my eyes.

‘Seems to me that none of your generation have guts these days.’ Dad buttered another slice of bread. ‘You sell this stuff?’

Mac scratched his chin. ‘Nope.’

‘Mac cooks the food for TV shows,’ I offered, though I’d told Dad before. ‘He made the roast on the Gavin & Stacey Christmas special.’

‘Right.’ Dad replied, clearly uninspired. ‘So, you’re not PAYE?’

‘Oh.’ Mac looked unsure. ‘No, I’m not. That’s not really a priority of mine right now.’

‘What are your priorities right now?’

‘I suppose just doing what I’m doing.’ Mac shrugged. I recognised this shrug. ‘I’m not really motivated by that kind of thing.’

‘By that kind of thing, do you mean money?’ Dad shook his head and said only to me: ‘This one, eh? True privilege, that is. Being smart enough to be successful and choosing not to bother.’ He looked back towards Mac and said: ‘Being a capitalist becomes a lot more appealing when you have some capital, Mac, I’ll tell you that for free.’

I held my breath, but Mac simply removed the fork from the kimchi and dolloped some on his plate. He wouldn’t retaliate. It wasn’t his style. I knew that to Dad Mac represented the public-school boys he’d had to compete with throughout his life. I’d tried, many times, to explain that Mac was not like those people because he doesn’t value status or material goods. This is somehow worse. The ability to choose to sidestep the routine responsibilities of further education, an office job and a mortgage is outrageous to him. I suppose being with Mac is a rejection of Dad’s values. It’s a rejection of Dad.

I stared at Mum, hoping she’d do something, but she only lifted a nail to her mouth, sternly sucking butter from underneath it. Mac lowered his head and laughed out of discomfort.

‘I’m glad you’re having a good time, Mac, I really am. I see you’re enjoying the food and the drinks too. Did you offer us any money for this trip?’

‘Murphy!’ Mum gave a flutter of laughter and looked embarrassed. ‘The kids don’t need to do that! I’ll always feed them, they’re my children.’

‘Did any of you?’ Dad directed to us all. We all fell silent. I hadn’t even brought my wallet.

‘Well, I brought the kimchi, Murphy. So, are you sure you don’t want some?’ Mac picked up the jar again. A smirk lifted my cheeks.

‘All right for some, having a live-in chef slaving after you, eh, Nola?’ Cillian pinched me.

‘I’m not live-in,’ Mac clarified. ‘And I like cooking for Nola.’

I tried not to read into Mac pointing out that we didn’t live together. At least the tension was momentarily broken. Pursing my lips together, I tried to smile. From beside me, Mum started talking about the gooseberry bush at home while Cillian and Mac continued discussing Mac’s flat. I strained to hear their conversation, nodding along to Mum while I could only just make out: garden, friends nearby, rolling contract.

I pretended to listen as Mum said the gooseberries were deliciously tart this year. ‘More like a sharp green apple,’ she said. She spoke about being a girl and knowing her friends’ birthdays by the fruit. I nodded along. Pears in February. Rhubarb in June. Damsons in September. Still nodding. She spoke about the excitement of any out-of-season fruit. Strawberries past when you expected them tasted so sweet.

Later that summer, I was walking through the woods in Peckham Rye when I was struck by the bright sugary smell of elderflower. I bent to look at the constellation of white, their little starry petals amongst the mud and greenery. An old man pulled a tartan shopping trolley on the path, the silver handle caught the sun and sparkled. I looked around at the plant growing in the park, mostly forgotten and ignored for its extraordinary act of survival. I was reminded of the conversation and tried to recall what Mum had said about out-of-season fruit. I’ve since wondered if Mum knew – in the way she always knew me – that I was distracted by the mention of Mac not being ‘live-in’ and was trying to say: Slow down, there will be time for this, there will be time for that. Enjoy the fruits of now.


Animal Oracle
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The Dog

Dogs can detect subtle changes in human breath, heart rate and even body chemistry. With over 300 million olfactory receptors, their sense of smell is up to 100,000 times more sensitive than ours and they can sense seizures, low blood sugar or impending heart attacks before they happen. But their sensitivity goes beyond the physical. Dogs have been observed grieving lost companions by refusing food or sleeping beside belongings of the deceased. Their loyalty is not just learned but felt.

I arrived at Darina’s house with two Big Macs as I needed the McDonald’s bag for my Halloween costume. The sky was the colour of used dishwater and I’d dodged a double-decker bus spraying the pavement with puddle water outside the station. I’d been staying with Darina for a month, but she still hadn’t cut me a key. It hadn’t seemed urgent because we did everything together. That night we headed to a party at Efes Snooker Club, an ironically cool drinking spot occupied by hipsters and local Turkish men. Everything had to be ironically cool then. This was 2014. The year of avocado on toast and the shrug emoji.

My boyfriend Jon broke up with me the week we graduated, so I’d spent the start of summer alone on our planned trip, travelling by train to St Petersburg and Moscow where I hoped I’d ‘find my voice’. Jon was an Eastern European Civilisations graduate with a think-tank job waiting for him. He was encyclopaedic about things I thought I should know about (Russian plays, American literature and arthouse cinema) and listed every film he watched in a Leuchtturm1917 notepad. After we broke up, I asked what he’d do with his train ticket, and realised he’d never booked one. Looking back, I can see that Jon was a pretentious arsehole with a mean spirit and self-confidence that didn’t match his premature receding hairline. During our final argument he’d shouted, ‘You’re hard to love, but I am trying!’ and I’d thrown a packet of Mini Cheddars at him which had accidentally hit him in the eye. We brought out the worst in each other and I didn’t know then that this was not a sign of passion, but of incompatibility.

I could already feel myself disconnecting from my world at St Andrews. It was the beginnings of a habit. I disconnected from people like shutting off the electricity. Quick. Sudden. I’d done it after school and I’d do it again. Darina offered for me to stay while I found a job and place, giving me time to choose an East London neighbourhood so we could live nearby and walk to each other’s flats to watch our favourite shows. She said I’d suit Stoke Newington because they had three bookshops and I liked the idea that a place in London could suit me.

Darina opened the door wearing a sarong and a crop top that said ‘butter’. It was cold so her nipples poked through the b and e. Behind her, Shep looked at me as if to say: we didn’t miss you. The dog panted as I squeezed past. I never warmed to him either, so we were even. His paws smelled like Doritos and he always left a trail of saliva on my clothes that reminded me of when we went camping and snails crawled on my sleeping bag in the night. I’d expected to share Darina’s bed, but Shep always got there first. Head on the pillow, not even curled at the bottom, but with his head on the pillow. Darina held him when they slept and I was jealous because that wasn’t something we’d ever do. We’d argued about it when I came back with a blow-up mattress from Mount Pleasant Mini Market after Darina had said, ‘If you want to fit in my life, you’ll have to fit around Shep.’ She said this but then left Shep everywhere. Once, watching her tie him to a lamppost, I wondered how long it would be before Darina left me behind too.

Grabbing the bag, Darina helped herself to soggy fries. I put on my new beret (tags still on) and leaned against the doorframe pouting with the McDonald’s bag. ‘Guess who I am.’

Darina laughed between bites. ‘Oh, that’s good! You’re Carrie when she throws the Filet-O-Fish at Big for moving to Paris.’ Lettuce on her chin, she said, ‘voila le French fry’. She dug her thumb into a tangerine from the floor, juice running down her wrist. The peel landed in the empty McDonalds box. ‘I love that one, shall we put it on?’ She was already putting the Series 2 disc in her portable DVD player, fingers slick with grease. I turned to the mirror, smoothing my red smocked dress. It cinched at the waist to give the illusion of breasts. I felt good. It was nice to have a costume for curly hair, even if I wasn’t blonde.

Darina poured vodka in my extra-large coke and stirred it with the straw. ‘Don’t wear that tonight though.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s just a bit basic, that’s all. This isn’t a dorm party. If you’re gonna do a cultural reference it should be a funny one.’

I slurped on the drink, a metallic edge catching the back of my throat. I thought SATC was a funny reference. It was our favourite. ‘Who are you going as?’

‘Charlie Chaplin.’

‘That’ll be cool.’ I didn’t get why Charlie Chaplin was funny and a hyper-niche Carrie Bradshaw reference wasn’t, but didn’t ask. I looked at Shep whose jowls were quivering like setting jelly.

I wondered when Darina would get ready. She was in bed scrolling ‘Big Dog Raincoats’ on her phone, Sex and the City still playing. Darina lifted her arms behind her head, propping herself up against the headboard. There was dark downy hair on her armpits. I was envious that she had the confidence to embrace parts of her womanhood I felt I had to alter. How did she not care? I wished I could be like her. It was as if something seeped out of my very being that demonstrated how much I always cared. Once, at Jaguar Shoes, a bar behind the glass shopfront of an ex-wholesalers Darina told me not to try so hard with her friends. I would’ve hated her for saying this, if I hadn’t known it was true. Maybe I’d hated her for it a little bit anyway. That doesn’t mean I didn’t love her. I often wondered if we were two halves of one person that made sense together.

When I’d started doing my eyeliner for the second time (never even on both sides) I’d lost all confidence in my costume and Darina seemed to sense this. She returned from the bathroom with the shower curtain. ‘You should go as Janet Leigh from Psycho. That’d be really edgy.’ I didn’t know Janet Leigh but understood that she was cooler than Sarah Jessica Parker and supposed it would attract a cooler man to talk to me, which was, after all, the whole point. I took the clear shower curtain. It had a line of orange mould at the bottom which Darina hacked off with the kitchen scissors.

‘Wear some underwear underneath and wet your hair, that’ll look sexy.’ Darina said this confidently, but she had long silky hair that looked sexy any way she wore it.

I’d been wearing large suck-in knickers and no bra, so I borrowed a vintage silk slip. Darina stubbed out a cigarette in her clay ashtray shaped like a frog and drew on a wonky moustache with her eyeliner pencil. She wore baggy trousers, a blazer and a bowler hat. She looked amazing.

When we arrived, Efes was already busy with people shotting Jägerbombs or playing pool. The green felt tables glowed under buzzing fluorescent lights. Darina’s friends were always kind to me, whether I was trying too hard for their approval or not. Her friend Whitney wore a big Pharrell hat and the couples were all dressed as pop moments. One couple had frames around them like CCTV footage of Solange and Jay-Z in the infamous elevator. No one was just a vampire or zombie. They were above that because Darina’s friends all had cool jobs like ‘Ceramicist’ or ‘Set Designer’.

The bar played a mix of club hits, electronica and Turkish covers of Britney songs, all punctured by the sharp crack of snooker balls. Everyone was dancing and that night was the first time I took MDMA. I remember Darina holding my face as my insides flooded with warmth and the silhouette of her body glowed like a Christmas tree. The intensity came in waves. Occasionally all the colours bled into one another until there were no edges to anything.

I found myself in a corner, chatting to Darina’s best friend Whitney. They met at art school and because Whitney’s parents lived in Shanghai she often stayed with us for the holidays. Whitney believed in psychics and often told me about herself through things mediums had told her. Most notably, a fortune teller in Porto told her she only had two friends who liked her. She was on holiday with four friends. Whitney was beautiful: big brown eyes, sleek pushed-back hair, then a rather angular jawline that reminded me of Kronk from The Emperor’s New Groove. I kept spacing out, hearing Kuzco’s theme song. Whitney was flying home in the morning. While dancing, she kept checking her watch and shouting, ‘I have to leave for the airport in four hours’, then mouthing crazy!! at me. I asked if she minded long flights.

‘Oh, I love airports.’ She brushed hair from her face. ‘People hold signs with your name and hug you. When I was little, an air hostess would walk me through the terminal when I flew back to school. I used to love it when my parents waved me off. They’d be all like: don’t go!!’ Whitney did a goofy voice and my heart broke for her that she was only asked to stay when she already had a ticket to leave. That is often the case: we’re only ready to say we’ll miss someone when they’re already gone.

After hours of time stretching, then snapping back with force, I sat in a booth to slow my breathing. The shower curtain was hot, my skin was slick with sweat. I felt like one of those boil-in-the-bag chickens.

Henry sat opposite me. He was wearing a T-shirt with a picture of the free U2 album safety-pinned beneath ‘You can’t delete me’. We sat in silence for a while. I was so high I couldn’t really speak and wasn’t sure if he was too or just liked to be quiet sometimes. I stared at Henry’s face, then realised I was staring and should look away but was so trapped in my body I couldn’t. Henry had kind eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled. I kept thinking I should explain I was high, but couldn’t remember if I’d already said it or just thought I should because time was moving strangely. After minutes (or hours), Henry moved to the same side of the booth. It was so loud he had to speak right next to my ear and once or twice his lips brushed the side of my neck. My skin crackled under the shower curtain. We chatted about carless cities, but time kept going funny and I’d forget what we were talking about so we’d start again. He asked about work now I’d graduated. I worried he saw me like one of his students. I went a bit quiet, so he pulled a cereal bar from his pocket and shared it with me.

I covered my mouth. ‘Oh, it’s like eating compost.’ I swallowed. ‘But in a tasty way.’ Henry laughed, flecks of nut coming out his mouth, which made us laugh more. It felt good to make him smile.

‘You’ve got a way with words,’ he said. I thought he was being kind because I was usually pretty lame, but I didn’t mind if he wanted to be kind to me.

‘I’d like to write one day.’

‘What are you going to write about?’

I shrugged. ‘Not sure. Women, I guess? Maybe a film.’

‘Better get living.’ He pulled a pen from his jacket pocket, left it on the table, then went to the bar. The movement caused a rush of blood to my head as the high intensified. Henry returned with a napkin. ‘Can you sign this for me? For when you’re famous.’

I scribbled on the napkin, then Henry returned it to his pocket and patted it like he’d keep it safe. He has such a nice face, I thought. I wanted to communicate this, but all the words had left my brain. I thought if I touched him he might know what I was thinking through my fingertips, so I put my palm on his cheek. Henry didn’t move. He just smiled, so we stayed like that for a while before he left to carry on dancing. When he got up, his skin was glistening from where my sweaty hand had been. I felt very peaceful and decided it was the best night ever.

I found Darina in the smoking area and announced, ‘Henry. I really like Henry.’

She was sitting on a barrel sharing a Red Stripe and a kebab with a guy who had a BoJack Horseman mask under his arm. She took a long drag on her cigarette. ‘Not for you, babe.’

My heart felt like a Coke can someone had crushed beneath their foot. ‘Why not?’

‘Too old for you.’

We went back inside as they played the ‘Monster Mash’. Women in orange prison overalls pushed past, spilling a drink down me, but I didn’t flinch because my costume was splashproof. I stayed in the corner as the room spun and lights twinkled like my eyes were wet. I watched Darina laughing with Henry by the slot machines. He lifted her hat to try it on. She wanted him for herself, but I knew she wouldn’t do anything about it. Everything always had to come to her.

The next morning, I woke to Darina leaning against her bedroom windowsill, rolling a liquorice Rizla. She’d pushed the sash window up to sit while she watched people pass below. Cold air passed through the room and low autumn sun threw long shadows across the cracked paving stones outside. A magpie hopped between the chimney pots of the house opposite. My jaw ached and there was an emptiness in my chest as if all my serotonin had leaked out through the soles of my feet. Halfway through her rollie, Darina decided it was the perfect moment to offer me break-up advice. Shep rested his head on my lap and I was grateful he wasn’t more energetic. He was a good mood matcher, to be fair to him.

‘The thing is, Nola, you can never say “I love you” first to a man. That was your mistake with Jon.’ She dangled one leg out the window, bare foot swaying above the street like she was testing the temperature of a pool.

‘When was the last time you told someone you loved them?’

‘I told you I loved you last night, didn’t I?’ Smoke escaped her lips and the smell made me nauseous.

Years later, when I met Mac, I told him I loved him first. Sometimes I wondered if I’d done that so a part of me could sense my sister’s disapproval and feel close to her again. Sometimes I like to torture myself by wondering what advice she’d give me about things. Big things, little things, nothings. I fantasised about a conversation where she’d tell me that it was a stupid thing to have done, but we’d fix it together. She’d show me the way. But, of course, she was not there to say any of that.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

We passed through a small copse in the steep coombe from Millcombe. The path was shaded by sycamores, Turkey oaks and alders. Ferns and moss carpeted the floor, coating all I could see in a lush, verdant velvety green. There was a rich damp smell from the conifers and firework-like wild angelica that bobbed in the shade. Most of Lundy is windswept grassland. Not much survives past head height because of the gale and salt burn, but secluded in this small eastern valley there’s a cluster of trees. Walking through the small woodland felt like we’d walked onto a different island entirely. There was the loud crunching of crushed seedcases beneath our feet.

We stuffed our pockets with acorns and did strange things with our collection. I put one in my mouth and started a game to see who could spit theirs the furthest. The ‘pfttt’ sound they made when we catapulted them from our lips had us all laughing. Cillian was determined to crush one with just his hands, squeezing it until his face turned pink. He didn’t manage, but kept saying ‘nearly there,’ as though he was close. Mac used his knife to score a face in one, then gave me the little smiling acorn person.

Connor hurried us along. He had Letty strapped to his front and was walking fast beside Mac, their boots striking the path at the same time. Mac was already in his element, EDC on his belt, bins around his neck. Connor explained that bird ringing is a way to catch birds and record their species, age, sex, weight and wing length. Once the bird is recorded, the trained volunteers secure a small metal ring with a tiny reference code around one of their legs which allows the bird to be identified if it’s caught again. Connor animatedly told Mac about things Davy had shared about Lundy. That Soay sheep were self-shearing, that the yellow-petalled Lundy cabbage could be found nowhere else in the world and that the island had been rat free since their 2009 eradication programme to prevent rodents eating all the puffin eggs.

Mac scratched his head. ‘Who’s Davy again?’ Connor had a habit of giving you all the information for a story in the wrong order.

‘Oh, Davy’s the warden on Lundy,’ Connor said this as though it was obvious.

‘And you two are friends?’

‘I guess you could say that.’ Connor blushed. He’d met Davy on a birding forum. He’s always had a rather obsessive personality when it comes to the internet. When he was young, Mum tried to reduce his hours of Theme Hospital on the computer and he’d threatened to throw himself out of the window if he couldn’t play it any more. For a painful period when we were teenagers, Connor started reading R/manosphere. When I’d broken up with someone in the year above, Connor had said it was always doomed because Lewis (the boy who spent his wages putting neon underlighting on his Corsa, then never had petrol money to drive it anywhere) could never significantly provide for me and I would therefore never respect him and deep down that’s all women want. I’d slapped Connor and cut my hand on his braces. Darina hadn’t helped the situation as she’d just shrugged and said: ‘I mean, yeah, I’d love someone to pay for my life.’ Then Connor met Melanie and that all changed. He became a love guy. He became a feminist. I think he’s always liked to belong to something and it’s easy to feel you belong when you’re on a forum. Now, I gather he spends a lot of time on Boglife, discussing nature, the fight against Big Corps and legalising medicinal mushrooms. Connor doesn’t own a smartphone and calls them ‘behaviour modification devices’. Instead, he has an old Nokia and always travels with an A–Z. To his credit, Connor’s never late and always knows where he’s going. I asked him once how come he never gets lost and he stared at me blankly, then said: ‘I can’t believe you’d ask me that.’

‘Birds use Lundy as a pit stop on their long migrations to Africa. Think of it as a bird service station,’ Connor chuckled, ‘where they can refuel before taking off again.’

We arrived at a low stone wall where a trestle table had been erected with a series of scientific apparatus. As we approached, a man with a long brown ponytail in cargo shorts waved. Connor introduced us all to Davy. Letty hid her face against his chest. ‘Shy,’ he explained.

Davy clasped his hands together. ‘Everyone ready to see some birds?’

Earlier that morning, Davy had set up badminton-like nets in the hedges. There was a speaker playing birdsong, so the birds flew towards the net and got caught. There were six nets dotted across the island, with volunteers at each station. Davy went to the net, then returned with a canvas bag. He pulled a small green-yellow bird from inside and held the bird’s neck between his index and middle finger, while his ring and little finger were closed around its body. Its breast feathers were the colour of fresh butter, fading to white underneath, while its back was a soft olive. The bird’s dark eyes, like two tiny jet beads, darted around as we made noises of appreciation. It was beautiful.

‘Willow warbler,’ Davy announced. ‘They can be hard to tell from a chiffchaff without holding, but this yellow eye stripe here would be paler.’ Davy gestured to the bird’s spindly legs. ‘And they’d have darker legs.’

Connor had his pen poised to help Davy collect his observations. Connor knew what he was doing as he works as an Ecological Officer. As I understand it, he’s the person on a building site wearing a suit and a hard hat, worrying about the nature. This often involves rehoming bats or water voles on development projects. He’s a professional at slowing things down.

Once Davy fanned the wings and confirmed an age, Connor pulled out a plastic Kodak film canister and placed it on some kitchen scales, before Davy swiftly placed the willow warbler inside. Just the bird’s tail and legs poked out. Connor recorded the weight, then Davy clipped a tiny metal ring on the bird’s leg and prepared to release it. We watched it tilt its head as if considering us, then fly away. My heart lifted at the sight.

Connor smiled as Letty crawled about his feet. It felt good to be able to appreciate a small part of his world. He loves nature and rarely shows the same curiosity for people, even us. I was always paranoid that Connor thought my life was frivolous, that it might lack purpose or dedication in his eyes. I did have those things in my life, through writing, but that wasn’t a worthy cause that Connor could understand while there was a world to save. Despite that, Connor had given very generous feedback on my book. He’d printed the manuscript, then written notes within the margins about the nature I’d referenced. Things like: ‘Swifts don’t nest in Devon until late May’ or ‘The ditches at the house had hawkbit, not dandelions’. He’d scanned various pages of Collin’s British Bird Guide for me, writing: ‘There’s no such thing as a seagull, Nola. Do you mean a herring gull or a lesser black-backed gull?’ He’d implored me to reconsider referring to the smell of mushrooms in autumn as ‘decay’ and ‘rot’. ‘Don’t add to the mycophobia that permeates so much of public opinion,’ he’d written. ‘Language matters.’ Connor didn’t engage, at all, with any of the emotion within the book. He didn’t comment about the sections with Darina or even himself, but he took great care with the pages, even if only in the way that he thought appropriate. He mailed the annotated pages back to me in a Jiffy bag with a handwritten permissions note. I was trying to be open to my family surprising me in good ways like this. Sometimes they had no opportunity to act differently outside my expectations. These were the little traps we set one another.

We sat around watching Davy and Connor catalogue each of the birds. Sun landed on our arms and shoulders and bare feet. I glanced at Wembley wearing tiny black sunglasses and taking a selfie. A warm breeze carried the scent of gorse. Beyond the stone wall, swallows carved figure-eights into the sky while hunting insects. The island felt drowsy with summer.

Davy returned with his canvas bag and said that, this time, Connor should identify it. This one was sleek and glossy. It cocked its head curiously before Davy secured his grip.

‘Ah, a melodious,’ Connor said confidently, then whispered ‘Melodious is Latin for blackbird’ in my ear. The blackbird was too large for the film canister, so they popped it inside an empty Tesco peppercorn pot to weigh it.

‘What gender shall we put?’

‘It’s quite brown, so must be female.’ Connor glanced at Davy for confirmation.

‘Look at these feathers here.’ Davy shifted his grip so Connor could see better. ‘See how they’re a fresh black, but there are still some brown patches?’ He nodded. ‘The brown areas are juvenile feathers it hasn’t moulted yet. Adult females stay completely brown, but this one’s moulting into black plumage. So, it’s actually a young male.’

‘Ah,’ Connor nodded. ‘I see it now.’

‘Easy mistake to make.’ Davy smiled. ‘Adult blackbirds are simple. Black for boys, brown for girls. But the teenagers trick you.’

They smiled at one another. Connor clearly liked Davy, which warmed me as he was a recently recovered shy person. At school some kids used to throw sticks at Connor, though the joke was on them as he liked to whittle. I looked behind me to smile at Jen, then realised she’d disappeared. In the distance I saw her pacing and staring at her phone. I didn’t know why she was missing this for signal. The whole point of being here was disconnecting for a few days. Jen had been distracted a lot of the trip. I assumed her mind was back home, thinking about IVF clinic appointments and schedules that would be waiting on her return. I also understood that, for Jen, being on her phone was her preferred method of disassociating so she could be anywhere that wasn’t amongst the frenzy of our family. Phones are a good escape hatch from the present.

The blackbird was already ringed, so Connor helped look up the number in a large record book and found it had been on Lundy last June. There was something very satisfying about this. The blackbird shuffled in Davy’s gentle grip, then settled into a calmer state.

‘Let’s have a proper look.’ Cillian stepped forward suddenly. His shadow fell across Davy’s hands, and the bird immediately panicked. Its chest began pumping rapidly.

‘Please stay back,’ Davy said firmly, but Cillian was already leering, trying to see the ring for himself. The blackbird beat its wings, nearly slipping from Davy’s grip.

‘Kill,’ Connor muttered, grabbing his sleeve.

Davy carefully adjusted his hold on the bird, speaking softly until its breathing steadied, then, with practiced movements, he opened his hands. The blackbird shot into the air, a dark arrow against the sky. We all watched it go. The atmosphere shifted. Wembley crossed her arms across her chest.

‘Look at this.’ Connor bent down to examine a big grey rock. ‘Lichen! Nature’s graffiti.’ The lichen was spread across the granite in concentric circles of sage and silver. Connor, Davy and Mac marvelled at the kaleidoscope of green and yellow which looked like cheese mould to me. Connor’s eagerness to reestablish camaraderie was sweet.

Cillian presented his finger to scratch the lichen like a scab. Connor slapped him away.

‘All right, Mousey.’ Cillian rolled his eyes. ‘Is there anything on this island that isn’t illegal to touch? Should we all just hover?’

I watched Connor clock how unimpressed Davy looked.

‘Actually,’ Connor shifted Letty sideways in his arms. ‘The seventeen lichen species on Lundy are all protected so—’

‘Seventeen?’ Cillian interrupted. ‘Wow, that’s amazing. Hey, Mac, did you know Connor can count to seventeen?’ Mac looked between them uncertainly and laughed awkwardly.

Davy glanced at his watch. ‘I’d better check the nets again. Nice to meet you all, and I’ll see you around, Connor?’

Connor’s face reddened. He offered a tight smile and we walked back to the house.

‘Mate, this bird stuff,’ Cillian shook his head, ‘you need to get laid.’

Connor gestured to Letty. ‘Evidence would suggest—’

‘Yeah, yeah, you had sex once. Did you complete a risk assessment first?’ Cillian was having fun, but Connor was already ignoring him.

Letty gurgled as her chubby little hands grabbed at Connor’s pen. ‘Want to help with the survey?’ He let her grasp it in her tiny fist while he supported her weight against his chest. Tongue over her lip, she scribbled a thick dark line in his notepad. ‘Very good,’ he said.

I wondered what I could say to compensate for Cillian crushing Connor’s spirit.

‘Hey, Conn, tell Mac about the lizard mafia then,’ I said. Connor had recently been surveying the wetland area around the high-speed railway tunnelling route when his team discovered great crested newts. As an endangered species, construction halted until their safe relocation. But the newts weren’t native. Connor believes that someone deliberately introduced them with a political motive for derailing the project. He’d developed an expertise in the dealing of endangered animals as organised crime.

Cillian – who was simultaneously chewing gum and puffing on a cola-flavoured vape – chimed in, ‘Bet they love it when you show up on site with your clipboard.’

Connor looked as though he’d been punched in the stomach. He furrowed his brows. ‘At least I show up to work with something other than a hangover and a PowerPoint full of blue-sky thinking.’ He paced faster, adding over his shoulder, ‘How many meetings about meetings did you have last week? At least I spend my time trying to save things, rather than figuring out how to sell people shit they don’t need.’

Cillian smirked. ‘You love to be broke and principled, don’t you? Carry on counting tadpoles and cockblocking progress for all I care.’

Connor’s face was cherry-red. Releasing a short sharp snort, he launched into a rant: ‘Spending billions destroying ancient woodlands to save fifteen minutes on a journey to Birmingham? Oh yeah, some progress that is! No, sure, let’s just destroy another habitat to build another distribution centre because someone needs their Amazon delivery twenty-four hours faster. You want to know what progress would be? Huh? Real progress would be figuring out how to live alongside nature, not constantly trying to pave over it. Do you know how many species Britain has lost since the Industrial Revolution? Hedgehog populations are down 90 per cent in fifty years.’

Cillian performed a pantomime face at ‘hedgehog’ and I had to bite my lip. It was important that everyone else remain impartial so this conflict could exist in an alternate twin universe. Mac had an aghast expression on his face. ‘Ancient woodland’ was a real trigger for him. Cillian continued chewing his gum with a maniacal expression of glee on his face.

‘Water voles are basically extinct in most counties. Even house sparrows are endangered now. House sparrows!’ Connor inhaled like he was coming up for air. ‘Then, after all that, these construction companies show up with their hi-vis jackets and their “biodiversity offset strategies” like you can just relocate an entire ecosystem somewhere more convenient.’ Letty sneezed. No one attempted to wipe the thick lines of snot running down her face.

Connor threw his arms out to gesture around him. ‘Look at this place! No cars, no street lights, no phone signal. And guess what? Everything works fine. Better than fine. Puffins are thriving, seals are breeding, and nobody’s died from not being able to check Instagram every five minutes.’

‘Lol, maybe I’ll be the first.’ Wembley stuck her tongue out and made her fingers into a peace sign.

Cillian took a long drag on his vape then tapped it against Connor’s chin. ‘Aren’t you paid by construction companies, Conn?’

Connor scrunched up his lips and started walking again, waving his hand around Letty. ‘You know those things are incredibly bad for the planet, right? All that plastic leaching into the environment?’

Cillian smirked. ‘Don’t be salty just because no one ever put your drawings on the fridge, mate.’

‘Not true actually,’ Connor said a little too passionately as he adjusted Letty’s hat.

The air thickened between them. I stepped forward, trying to defuse things. ‘Come on, guys. You’re being immature. There’s no need for—’

‘Oh, here we go,’ Cillian sneered. ‘Here comes the patron saint of siblings!’

‘That’s unfair,’ I replied.

‘Is it, though? You act all high and mighty, treat us like we’re still children with your unsolicited advice,’ Cillian paused and I saw something ugly flash in his eyes before he said: ‘We all know you’re trying to redeem yourself for arguing with Darina that last night.’

A wave of nausea broke over me. How could he possibly know about that? He straightened, satisfaction flickering across his face as he watched me falter. ‘Yeah, that didn’t make the memoir, did it?’

Mac’s hand was on my arm, but I couldn’t move. I didn’t want anyone to look at me and see the truth written across it. Behind Cillian, I saw Wembley’s face grow troubled.

‘Kill, calm down,’ Connor said quietly. The careful walls I’d built around that memory were cracking. He glanced at Jen for back-up, but she was still a few feet back from us, head bowed, checking her phone.

Cillian spat his chewing gum onto the path in a theatrical gesture of defiance and walked away. Wembley hesitated, then hurried after him, though she couldn’t match his pace. I watched her try to catch up, then saw the moment she realised he’d never slow down for her.

Connor knelt to rip the gum from a tuft of grass. No one acknowledged what Cillian had said, and I was grateful. I’d spent years perfecting the art of selective memory. I’d written an entire book about losing Darina but left out the hardest truth: that the last time I saw my sister alive, I’d walked away.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Mac suggested swimming when he saw my hands shaking. He didn’t ask about what Cillian had said – that wasn’t his way – but I felt the question hovering as we walked away. The memory Cillian dredged up was a stone in my throat. I hadn’t told Mac about Darina’s last night. I’d always felt there were other, more important things to say about her. But now it was clear I’d been hiding something. Mac guided me toward the bay with the lightest touch on my back as if I was a startled animal that might bolt. Swimming would help. It always did. The sea had a way of washing things clean, even if only temporarily.

Mac always jumped in purposefully, but I was slower. I welcomed that initial gasp as waves hit my thighs, then let each swell lift me slightly before my feet found the stones again. Strands of seaweed brushed my legs. Dark-chocolate ribbons that felt like silk scarves underwater then wet plastic when lifted out. Wading deeper, I watched the water. There were Dead Man’s Bootlaces, Sugar Kelp and Dabberlocks with their crinkled edges. I traced my fingers through a patch of Sea Lettuce, its tissue-thin leaves bright green in the light. Longer pieces moved like underwater flames, hypnotic in the current. The sea was surprisingly warm once I committed to it. Mac always says the longer you wait, the colder it feels. I swam out past the break line, where the water was a gorgeous green-blue. Magnified through the water, the seabed rocks wobbled below me.

I gathered the sea, then pushed it behind me, back and forth, back and forth. After a while I gave up and just floated. My hair streamed out behind me as I stared at the sky. Stretching out, I let my limbs go wide and wild. I dunked my head below the surface; salt burned the back of my throat.

Mac swam toward me. I knew he’d wait as long as I needed until I was ready to talk or pretend it hadn’t happened. The choice was mine. I moved my lips toward his. It felt good to kiss in the shadows beneath the quay, groping one another underwater as waves slopped against the old wooden pillars.

The sea was plain that day, almost featureless. It stretched toward the horizon in bands of blue: turquoise at the shore, then darker in the distance until deep cobalt where it met the sky. In two days, we’d scatter Darina’s ashes into that vastness. I could throw myself after her, I thought. The idea arrived without warning. I wasn’t sure where it came from, because I didn’t want to die. Perhaps it was just guilt filling my mind with things I thought I should feel. I should want to be done with life without her. And yet, there I was. Still going. New desires and happiness arriving all the time. Still torment, sure. It pained my conscience that I wanted to keep going.

I thought of something Darina used to say when I complained about not sleeping well. Close your eyes and imagine you’re writing down your bad thoughts. Then fold the paper into a boat, place it on the sea and watch it sail away. She said this as though it was easy but, of course, if she were offering this advice then she also struggled to sleep. It was a reassuring image and I still used it sometimes, watching the boat rock in gentle motion across the water. Back and forth, until it drifts so far I can barely see it and I’m asleep. I’m always asleep before it disappears completely. What comforted me most was the idea of Darina asleep too, dreaming of a paper boat as her chest rises and falls just like the shoreline.

Lying on the beach, I let the sun warm my face. Salt crystallised on my skin, tightening it. The pebbles pressed into my spine, each point of contact a small anchoring.

Mac emerged from the water, shaking his head like a dog. Droplets caught the sunlight. He dropped down beside me and his skin felt cool against mine. I feel good on the beach, I thought. I suit the beach. We both lay there dripping salt water from our bodies as I told myself: I need the film. I need the new life it will give me. I want to buy Mac a home and fill it with books and a big blue bowl of oranges and walls we’ve chosen the colours of.

‘Good?’ I asked.

‘Perfect,’ he said. I hoped he meant more than the temperature of the water. I could see the unasked question in Mac’s eyes but didn’t say anything more. Cillian’s words had cracked something open in me, something I needed to close again.

The sun was higher now, burning off the morning haze. Soon it would be too hot to lie here. Soon we’d have to return to the house with the others. For a moment, I let myself be there. The warmth on my face, the sound of waves pulling back stones, Mac’s steady breathing, and somewhere far out, where sea met sky, the faintest line of darkness that might have been clouds or might have been nothing at all.

When we returned to Millcombe, Mac said he wanted to listen to a podcast and sweat onions into soup. I was disappointed he didn’t want to follow me upstairs and lick the salt off my body as it had been a week since we’d had sex. I was always alert for changes in our intimacy, keeping a constant tally, as if staying close was my responsibility. I went up to the bedroom and lay there alone. I was staring at the ceiling, allowing a damp spot to develop beneath my body, when I heard a knock.

I opened the door to Wembley wearing a strappy top that made her look like a milkmaid. ‘Hey, slag, can I come in?’

I laughed. ‘Sure, I’ll just put some clothes on …’

Wembley closed the door behind her, then turned, which I took as my cue to pull on a T-shirt and shorts.

Wembley sat on the bed, then recoiled. ‘Oh, it’s wet.’

‘I went swimming.’

She repositioned herself on the other side, tucking her feet under her folded body. She was not so much sitting on the bed but dripping off it. I perched on the edge as we chatted about the lack of phone signal and my parents. I watched her stacked silver rings move as she gestured extravagantly. Wembley has always perfectly toed the line between being respectful about my family and complaining about them. I love this about her; her combined sense of loyalty paired with a deep commitment to the bonding ritual of gossiping. Most of all, I like Wembley because she isn’t afraid to take Cillian down a peg or two. After observing how he’d treated his exes, I’d began to worry that, despite having three sisters, Cillian didn’t have much respect for women. Wembley, however, did a good job at putting him in his place, which led me to believe it was only romantic, not familial love that was enough to change a person.

There had been a time I hadn’t expected things would last between them. I was finishing Animal Oracle and had been advised to combine a few women – Jen, a friend of Darina, called Kitty and my flatmate – into one composite character. The book needed a little lightness too, something absurd to undercut the grief. So I made a Frankenstein. And into her I stitched several of Wembley’s traits. The character was called Whitney. I hadn’t made much effort to disguise her. I hadn’t expected her to still be around.

Of course, there she still was and we’d become friends in that time, which made my betrayals of confidence feel even worse. I’d included a line about Wembley (Whitney)’s cartoonish chin and the story she once told me about her parents and airports. It was one of those things people say when drunk that sits inside you. I felt awful for the emotional theft but felt so attached to what it said about people and goodbyes. At the time, I’d justified it as emotional recycling. I told myself it wasn’t really about her, but about how people only say they’ll miss you once you’re gone. Writing is, after all, not about the raw material but what you do with it. But she’d confided that story during a moment of intimacy and I worried she’d feel betrayed if she recognised herself.

I was a coward and hadn’t been able to handle the honesty that conversation would require. Instead, I relied on two things I’d always believed. First, that people always lie about reading books and second that people rarely recognise themselves when written about, they’re more likely to see themselves where they aren’t the initial inspiration. People read the wrong things.

Worse still, I’d borrowed a fight she’d had with Cillian and the moment she’d thrown a packet of crisps at him. It was real, funny, painful; exactly the messy emotional realism I wanted in the book. In my defence, I did change the crisps. Mini Cheddars were somehow funnier.

Looking at Wembley, I wondered if this was when she’d finally tell me she’d never forgive me. I squeezed the bedsheets as she opened the wardrobe, lifting my tractor-green jumper against her body. She looked in the mirror. ‘Can I borrow a sweater? I left my coat in your mom’s car,’ she said. She was, consciously or not, avoiding eye contact. Wembley posted a lot on social media and I wondered if portraying herself as open was a clever way to avoid actually being open. She talked all the time. She posted all the time. She did not really share, though. Wembley smoothed her hand over the wool and admired her reflection. ‘No big deal if not,’ she prompted.

‘Of course. Looks good on you.’ I smiled encouragingly. ‘You having a nice time?’

Wembley ran her tongue over her mouth. ‘It’s not really my pace. Jeez, the whole world is waiting out there and we’re going on another circular walk. Last time we stayed with Connor and Melanie it got to the last day and I said: Cillian, I can’t do another National Trust car park. I just can’t. Where are the bars? Where are the theatres? Where is the cuuulture?’ She elongated the vowels of ‘culture’ for emphasis, but this was a woman who’d not long ago been to Harry Potter World, so I took this with a pinch of salt. ‘Cillian said there were shops, but like, where?’ She swung her plait behind her. ‘Would you say you’re a city girl?’

‘I guess I’m a city girl up here.’ I tapped the side of my head. ‘And country girl in here.’ I touched my heart. Wembley brought out the clichés in me.

Wembley placed her palm flat on her chest, saying ‘City girl through and through,’ like that was that. She moved to the bureau, picking up my belongings: hairbrush, paperback, pebbles from the beach and the acorn person Mac made. Wembley sighed deeply. ‘I don’t really fit in the picture here, do I?’

‘I feel like you fit.’ I searched the mirror for her expression. ‘There was a big Wembley-shaped hole in our family before you.’

Wembley returned my smile, but like she was thanking me for being kind, not that she believed me. I understood it was easy to feel like a spare part around us. I often felt like that and they were my family. It took a while to get used to McConkey life. It was long walks and late lunches followed by Uno and someone dropkicking a box of Maltesers when they lost. It was drinking and swearing and jam roly-poly for pudding. It was a lot of anger and a lot of love that didn’t always know where to put itself. It was feeling like the family was a complete picture, with one person missing, and you weren’t welcome to replace that person.

Wembley ran her plait through her hands. ‘A holiday should be the opposite of your life, so that it feels like a change. That’s the point of a holiday. This is just Connor’s life.’

I wanted to differentiate spreading Darina’s ashes from a holiday, but didn’t want to bring it up in case it would lead us to Animal Oracle. ‘Maybe Connor doesn’t need a change?’

She leaned in towards me with a conspiratorial whisper: ‘You know Connor and Melanie are doubling down? Going for two under two.’

‘Really? He said they’re trying?’ I felt the sharp incision of jealousy at the thought of Connor confiding in Wembley before me.

‘Didn’t need to. I found ovulation sticks in the bathroom when we were at theirs.’

‘Wembley!’ I arched my voice into sounding appalled but was reminded of rummaging in Jen’s drawers.

‘Don’t act like you’re not a snoopy loopy! You’re a writer, you love secrets.’ She picked up a glass of water beside the bed and took a long sip with her eyes on me.

She continued, ‘I didn’t know what ovulation sticks were, so I peed on one. Then when it came back with a smiley face I nearly lost my freakin’ mind. Called my friend Sienna, I’ve told you about Sienna, right?’ I nodded. ‘And she was like: babe, chill out. They just tell you when you’re DTF or whatever and you have an IUD, so you can’t even get pregnant. Which obviously I know, but in the moment you kinda feel like you could be, you know?’

‘You still ovulate on the coil?’

‘Guess so. I actually feel like you can tell from your panties. The slime, I mean.’

I swallowed, trying to forget that the word ‘slime’ had ever been used in connection to her ‘panties’.

‘Wanna know the even crazier thing?’

‘Go on.’ I added, ‘We might say: spill the beans at this point.’

‘OK so the spilled beans say: Connor takes Viagra!’

I covered my eyes with my hands. ‘Oh my god, Wembley.’

She tapped me on the shoulder like she needed my attention. ‘We’re sharing a bathroom and his washbag was open so I just … had a little look.’ She mimed parting her index and middle finger. In a softer, less excitable, voice she said, ‘I hear ED is pretty common when grieving. Wouldn’t surprise me if his peen has to take its time after such a serious bereavement. It’s over the counter now, so no big deal.’

Wembley folded her arms. Everything was No Big Deal to her. She often said this as well as long story short, before telling a twenty-minute story. I squeezed my clammy palms against the sheets. My discomfort wasn’t because we were discussing the potential shortcomings in the mechanics of my brother’s sex life, but because this revelation made his grief very real, and knowing he was suffering was upsetting. Of course I knew he was suffering, but I could only handle this in an abstract, conceptual way and Viagra made it quite concrete.

‘They’re so young, though. Two babies in their twenties!’ Wembley wiggled her lips. ‘You know my mom was twenty-six when she had me.’

‘I feel a lot has changed since then.’

‘You have the babies, then what?’

‘Then … life, I guess. More circular walks? I don’t think Connor and Melanie are people that need anything more than what they already have. Conn’s always been the most content of us. He’s the happiest.’

Wembley’s eye twitched. Perhaps she would’ve preferred it if I’d implied Cillian was the happiest, because she made him so happy. I contemplated asking Wembley if she was happy, but saw something in her that signalled she only knew how to feel happiness through being loved, through feeling loveable. I recognised this in myself. Wembley and I were both people who needed bars and theatres and an endless rotation of restaurants, hoping the next night would be the best night and lead to some kind of personal fulfilment. Then you get two people like Connor and Melanie, who don’t need an ‘and then’, because they already have everything they need. Each other. They find that feeling early and hold on. And that’s uncomfortable for us, so we prod at it and project into it. It’s hard to tell from the outside how or why that happens to some people, and not others, which is perhaps why Wembley and I are people that snoop and search. We want clues to get close to a feeling like this is it, this is enough. Perhaps I was being self-centred for assuming Wembley had come in here to talk about me and my book. It sounded like she had bigger things on her mind. But I couldn’t shake the feeling this could be a calculated manoeuvre to work out how best to exact her revenge. Surely Wembley couldn’t be this forgiving? Her smile, though wide, seemed almost too saccharine, and I found myself studying it for a hint of a hidden agenda, a glimmer of the retaliation I feared was coming.

Wembley looked at me and said: ‘Do you ever realise something and even though nothing’s changed everything feels different? Like you can’t go back, even if you wanted to?’

I saw a flash of Wembley then, in that way people often give themselves away, as a small child. She looked hurt. I waited for her to say more as my heart hammered in my chest. Was she about to tell me she’d been the one to dispute my book?

Downstairs, pots and pans clattered. Lunch would be soon. Taking a breath, I looked to the window where I saw a woodlouse had climbed across the curve of the curtain then fallen to the floor. As children we used to call them chiggy wigs.

Wembley played with a ring on her forefinger and added: ‘I guess, me and Cillian don’t have enough to get us through.’

Relief flooded my body. I reached for her hand. ‘Look, I know we can be a lot, but—’

‘Not just for the trip.’

I wondered if I should object, but before I could Wembley said, ‘It’s got to be really good, to get through.’ She looked into me: ‘Hasn’t it?’

I nodded solemnly and wondered if she’d realised what was obvious to the rest of us: that Cillian cared about Wembley, but not enough to ever make true sacrifices. Even as we’d been walking earlier, he wouldn’t slow down to walk by her side.

‘Anyway.’ I licked my lips. ‘Can’t believe Conn could have another baby. Top-mark sleuthing there, Wembers. Last time I looked in Cillian’s washbag it was just a toothbrush, caffeine shampoo and MDMA.’

I’d betrayed the intimacy of the moment by steering our conversation towards trivialities. We both pretended to be upbeat and spoke in voices not quite our own. ‘I knew you were just as bad as me.’ She rubbed my jumper between her two fingers and checked her reflection in the mirror again. ‘Do you have anything a bit less … scratchy?’

‘Just that one.’

She went to open the door, then turned back towards me, hand still on the handle. ‘About Cillian, what he said earlier …’ Her voice trailed off uncertainly. ‘He just gets like that when he’s hurting. He doesn’t mean it.’

I smiled. ‘I know.’

Wembley played with the hem of the jumper. ‘Cillian said you and Darina were really close.’ There was a question in her voice, an invitation to explain or defend, that I wasn’t ready to accept.

The memory I’d worked so hard to bury resurfaced. I swallowed a lump in my throat. Wembley made constant attempts to bond with me, yet I wasn’t sure we were that close either. Could anyone be close enough that I could admit I was usually annoyed with Darina about something? Most of all, I was annoyed she’d gone and died. Ever since she’d been gone, and actually long before, I’ve felt distant. Not just to Darina but to all people, all things. Like I’m floating around the edges. I’d hoped writing would help people connect with me and I’d be able to really touch things again. I didn’t mind so much whether they were good or bad, I just wanted things to feel sharp and in focus. Real, I suppose.

Wembley leaned her hip against the door. ‘She came across kinda suicidal in the book. I thought for ages that’s how she died, because Cillian never talks about it. Then once I said to him, “How did she do it?” and he got really mad. I just thought he was angry because you’re not supposed to say committed suicide, you say died by suicide, right? Anyway, that was a whole thing.’

‘Darina died in her sleep,’ I said as something curdled inside me. ‘That wasn’t my intention to make it sound otherwise.’

‘Yeah, sure, it’s a book. I get it. Gotta add drama, you know.’ Wembley winked as she pulled the jumper away from her neck like it itched. Something about the way she said ‘drama’ made me uneasy. ‘The thing about getting older is you appreciate investment. It’s so much better to spend money on things that last. You know cashmere might seem expensive, but my mom always used to say if you buy cheap you buy twice.’

I wanted to point out my jumper was 100 per cent lambswool and had lasted several years, but instead I asked: ‘How old are you again?’

‘Thirty-two.’

‘Same age as me then.’

‘I didn’t mean “getting older” in age as much as life experience. You know, your karmic years.’

I nodded and decided I’d give this line to a character in my next book, because I was no good at learning lessons and Wembley was clearly a bottomless resource of content. Wembley continued: ‘And it’s the same for beauty really. Lash extensions might seem like a lot of money, but if you think about the daily benefit. The impact! Then it really does pay for itself.’ She batted her lashes as I touched mine self-consciously.

Wembley disappeared down the corridor, then returned with a make-up bag the colour of a telephone box. She presented a silver tube. ‘May I, governor?’ I winced at the accent. It was quite admirable that she remained so committed to it.

She applied a clear serum to my eyelashes. Her face was close to mine and I could feel her breath, sweet like satsumas, on my cheek. There was a tingling sensation in my sinuses and my eyes began to water.

‘Sorry, it tickles.’ I blinked, wondering if Cillian had told her Darina used to always do my make-up.

Wembley sat back and admired her work, which was, in this instance, my face. ‘Beautiful,’ she smiled. I hoped that she and Cillian would make it through. That was what this was about, wasn’t it? Making it through together. I decided that, if they did, I’d love her like a sister. The same way I loved Darina: unconditionally. Wembley looked proud. ‘I knew you had it in you to look a bit glam.’

Yes, I thought. You need to love your sisters unconditionally.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I’d been instructed to walk to the shop for more bread for Mac’s onion soup. This was a welcome opportunity to go via St Helen’s as ‘going to church’ was our shorthand for checking your phone. I stood outside, shifting my weight from one foot to the other as I refreshed my apps. I ignored Vivienne’s emails because I was no closer to working out who’d complained. I’m ruined, I thought and allowed myself to ruminate on what would become of me. I sat on the cold stone step outside the church and tried to gauge how distraught that made me. Being on an island helped give a distance to things. Maybe I would be OK.

Since Kaia was seen reading Animal Oracle, my GoodReads had soared from hundreds to thousands of reviews and I’d been inundated with press requests. A Vogue journalist emailed, asking for a comment for a feature on dating after bereavement. I was reluctant to contribute to other people’s writing while it felt as though every thought I had was sellable in the attention economy. What if I wanted to write about that one day? This complicated my feelings about things I’d repurposed from people’s lives as necessary ‘texture’. A friend of mine lived on a houseboat for a few years. She said whenever she told people, they’d respond dreamily: ‘I’ve always wanted to do that’ in the same tone people might say they too wanted to take a sabbatical in Portugal, boycott Amazon or get a dumb phone. Everyone wants to change their life until it involves taking a briefcase full of your own poo to the boat waste disposal every fortnight. People are exceptionally resistant to the discomforts that come with freedom. We all want to live differently, without anything having to actually be different. I’d turned two years of her life into a two-line anecdote. It felt so inconsequential, I hadn’t asked for her permission. I realised that it wasn’t just about permission or privacy, but also who it belonged to. There was no thought that didn’t now have some value to me.

I needed to keep writing to know it wasn’t just grief giving me something to say, but my ‘New Book Ideas’ note was just a list of occupations (sign painter, someone who designs the sounds for slot machines, a courier driver for British Airways lost luggage). I had no idea what to write about beyond things I’d overheard. After downloading a few emails and messages to read later, I walked towards the shop when a text arrived from Wembley: I’m sorry I took your jumper x

Took? I shaded my eyes, looking towards the edge of the island where the jetty poked out like a short finger pointing to shore. The MS Oldenburg was already turning towards the mainland with the water dimpled behind the boat. Wembley was gone.

She must’ve left with the returning day-trippers. It would be cold out at sea. I imagined her at the railings on the top deck, my jumper pulled over her sleeves. No goodbye. No group chat announcement. Not even a reason for leaving. I replayed our conversation as I walked back towards the house. Had what I’d written made her look at her relationship with Cillian differently? At herself differently? Maybe she’d complained to reclaim some control. I’d managed to sabotage my career, my brother’s relationship and a friend’s self-esteem, all in a few paragraphs.

By the time I reached the house, I was sweaty and lightheaded. Mum was setting out placements for lunch: ‘Is Wembley not joining us? She needs sustenance. That girl eats like a bird.’

Cillian replied flatly, ‘She’s gone home.’ His eyes looked a little red, like he had hayfever.

Connor didn’t act at all surprised by this and Dad rolled his eyes as if to communicate how tiring he found all women and their melodrama. Cillian refused to talk any further about it, and Dad agreed he shouldn’t have to. I didn’t reveal that Wembley had texted me, or that we’d spoken earlier. I was afraid to insert myself into the conversation in case I was the reason she’d gone.

Mum, on the other hand, wouldn’t let it go. She was appalled by the whole thing and kept saying Wembley could’ve at least waited until after Darina’s anniversary. Will pointed out if she’d done it before the trip, she’d have saved on an off-peak return ticket to Taunton.

Mum kept looking at Cillian, saying: ‘My poor boy’. Our walk to the north of the island was postponed as she said Cillian could not be expected to walk in these conditions. Cillian lay on the lawn, getting more drunk and sunburnt all afternoon. I sat nearby, reading a book I couldn’t focus on, and occasionally moving my deckchair to cast a shadow over his face.

That night, I joined Mac in bed as he selected Sleep as an activity on his Garmin watch. It was only ten, but everyone had gone to bed early after dozing off on the sofas downstairs, faces red from sunstroke and limbs tired from walking and swimming.

‘What’s your Body Battery at?’

Mac clicked a button. ‘Thirty-seven per cent.’

‘Pretty good,’ I said, wondering if Mac ever made up the number.

‘Pretty good,’ he agreed.

Mac’s watch gives him various data points on his existence. It analyses his sleep, stress, rest and physical activity to calculate a Body Battery score. Although we’d never verbalised it, I assumed we were both aware this had become a code for communicating how introverted Mac was feeling. I could feel the weight of not being honest with him heavy between us. There was lots I wanted to say about Wembley and what Cillian had said, but decided it wasn’t the time. Instead, I started writing in my diary.

Next door, I heard the floorboards creak and wondered what Jen was doing. It filled me with a hot, vinegary sickness to be around people I’d known for ever and still find things we wouldn’t talk about. I didn’t like the idea that we all carried things we couldn’t share. I always feared Darina had felt this way and I hadn’t done enough to make her happy or at least not feel alone. I regretted that so much. Then here I was, doing the same. Not asking Jen about her fertility, how she was feeling, how she would pay for it. Not asking Cillian about Wembley leaving or if he was mad I never told him about Darina and me fighting that night. Not asking Connor about trying for another baby and his grief. I hated secrets. Hated them. And yet, why hadn’t I brought up the complaint? Why hadn’t I sat everyone down and said: I need you to be honest with me so I can resolve this. Please, it’s important to me.

I reminded myself it wasn’t just my family living like this. This is all families. And in all families the hardest thing is trying something different with people who’ve known you for ever. It’s hard to say how you feel and even harder to say you feel sad because these are the people who want nothing more than for you to be happy.

Mac’s family are the same. The first time I met his parents, we’d travelled to their North Berwick home in Scotland. The coastline is beautiful, with rocks raised like totems from the water. That weekend the light had left Fidra yellow as a candle glowing in a church. How strange that I’d fallen in love with a man who also grew up beside an island. All those separate childhood dreams, maybe even of meeting one day, overlooked by ancient stones.

He’d taken me mussel-foraging so we’d crouched low on the beach, our boots getting soaked when waves lapped against our heels and bottoms. Lifting thick ribbons of chocolatey seaweed, we’d find the lowest, freshest cluster of mussels. Then Mac taught me how to twist the mussels, ripping the beard where it was cleft to the rock. I’d watched Mac with his tongue pressed over his lip in deep concentration and his mop of curls falling over his eyes. I was overwhelmed with a greedy but wholesome kind of feeling. Being in love with him made me want to grow vegetables, have runner ducks and learn to weave a basket, because being with Mac had suddenly made me feel earthly and good, despite not believing I was truly either of those things. After filling a bucket with shells, shining like blue fingernails, we walked back along the coastal path.

When we’d arrived at Frances and Douglas’s house, Mac had kicked off his shoes and moved straight through to the kitchen. As he passed, Frances tapped him on the back like he was a horse whose strength and stature she was suspicious of. Turning her attention back to me, Frances had hugged me then held me at arm’s length. She did this each time we met, like she was taking an inventory of my face. She was never very affectionate otherwise. It was as if, on greeting, she was overwhelmed by an urge to touch, then felt so unsure of the impulse that she retreated into herself. Their dog, Dusty, punctured this moment of intimacy by trying to sniff my crotch so I had to balance moving my body away from his snout while not appearing to dodge her embrace. Dusty is a white Bedlington whippet lurcher. He’s a scruffy-looking thing that always looks like he’d prefer to be somewhere else. I think he gets this from Douglas, who is often somewhere else.

‘How are you?’ Frances had asked as she removed her hands from my shoulders. She was wearing a periwinkle merino-wool jumper. Frances is a very soft woman. Softly spoken, soft around the middle and, I guess, a bit of a soft touch. She was so loveable as someone else’s mother.

‘Very well. Thank you for having us.’ She’d looked right into me, then I’d looked right back, and smiled. Not a toothy smile, but a smile, to reassure her that I was indeed well. My book had just come out and I’d felt overwhelmed. I wasn’t speaking to my parents and feared this would somehow show on my face. Must look happy, I’d thought. I could’ve said things felt a little unbalanced in my life lately, but the smile forced its way out first. I’d spent the journey planning ways to connect with Mac’s parents and help them see me for who I truly was. I wanted to be known by these people, hoping they would soon be my people.

‘Dusty must be getting a bit stir crazy. Isn’t that right, Dusty?’ Frances said this as if she expected a reply, but Dusty just wiggled his snout. Rather than express any desire, I learned that Frances often attributed her wishes to the dog. Dusty thinks it’s a bit loud there, he’s ready to go or Oh, Dusty would rather stay at home. Dusty went everywhere because apparently he got lonely, which I took to mean she gets lonely without the dog. Although we’d only just arrived, Frances pulled on her coat and left to walk the dog. I realised then how much being apart from one another was essential to how Mac’s family functioned. Regardless, I was delighted by an opportunity to privately snoop around their house.

Frances and Douglas lived in a short square house on Windygates Road, where the lawns are manicured and everyone has Neighbourhood Watch stickers beside their letterboxes. Upstairs there’s a bathroom and two bedrooms. On the landing I had to turn sideways to pass a brocade lampshade larger than my head. I brushed my fingers along its fringing. Their house was full of strange things that didn’t feel like they belonged, and on that trip, I learned that’s because they didn’t.

The family had once lived in an East Lothian country house. Some (and by some, I mean me) might call it a mansion. I don’t recall what work Douglas did, only that it collapsed when the dot-com bubble burst. They lost the house (mansion) but were determined to keep Mac in school so things could be ‘the same’ for him but, of course, things weren’t the same. Mac’s parents kept all their belongings because Frances was committed to the idea that they’d get the house back eventually. Eventually had yet to arrive after twenty years, so their 1960s semi-detached was full of bizarre antiques. There was a grandmother clock in the hall you had to shimmy past to enter the kitchen, a ruby-red Persian rug so plush the door didn’t close properly over it. And there were more heirlooms in a storage facility in nearby Haddington. Since knowing them, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about that padlocked seventy-five-square foot room full of relics from a past that was gone and not coming back. I wondered if it would be my job to sort out that storage room one day.

I’d been sat on the spare-room bed when Frances returned. Mac had disappeared because he found entertaining his mother’s delusions unbearable. It was a bit like being in a play. There was even something in Frances’s voice which felt very amateur dramatics. She’d described every item of furniture in the room to me. First, detailing how their family had acquired such an important ‘piece’ and secondly by describing how it had looked at ‘home’. She still referred to the house as ‘home’ and where they currently lived as ‘Windygates’.

Eventually, Mac had appeared in the doorway. He’d bitten off a fingernail, using it to dig out dirt from beneath his thumb. He gave me a conspiratorial smile full of the particular delight when someone else finally witnesses the specific way your parents have messed you up. He raised his eyebrows as if to say: See? I told you. Frances had moved on to being very complimentary about my book. She said she had no idea my thoughts were so complicated! I tried not to read into this.

When Mac lifted the lid of the Le Creuset pot at dinner, steam and the smell of butter, onions and garlic enveloped the kitchen. As Mac stirred, the black and blue shells smacked and clicked against each other, opening in the heat to reveal their bright orange fleshy bodies. He’d cooked them with whisky instead of wine: the highland way. Mac ladled a spoonful of the soupy broth into a bowl. It flashed green from chunks of celery and parsley. I tore off a section of bread, crumbs flitting onto my plate like snow, and began slathering it in butter. Frances sat quietly at the table and blinked. I dropped the bread, unsure if I’d upset the order of things. I was used to fighting for food.

‘How impressive, Macsen,’ Frances had said eventually, then explained that she and Douglas didn’t really like seafood at the best of times and weren’t sure about our foraging efforts in case we gave them a dicky tummy. Mac and Frances debated whether it was ‘safe’ and I was unsure if I should start eating or not, so I just sat there holding my spoon.

‘Mussels are one of the cleanest, most sustainable foods you can eat, Mum. They sequester carbon,’ Mac had said.

‘Sequester,’ Frances repeated. ‘I had that in a crossword the other day. Nine across: keep apart as witnesses during a trial.’ This only seemed to prove some point she was trying to make, so she stood to retrieve a Tupperware of something beige from the freezer. Worst of all, she heated said Tupperware in the microwave. Mac has strong feelings about microwaves. Frances plonked two plates of shepherd’s pie down and started monologuing about how no one writes good ‘down’ clues any more.

Douglas blew on a forkful of mince poised before his lips. ‘Darling, conversation is like jazz. Let’s not solo too long.’

Beneath the table Dusty kept trying to lick my toes. I flicked him away as we all ate in silence. Staring at the puddle of brown fat circling Frances’s mass of mince and peas, I’d thought that I’d take a very long solo over silence. Frances seemed to agree, as she nudged me then whispered: ‘Four brothers and sisters. What a big family. That must’ve been so fun! Was it fun, Nola?’

‘So much fun,’ I replied, almost instinctively, because what else is there to reply to a question like that? It’s not really a question at all but a comment that she’s set me up to answer in a way that reveals nothing about either of us. I held a mussel shell in my hand, pincered like a claw, and thought about whether it was fun to have four siblings.

It had been good, as childhoods go. How could five children by the beach not be? And yet, the beforetime felt like an empty space, a cloud, in my memory. I spent a lot of time wondering if I’d remember it more clearly if I’d taken the time to appreciate it all back then. Being ten years old and rockpooling with Darina and the twins. We used to dig holes in the sand by Pebble Ridge and watch them fill with sea. Melt to nothing. Once, Darina upturned a bucket of seaweed on my head and the salty wet shock of it made me burst into tears. ‘Don’t cry,’ she’d said. ‘I’m making you beautiful, little mermaid.’ Did I think to myself then: life is amazing. This is bliss. I imagine that I didn’t. As a child you don’t stop to remember because you think it will go on for ever.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The morning of my anniversary with Mac, I woke up long before my alarm and lay there, waiting for it to go off. When it finally did, I pressed Stop and spent a moment rolling my tongue over my teeth. I’d bitten my lips in my sleep again and my mouth tasted like blood.

In the kitchen I found a breakfast tray and stood an envelope between the teapot and cups, then added an orange and my gift for Mac wrapped in brown paper with string. I took the tray upstairs and placed it on the wooden dresser. With the curtains open, the bedsheets glowed green from the blanket of bracken outside which rose and fell with the wind. Mac lifted the teapot lid to check if it was brewed enough – it wasn’t – then used his thumb to tear open the card while I sat beside him. I watched Mac’s eyes fall over the page, taking it all in. I’d written him a poem and wondered if the rhythm only worked in my head. Unwrapping the parcel, he unveiled a Japanese fruit knife. It was a very light and very lovely knife for cutting fruit. Mac once told me that one of his few memories of his grandmother was the way she would peel an apple into one unbroken green ribbon. I’d hoped the knife would be a precious object that could become everyday: something for cutting flowers and fruit, the small morning things that we liked to do together. Mac ran his hand over the cherry-wood handle and scabbard. We sat like that for a while, then I asked if he liked it.

He brought the card close to his chest. ‘I love it, thank you.’

‘Happy anniversary.’ I leaned in to kiss him and returned to my cross-legged position on top of the covers. My palms were pricked with sweat, and I tried not to look like I was waiting too much. In thinking this, I realised that I was. I was desperately excited. I wanted something to make me whole again after everyone had picked bits off me. It didn’t matter about them, because I had Mac now. I was an ‘us’ again.

Mac arranged the card next to the cups, then looked at me quite seriously. ‘I don’t have anything for you.’

My throat constricted. An ‘oh’ came out.

He squeezed my shoulder. ‘But that’s OK, isn’t it? We’re away, after all.’ I nodded my head instinctively. Mac rubbed his eye sockets with the palms of his hands. ‘It’s not OK, is it?’

I shook my head.

‘It’s only a card.’ He retrieved a T-shirt from somewhere under the pillows and pulled it over his head.

‘It’s only a card, but we’ve been together for a year now. I thought you’d know me well enough to know how much that would mean to me.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘You don’t think I know you?’ Mac began carving the peel from the orange with the knife. I got the impression he was trying to act calm to avoid us falling into an argument. Juice sprayed from the fruit’s flesh, splattering the white sheets. I watched the sticky patches bloom and spread. Mac dabbed his fingers over the stain, then stripped away strings of pith. My chest tightened as I remembered the careless way Darina would attack an orange, then wipe her hands on her sheets and abandon the peel on the floor for days.

‘It would be nice to know how much you care.’

‘Do you not know how much I care?’ Was he just going to repeat everything I said as a question?

‘Not enough to get me a card, clearly!’

‘Well, maybe I have something for you at home.’ Mac licked the juice from his fingers. I stared at him, waiting to be offered more, but he only put the remaining segments back on the tray and said, ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

Boots on, we set off to Needle Rock. To get there, we walked past the pub and up to Quarter Wall. Three ancient walls cut across Lundy like scars, remnants of boundaries from the island’s old days. I’d already told Mum that we wouldn’t be joining the sports day until later because it was our anniversary, and we’d wanted to spend some time together. She’d graciously accepted this. We walked along the spine of Lundy where the island shows its two faces. To the east, maritime grassland rolls along, dotted with purple scabious and pink thrift flowers. The western side is different, a rebellion of bracken rises head-high, creating a rippling bronze landscape that conceals the true shape of the land beneath. A herd of wild goats watched us from the clifftop, their horns black against the sky.

Mac pointed at a bird scything the clouds. ‘Look at that buzzard. See the fanned tail? That’s how you know it’s not a kite.’

I didn’t reply. Did he really think I didn’t know the difference between a buzzard and a kite? I was sick of men telling me things, sick of them getting to decide how things were. His lack of thoughtfulness infuriated me. How dare he make me feel like I was spoiled and difficult. It was OK to want to be adored. You’re not asking for much, I told myself.

Mac’s patience eventually ran out and he stormed off ahead as if whoever was in front got to be the most annoyed. I had to half-jog to keep up with him, my boots slipping on the wet grass. He shouted out behind him, ‘Are you seriously still annoyed about this?’

I looked down at my boots striking the path, which had thinned to a track, not defined but worn only by walkers and hemmed with overgrown grass and the occasional blood-splattered flash of red bog asphodels. The ground grew treacherous underfoot, each step uncertain. What looked like solid path would suddenly give way to sticky, clammy earth that pulled at our boots. Growing up, we called this ‘clodgy’ ground to describe the way it grabbed and didn’t let go. Many of the moors in North Devon seem wild and untamed, but even the bogland has been shaped by thousands of years of grazing and livestock. Everything natural is made.

Mac gestured wildly, nearly losing his balance on the uneven ground. ‘Would there even be anything I could write in a card that would be enough for you?’ We seemed to have struck upon something that we both returned to, that everyone around me has always returned to: that nothing is ever enough for me.

‘Nice one. Very smart.’ I adopted a mocking tone, ‘Nothing is ever enough for Nola, so I just won’t bother trying.’

‘I don’t try?’ Mac laughed in disbelief.

I tugged my sleeves over my hands as the wind picked up. ‘I honestly don’t feel that you have here. I’m not saying that you don’t try, because I know you do, and I know words are hard, I get it, but I also asked you to try at this specific thing that meant a lot to me. You never tell me how you feel, and I needed this! You’ve let me down because you couldn’t be bothered.’

‘Unreal. Absolutely unreal.’ Mac swiped his hand and grabbed a collection of bracken in the process. It just reached our waists, spreading wherever it could take hold. That’s what bracken does, it creeps into any patch of unclaimed earth.

‘You brought a fucking tarp, but you couldn’t remember a card!’

‘A card?! Does a card really matter? Maybe you should think about the ways I show up for you!’ He started stripping the fronds from their stems. They floated down to the ground like green feathers. Mac turned off from the path and walked towards the rocks, taking his own course. His boots sank into the boggy earth with each angry step. ‘I spend time with your family. A lot of time. Do you think being here is easy when they are the way they are? I spend time with your friends, with your brothers, I cook for you, I care about you, I care for you.’ Mac had raised his voice, and I was embarrassed someone might overhear us. Both guilt and hurt mixed up inside me. I could hear the truth in Mac’s voice. Mac tugged at another bunch of bracken. I stormed towards him. His brows furrowed with unease.

‘Stop it! Just stop it!’ I yelled, before taking the bracken from his hands and throwing it to the ground. ‘Why can’t you just …?’ I held my breath, scared what I might say. My shoulders remained tight and high. It felt as though my chest was full of pressure. I tried to breathe again. ‘It’s our anniversary. One year. Not very long, I know, but it’s a lot to me and it’s a moment to come together and say we want to keep doing this.’ I drew in a long breath. ‘Do you want to keep doing this? Most of the time, I feel like I have no idea what you want.’

I heard my voice from an echo on the island and recognised it as an old, doubtful me. One I’d wanted to leave behind. Then there she was. She kept finding me, kept catching up, however fast I tried to outrun her.

Mac exhaled through his nose. ‘Give me a break, Nola! Of course I want to be with you.’ He spun around in frustration, determined to keep moving.

I tugged Mac’s shirt until he turned to face me. I blurted: ‘Do you want to move in together?’

It was so quiet that I was sure I could hear the wheezing lungs of a tree filling with sap nearby. Eventually Mac made an ‘uh-huh’ noise. It was the sound you might make to agree to go to the movies, not commit to living with the love of your life.

‘Look,’ he said quietly. My heart began beating fast. ‘I’ve extended my tenancy for another year.’

I felt gravity collapse around me, like I’d missed a step at the bottom of the stairs. ‘When did you do that?’

‘About a month ago.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Because I knew this would happen. You would’ve asked me for something I didn’t want to give—’

‘Sure,’ I replied. Suddenly, the worst had already happened. He’d hidden something from me. I knew that by being upset I was only validating his decision, but my lip began to wobble.

‘Yet, Nola! Something I don’t want to give yet. Don’t freak out, OK? I’m staying for another year and then we can move in together.’

‘Oh, so you’ve decided on your own, have you?’ I waved a fly away from my face. ‘I just wanted today to be about us being on the same page. I want to know you’re sure about us, like really sure.’

Mac looked at the ground. We were both quiet except for the occasional hissing and sucking of our boots when we readjusted our feet. The ground underfoot was spongy and wet. I kept putting distance between us, in the hope he’d rush in to fill it. Sweat collected on my lower back.

‘Are you sure about me?’ I asked in a voice so small I worried I might have to repeat myself. I prepared for Mac to say he was done and that I’d finally exhausted him. I realised just how long I’d been waiting for him to say this. A whole year. I was exhausted too.

Looking down, Mac rubbed his temples. ‘I’m never sure of anything. I’m sorry that must be hard for you to hear, but I find it really difficult. And that’s not just with you, it’s with anything. I’ve always felt like that.’

A low ache settled into my belly. Pressing my palms together like a prayer, I brought my hands to my lips. ‘Mac, I don’t know if I can do this if you’re not sure about me. How long am I supposed to wait while you figure this out?’

Mac laughed and the sound was horrid, almost maniacal. ‘Well done, Nola. I’ve just shared something with you, something about me, and you’ve made it all about you! You tell me I don’t say how I feel, then when I do you totally invalidate my feelings.’ I reached out towards Mac, but he diverted my hand on its flightpath.

It started to rain. I felt drops on my forehead. Mac took a deep breath, but as he did, he seemed to inhale even more anger. ‘Maybe you would find it hard to feel sure about things if your parents left you and you never knew when they were coming back.’ Mac walked away. I took two steps forward, but he raised his hand to stop me again. ‘How long is it going to take for you to trust me, Nola? You’re so convinced that everyone is about to leave you that you can’t see me standing right here! I’m invisible to you behind your insecurities.’ Mac shook his head. ‘Do you think it’s fun to be on this train wreck of a trip? No, but I’m here. I even put that bloody badge on!’

Mac lowered his head and looked to the ground before he added in a low voice, ‘And you know what’s rich? You’re always pushing me to tell you everything, to be honest about how I feel, but you obviously haven’t been honest about you and Darina. All those conversations we’ve had about her, and you’re clearly keeping something a secret but won’t say what.’

The nettles around me started springing as they were disturbed by raindrops. The damp air seemed to collect in my chest. I could feel the edges of myself melt away.

Mac carried on walking then shouted over his shoulder, ‘Please can you not follow me right now? I just need to be on my own.’

I watched him pick a path between the small-leaved prickly gorse. The bright yellow flowers against spiky leaves reminded me of something Grannie Annie used to say: When gorse is in blossom, kissing is in season. She’d been alone for so much of her life and liked to remind us not to take love for granted. Once she’d said to Jen and Will: I don’t understand why you aren’t holding hands all the time. I wanted to run back and grab his hand.

I knew that Mac was right. If I didn’t trust in our relationship, then there would be no relationship left to trust. I wasn’t sure if that was because I was so damaged by Dad’s affair or because I believed that Darina was. I feared that letting go of the shared idea of love and betrayal that we held as sisters would feel too much like losing her all over again. I stood stationary in shock. Mac was gone. Amongst the bracken, the path was no longer even in sight. We’d spent a year trying to make new tracks, our own path, but found we’d only gotten more lost.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

By the time I’d walked back to Millcombe, it was pouring and I was soaked. The rain had appeared sideways, thick and beaded like a curtain I could pull aside, but I had no strength left. Rain sank into the grass without sound, leaving purple heather shimmering and creating dark patches on the granite cliffs that spread and merged until the whole island glistened, drops collecting on spider webs between the brambles and turning the muddy tracks to mirror-pools. Everything around me stirred, pushed by Atlantic winds that bent the yellow gorse and sent seabirds wheeling. I burst through the door with my eyes stinging, scared of being found by anyone in my family, while wanting to be comforted. Muffled conversation and jeering drifted from the drawing room as the others played Uno. Commemorative sports day activities had clearly been rained off.

Mum was sat at the kitchen table with a magazine in front of her. She didn’t look up when she said, ‘Where did you walk, duckie?’ Her voice was light. Before I could answer, she continued, ‘Such a shame about the sports day. I had it all planned out and Dad was going to umpire. Darina was always so athletic.’ Mum sighed heavily as she flicked the page. ‘All I wanted was one nice day where we could all properly be together.’

Our family sports tournaments always used to be chaos. Jen was undoubtedly fastest, which caused Cillian to improvise various techniques to cheat. Connor enjoyed using his stopwatch more than he enjoyed participating in any activities, while Darina and I got very good at the three-legged race. Our special trick was doing cartwheels in tandem. Even Dad would get involved and put cones out to mark finish lines. Maybe that’s what Mum was really trying to recreate, not just the activities but that feeling of us all being caught up in the same moment, when no one was too busy or too far away or too anything to just be together. That was not the family we were any more.

I stood there dripping onto the floor, with my heart still raw, while she went on: ‘You know what I miss? When you were all little and we did everything together. Now it’s like pulling teeth just to get everyone in the same room.’ She gestured to the badminton net and Kubb set, huddled in the corner of the room.

‘I know, Mum. But we’re all here now, aren’t we?’ I knew it was cruel to dismiss Mum’s carefully planned activities, but her nostalgia felt suffocating. She was trying to resurrect something that had died long before Darina, and her determination to see us as we once were made it impossible to see who we’d become. Mum wanted us to be the Enid Blyton version of ourselves (seaside adventures, scones and jams, treasure hunts) while I needed her to see me as I was: messy, grown, changed by loss. She was so good at being rosy-eyed for the past that she couldn’t always see me in the present. Sometimes I thought she looked right through me.

Mum didn’t acknowledge my attempt to console her. Instead, she continued listing all her thwarted plans, ‘I had proper chalk for the finish lines. Not like when you were kids and we used that awful powder paint that never washed out. Remember that summer when Darina—?’ She stopped herself. ‘Well, anyway, tea?’ she asked, not waiting for my answer. By the sink there was a trail of ants crawling into Will’s bag of Huel.

Lifting herself up from the table, Mum’s movements lacked their usual grace. She’d been complaining about feeling creaky recently. I wiped my eyes while she turned to place two teabags in the same teapot I’d used that morning. Mum glanced at me but said nothing. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cried in front of her. She took the magazine to the counter, flicking the glossy pages. When we were young, Mum used to order High Life, the British Airways on-flight magazine, and read it at home. She’d never become an air hostess but had worked as a booking agent for a brief period. I used to love testing her on the airport codes. LHR: London, Heathrow. CDG: Paris, Charles de Gaulle. PXM: Mexico, Puerto Escondido. Back then, I thought those magazines were about adventure. Now I wonder if they were about escape.

There was a piece of lined paper tucked inside her magazine on to which she’d rearranged the itinerary, her pen making neat little crosses through each amended activity. The sound of the others laughing drifted in from the next room. Mac was still out there somewhere in the rain.

‘At least we’re all here together,’ she said, her voice wavering slightly. ‘That’s the main thing, isn’t it? Being together.’ She looked down at the magazine.

Mum placed the pot of tea on the table. We sat there for a while. I let the silence wash over me as we both looked outside. Beyond the window, rain pearled on the hydrangea petals, blue flowers bowing under the weight. The brambles behind them reached and tangled, thorny arms weaving together. I saw Mum’s reflection in the rain-streaked glass, and she saw mine, but we didn’t look directly at one another. We were so alike in our fear of falling apart. Maybe that’s why we could never truly hold each other.

‘Funny really,’ she said, ‘how there are no roads here. Imagine if we lived like that? If no one had trodden the track before you.’ She poured my cup as the simple wisdom of her statement caught the back of my throat. ‘Where would you go?’


Animal Oracle
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The Fox

Foxes are extraordinary hunters. When they detect prey, they leap high into the air and dive down with a sharp, arcing pounce. This technique is not only graceful but astonishingly precise. They’re the first known animals to use the Earth’s magnetic field as a kind of rangefinder – guided by a light-sensitive protein in their eyes that helps them strike with accuracy at prey they cannot see. In the 1950s, Soviet scientists experimented with domesticating foxes. Decades later their descendants were brought to California and trained to assist in avalanche rescue, detecting movement beneath snow but after the invasion of Ukraine, ties were cut. The foxes are now sterilised, their genetics considered Russian state property.

The Thames looked oily in the autumn light. Dried plane-tree leaves had collected in drifts against the river barriers and the concrete underpass echoed with the rattle of skateboards. I walked past the second-hand book stalls where a seller in fingerless gloves arranged Penguin Classics, his breath visible in the cold air. I picked up an old copy of Daphne Du Maurier’s Rebecca and bought it for three pounds because I liked the old cover of swirls of indigo and violet, then took a picture and uploaded it to Instagram. It was a Saturday afternoon, and I was indulging in what I called one of my Woman in a Movie days. Drinking a very milky coffee, looking across the river and buying vintage paperbacks. All easy things to romanticise since moving to South London. I liked the chaos of it compared to growing up in North Devon, then going to university in a place where you’d see the same fifteen people every day and the only two places to go ‘out’ out were pubs that both smelled like wet rugby kit. There was always something to do, someone to meet, somewhere to go.

I often met Darina on the South Bank, a neutral ground between us in London. We’d see films at the BFI or plays at the National if we could find cheap enough seats. It felt like a small victory that it was technically on my side of the river. That day, we had tickets for a talk with Deborah Levy during the literature festival. I adjusted my tote bag, heavy with my notebook and marked-up copy of Hot Milk. I’d re-read it on the journey and couldn’t wait to watch Levy on stage so I could go home later and fantasise that I was her, wearing lipstick and talking to audience members as they rose up from the crowd to ask me questions. I was already imagining the wine we’d drink after, how Darina and I would dissect every word while watching boats slip past our window seat at the ramen place.

‘You won’t fucking believe this.’ Darina grabbed me from behind, her body warm against my back. She smelled of coconut shampoo. The air was cold enough for scarves but neither of us were wearing one.

I looked down at Shep, sniffing a discarded sandwich wrapper. ‘You can’t bring dogs in the theatre.’

‘Look at this!’ Darina thrust her phone in front of me. The cracked screen showed a Gumtree ad for a grey and white racing bike.

I readjusted my bag on my shoulder. ‘It’s a bike?’

‘Not just any bike. That’s my bike!’ Darina scratched behind Shep’s ears as he wagged his tail, nearly knocking over a tourist. ‘It was stolen months ago from outside The Crooked Billet, and this is definitely it. Same bike, same scuff mark on the frame. That’s my tape on the handlebars.’

I started walking up the concrete steps of the Southbank Centre. Musicians were setting up their amps on the walkway, while the smell of roasting nuts drifted from a nearby cart. A group of schoolchildren in matching yellow vests filed past. ‘If you want a drink before the talk we should go in now. What are you going to do with Shep?’

‘I’ve messaged this guy, and he said I can check out the bike.’

I confirmed I understood properly, ‘So you want to buy your old bike back?’

‘No,’ Darina replied. ‘We’re going to check that it’s my bike, then call the police. I told him we’d be there in thirty minutes.’

‘But we have tickets.’

‘But this is more exciting.’

My shoulders tensed. Of course Darina would do this, sweep in and derail our plans for some mad adventure. ‘Dar, the seats were like thirty quid each.’

‘Isn’t it better to go and live a story rather than sit in a theatre listening to people talk about how to write them? Maybe you can write about this,’ she added. ‘And I’ll pay you back for the tickets.’

I knew she wouldn’t. She didn’t have that sort of money. At that time Darina was self-employed, working under the name JNKGRL. It was exciting that she’d been able to make a business out of her passion in life: bulk-buying stuff. A shut-down school in Stoke Newington was auctioning off their supplies and she’d bought eight tiny wooden chairs and a box of two hundred test tubes. I’d been sceptical about what ‘art’ she could make from this, but she created some beautiful three-tiered wooden ceiling chandeliers. Darina would slot the test tubes into holes in the wood and display a single stem flower in each one. They were really stunning. The plan had been to have an art exhibition, but when that didn’t work out she’d started charging people to hire them as ‘focal flower features’ for events. They’d been popular for weddings, especially those in disused asylums where the bride wore a jumpsuit. She’d recently moved into a flat with Henry, and it appeared they had a credit arrangement for her rent because Darina didn’t know how to budget. She’d never kept a digital calendar or even a work diary (despite me buying her a personalised one for Christmas two years in a row) so she just kept all her jobs in her head. We’d had to agree not to talk about this any more, because it stressed me out so much. I was working in an office, earning enough to buy soap in glass bottle dispensers. I felt like I’d made it, but the feeling didn’t last long. It’s funny how quickly you outgrow getting everything you’ve ever wanted, then begin to want new things.

I considered the idea of a short story about two sisters retrieving a stolen bike. It did sound like something Deborah Levy would write, so we would at least live the day in her spirit even if we weren’t going to the talk. ‘Fine, but only if we can still get ramen after.’

‘Deal.’

Darina slid into a seat on the top deck of the bus. She patted the seat beside her, and Shep jumped up. I sat on the row behind them. ‘So how are you. How’s work?’

‘All right, thanks. Busy. Think we had this conversation on the phone yesterday,’ I pointed out. Wiping condensation from the window with my sleeve, I looked onto the street. There was streak marks on the glass dotted with little water drops. I folded my arms across my chest, letting the motion of the bus gently rock me. Arguing with Darina about changed plans was like complaining about the weather.

‘That was the two-minute reply. It’s a twenty-two-minute ride to Brixton. Give me the unabridged version.’

I rearranged my bag on my lap. ‘I’m covering this ridiculous trade-show banner project with no proper brief. I always feel a bit guilt-tripped to pick up the slack when my boss is on holiday. She’s gone to Disneyland. There’s something creepy about adults who are into Disney. Like that’s just sinister as fuck to me, I don’t know what it is. Maybe the big Mickey Mouse gloves.’

‘Doesn’t take much to guilt-trip you, does it?’

I folded my arms. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I’ve heard you apologise to a cold caller.’ Outside, a street preacher’s voice echoed off the glass fronts of the betting shops and phone-repair stores. ‘You said sorry for wasting their time. They called you! Honestly, that’s textbook easily-made-to-feel-guilty.’ Darina tickled Shep behind the ears. He closed his eyes like he enjoyed it. ‘I think you suffer from too much empathy.’

I laughed. ‘You say that like it’s a bad thing!’

‘Set boundaries, find peace, babe.’ This was Darina’s latest catchphrase. She’d started engaging in a modern school of philosophy where asserting your boundaries gave you the freedom to have no responsibilities, and also no guilt about ever letting anyone down. Guilt was a normal part of existing as a human, in my opinion. It helped the world go round. How would society function if we didn’t all want to die after saying ‘You too’ when a waiter says, ‘Enjoy your meal’? We need common courtesy or living would be awful. Darina never said, ‘No worries if not’. She simply didn’t worry. I felt that it was good to feel constantly indebted to the people around you. It keeps a natural balance to things.

We approached the block of flats which loomed against the pale winter sky. Leaves skittered across the cracked paving stones, carried by a wind that whistled through the covered walkways and metal railings. Steam rose from a vent near the building’s base and the bins spilled onto the ground. A fox darted beneath the overhang as we neared. It paused on the perimeter, ears twitching, then sprang sideways. When it reappeared, a limp shape hung from its jaw. One of the flats a few floors up already had their Christmas lights up. The cold air nipped at my cheeks. ‘You sure you want me to come?’

Darina pulled Shep’s lead. ‘Come on, Nancy Drew.’

We approached the outdoor central stairwell, passing two teenage boys in school uniforms sharing a single pair of earbuds while watching something on a phone. When we arrived at the flat, I positioned myself behind Darina and peeked over her shoulder as a man with a shaved head and zip-up fleece answered the door.

‘Hey, I’m Darina.’ She extended her hand. ‘I’m here about that Santafixie beauty you have.’

The one-bedroom flat was packed with bikes stacked three-deep against the walls, their handlebars tangled together. Some still had chains bearing traces of the locks they’d been liberated from. The kitchen was a workshop, the counter cluttered with Allen keys, chain oil and a Pot Noodle balanced precariously on a pile of inner tubes. The only space not claimed by bikes was a narrow path to the bathroom and a depression in the sofa where someone had cleared just enough room to sit and play Call of Duty. Shep moved towards the flat curiously, but I pulled him back. He gave up easily and laid down like he suspected we might be a while.

‘You sure have got a lotta bikes here.’ Darina peered into the damp-looking flat. There was a sad-looking spider plant in a Wales souvenir mug drooping on the TV stand.

‘Yea, lemme know if you see anything else you fancy.’ The man moved onto the balcony outside to make space. He sipped a box of Ribena.

Darina had briefed me that we needed to check the barcode on the bike frame to confirm it was definitely hers. I loitered behind in the grubby hallway, pretending to be texting while I discreetly took a picture of the stacked-up bikes.

‘And how many gears is it?’ Darina went through to the living room.

‘However many you see, darling.’

‘Decent, decent.’ Darina extended the bike above her head and looked up at it. I saw her clock the sliver of a white barcode. ‘Light enough to lift too! Just what I need for this upcoming race. You race at all?’

‘Do I look like I race?’ He laughed and bared a smile missing a molar.

‘Well, it looks like you like bikes.’ Darina gestured to the haul. They held a stare for a moment. My heart was pounding. Something about this guy made me feel uneasy. Fuck, this was exhilarating and Darina was being pretty hardcore. We were in our Thelma & Louise era.

His eyes ran over Darina’s figure. Her coat was wide open and she was wearing denim dungarees with a vest top underneath. The dungarees were baggy enough that he could see the curve of her waist. He said, ‘I can tell from that body that you’re fit.’

I shifted my weight between my feet, suddenly aware of how far from the street we were. My fingers tightened around Shep’s lead. Something about the way he looked at Darina made my skin prickle.

Darina smiled breezily. ‘Thanks.’

‘Do you want to come inside?’

‘We shouldn’t,’ I replied. ‘The dog gets tetchy in cramped places.’

The man looked towards me and Shep, as if only just realising we were there. ‘Pretty big dog for a girl like you.’

I jutted out my chin to pretend I was tough. My throat was thick with saliva. ‘What kind of girl is that?’

‘Pretty enough to get herself into trouble, I’d say. Good thing you’ve got protection.’

Darina dinged the bell to bring his attention back towards her. ‘How much is it? I think two hundred is pretty steep considering the scuff across it.’

‘Let’s all sit down, and we can work something out.’

‘I’ve got somewhere to be.’

The man shifted his jaw. He crushed the Ribena carton in his hand and threw it from the balcony. I watched it fall to the floor far below. ‘One eighty is the best I can do.’ Darina turned towards me, as if consulting me on the price before nodding. ‘Is there a cash point near here?’

‘By the Save and Spend on the corner. If you get me a Fanta and a packet of Nik Naks, I’ll let you have it for one seventy.’

‘Deal.’ We exited the flat and sped down the stairs.

‘You sure it was yours?’ I asked, hand gripping the railing.

‘Positive!’ Darina spun around the corner of the stairwell and pulled her phone from her coat. ‘Hi … I’d like to report a stolen bike. Actually, a lot of stolen bikes.’

It was a pleasant surprise when the police dealt with the report so seriously and would be on their way in two hours.

We leaned against the railings, waiting with cans of Fanta and crisps. When a police car arrived, the sun was slipping behind the block of flats.

Suddenly, we heard the thunder of footsteps from above. The man was charging down towards us, each impact echoing through the stairwell. He must’ve seen the police car from the balcony. Darina spun to face me, her expression pure glee. I had a sick feeling in my stomach.

It happened so fast. His hand at Darina’s throat, shoving her against the wall as he realised that we’d been the ones to call. A Fanta can clattered across the concrete. Shep lunged forward, barking furiously. I held his lead tight with trembling hands. Darina’s feet barely touched the ground. I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, could only watch as Darina’s face reddened. I released Shep’s lead, and he pounced on the thief, chewing his butt and growling. The police car came to a halt. Boots pounded up the stairs and then there was a blur of dark uniform. The man was tackled away from Darina, his body hitting the ground with a dull thud. Handcuffs clicked into place and he was led towards the police car. I picked up Shep’s lead as he started licking Fanta from the pavement.

One of the officers, beard neatly clipped, struggled with two racing bikes. His partner moved to help him and, in that brief moment of distraction, the thief wrenched free. He charged at Darina again, eyes wild with rage, shoulders bunched and undeterred by his cuffed hands. Before he’d even finished lurching, Darina landed a punch on his jaw. He staggered backward into the waiting arms of the police as blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.

‘Dar!’ I exclaimed. ‘What. The. Fuck?’

The policeman turned to Darina, looking like he could do without the hassle, so Darina lifted her hands and eased away. She ate a handful more crisps and offered me some Nik Naks while she licked the orange dust from her fingers. ‘This is delicious,’ Darina said as she watched the last of the bikes being loaded into the van.

Afterwards we went to Brixton Market for cold beer and noodles with an extra egg each. We were celebrating, after all. The arcade lights cast a neon glow over the puddles while steam rose from the windows of packed restaurants. Music spilled out of doorways, reggae mixing with hip-hop and the sizzle of hot pans. We laughed and shared a matcha French toast, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the hands around Darina’s neck.

That was Darina all over, racing into danger then bouncing back like nothing had happened. She moved so fast that fear could never catch up with her. We talked about the thrill of the day and made plans for winter. Licking cream from her fingers, she said we should rent a car and drive to Whitstable to sit on the beach in our coats all day eating oysters. We called them wardrobe winter days, where we wore every item of clothing we owned to stay warm outside.

When we left the restaurant, Darina hugged the handlebars of her bike like it was an old friend. She wrapped Shep’s lead around her waist, then I held him steady as Darina mounted the bike. Shep was nearly as tall as the seat. She manoeuvred off and in no time Shep was galloping alongside her as she cycled down Coldharbour Lane and into the distance. The wind pulled her hair behind her. She went so fast. She was so fast.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

For our last evening, Mac cooked a chilli made with venison from the island. He was excited to cook with the sustainable meat there. You could buy it in the shop, alongside goat and lamb, which they selectively cull to stop overgrazing. Even Connor, who’s usually a vegetarian for environmental reasons, had been persuaded to enjoy tonight’s meal as it had zero footprint. Pudding was then Darina’s favourite: peach crumble with vanilla ice cream.

After the storm, it was a balmy night and the summer air was syrupy. The leather chairs in the dining room were hot and sticky against the back of my thighs. The weather seemed to unsettle things. We’d mostly sat in the same arrangement for meals, but Mac had been talking to Jen about his secret ingredient (dark chocolate) so they sat together, with me opposite. The rich, earthy aroma of venison filled the house, deepened by smoky chipotle. Fragrant steam rose from bowls of rice and roasted squash spiced with cumin and coriander, mingling with the scent of salt air beyond the weathered shutters. The tall windows caught the last of the evening light, casting long shadows across the oak table where condensation rings bloomed beneath wine glasses.

Will pulled out the chair beside me. We cycled through our usual topics of conversation: our jobs or local engineering plans that might delay us getting to those jobs. Will and I have few shared interests. About two years ago we’d been at The Anchor when I’d joked that I loved Scampi Fries so much I should buy one of the hanging cards they sell them from in pubs. Occasionally he’d text me a picture saying: Saw these and thought of you! No conversation had been meaningful enough to trump this exchange between us. ‘How are you feeling about tomorrow?’ he asked, which took me by surprise. I didn’t know how to answer, didn’t know how I felt about it being five years since Darina died.

‘I don’t know.’ I searched the table for the wine. ‘We’re so bad at doing this stuff together.’

‘Really? I think you all do a great job.’

I squeezed Will’s forearm. ‘Thanks.’

Jen and Mac began laughing. Will looked defeated, like he didn’t want to give up on us bonding just as well as them yet. ‘No, seriously, you are! I’m always so impressed when you and Jen meet up with Hanny. Keeping the connections with Darina’s friends going is so important. I had a university friend who died in a motorbike accident. Have I told you about Ben before?’ I shook my head. ‘It was awful. Just so awful. Once we graduated, we all lost touch. I’d love to be able to talk about him, maybe see how his family are doing. You know, I think I’ve forgotten when his birthday was. I don’t really know how I’d commemorate him any more. Celebrate him, I mean. It’s better to say celebrate, right?’

My skin tingled. I had pins and needles all over. Hanny meeting up with Jen and me? What was Will talking about? He carried on enthusiastically, ‘And I know you’ve both been spending more time together, the sleepovers. That’s so nice.’

‘Mhmm.’ An unease grew inside me. That wasn’t true either. I mean, we spent time together, but not exactly loads, and we’d never had a ‘sleepover’. I let my eyes fall over Jen, listening to Mac. Her hand was across her chin. She caught my eye while nodding to whatever he was saying.

Jen looked into me.

It was a look I’d seen before, but not in a long time. One that said: Don’t tell. It was previously reserved for stealing Gran’s cigarettes and skipping school. We weren’t supposed to have secrets any more. I realised then what she’d done. I thought of her sneaking off to find a phone signal. I should’ve suspected something was going on when she’d stopped dying her hair. Your self-confidence has to be radically altered for you to change a decades-long hair preference. The room felt hot. I moved the back of my hand across my forehead.

‘Anyway, enough of the serious chat, eh! More mash?’ Will held the bowl of squash out for me.

‘Sorry, yeah, thank you.’ I heaped some onto my plate, though I’d lost my appetite. ‘Do you know where the wine is?’ I worked hard at keeping my cool and sipped some water to stop my face reddening.

Will patted me on the shoulder, then got up to locate the bottle from the other end of the table. Mac and Jen were talking about how everyone they knew had been on a retreat recently. Mac was intrigued by a weekend on ancestral old ways where you reclaimed your natural human fitness through participation in hunter-gatherer activities, while Jen had been looking at doing a therapeutic course based on the Intentional Relationship Model. I heard her say something about the emotional side of patient care to ‘soothe the inner child’.

‘Inner child?’ Dad helped himself to seconds. ‘Are you pregnant, Jennifer?’ Mum sat up straighter.

Jen blinked. ‘Dad, you know we’re not.’ Everyone around the table looked uncomfortable.

‘What do you mean “you know we’re not” when you say things like “inner child”?’

Jen dabbed a napkin around the corner of her mouth. ‘Inner child means your true self, the person you are that isn’t concealed by adulthood. It’s a therapeutic term.’

Dad released a sharp sigh, placed the bowl of chilli back in the centre of the table and kept the rice beside him. He was wearing a frustrated expression, like he thought we were intentionally mocking him by knowing things he didn’t. Jen turned back to Mac, clearly avoiding my glare.

‘When does it end?’ Dad asked a little louder. ‘The therapy? Do you just do it … for ever?’

‘It’s not a round of antibiotics. You have to keep building the muscle, like going to the gym.’ Jen’s voice was tight and thin.

‘Jennifer, you’re a doctor. Please don’t do your profession a disservice and compare moaning to medicine.’

I glanced at Mac, looking down at his plate. His parents had been similarly sceptical when he’d told them he’d done group therapy before and, although we were still arguing, I didn’t want him to feel bad.

‘Therapy isn’t moaning,’ I interjected.

Cillian poured himself another beer. ‘She saves that for her writing.’

‘Don’t she me,’ I bit back. ‘I’m right here.’

I clutched my glass, spilling a little wine. ‘And my writing is not moany. It’s cathartic.’

Cillian ran his wrist across his mouth. ‘The Guardian gives you one good write-up and now you’re reciting it like it’s your morning affirmations.’ He sniggered, then placed his hand on his chest: ‘I am cathartically honest; I am emotionally authentic …’

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Mac looking down at his lap. Heat tickled at my temples. I shifted in my seat, humiliated.

‘Go on,’ Cillian said. ‘Give us another one. Something about “unflinching truth” maybe?’

My hand tightened around my glass. I didn’t know that Cillian had read any of my reviews, never mind memorised them. The lights flickered. He was mad at me. Jen looked to the ceiling.

‘Sounds like someone’s been doing their research.’ I extended my finger from around the wine glass. ‘If you had a problem with the book, we could’ve talked about it. You know, like actual adults?’ I refilled my glass although it wasn’t empty.

Cillian stretched theatrically. ‘Sorry, all this cathartic honesty is making me sleepy.’

‘Why are your generation obsessed with talking?’ Dad said. To him, things were always about Our Generation, never about us as individuals. Our feelings were cast aside in favour of a debate on the generation gap. ‘I appreciate that our generation don’t talk about things enough, but you all seem to be obsessed with it. These things are a pendulum. They swing one way and then the other. You’re all operating at extremes. The environment, homosexuality. Of course, historic discrimination against the gays was not acceptable. The Stonewall riots proved a significant turning point, but it’s gone too far the other way. I can’t watch television without an HSBC advert shoving it down my throat. It’s too much!’ Dad threw his napkin onto his dinner plate. ‘The pendulum will settle in the middle eventually, but right now I think you all should come around to understanding that the talking doesn’t do you any good. It’s like designing a building with too many windows. Structurally unsound.’

Mum asked, ‘What do you all talk about in this therapy anyway? You don’t talk about us, do you?’

Suddenly, the speaker stopped mid-song. The lights flickered, then turned off. In the darkness that followed there was a chaos of movement. Cillian whooped like someone had spilled a pint and used the cover of darkness to slide the last beer towards him. Will’s phone torch swept wildly across faces. Jen felt her way towards the cupboard, bumping into the table on the way.

‘It’s only twenty past nine.’ Mac’s watch glowed in the dark. Lundy isn’t connected to the national grid. It has its own power generator which shuts off at midnight until dawn to preserve energy. I liked to think that when the generator turned off, I could hear it. Not necessarily a whirring or a powering down, just a drop into a deeper silence, like missing a step at the bottom of the stairs. Connor leaned back so only two legs of his chair were on the floor and grabbed the battery-powered lamp.

‘Can someone go and ask why the electricity’s off? Maybe there’s a problem?’ Mum looked at Will, who looked at Jen.

‘There’s no problem. It’ll come back on in a bit. Anyway, we barely need it.’ Jen placed three candlestick holders on the table and lit them one by one. Match, strike, burn.

Connor announced he was going to check on Letty and left with the baby monitor. The darkness and the wine gave me a faraway-while-surrounded-by-people sensation. Everyone seemed like a stranger. Their faces – waxy and still – glowed around the table. Dinner was cold. The sound of a spoon scraping against crockery filled the room as Cillian began eating Connor’s leftovers.

‘So, we’re all chipping in for a bundle of talking therapy for Dad this Christmas?’ Jen directed to the table. There was a smattering of laughter, and the tension was momentarily dispelled. I could tell she was trying to distract us all. I rubbed my tongue over my teeth, confused by what exactly Will had inadvertently revealed. There’s a powerlessness to loving someone so much. Jen could do anything, and I’d keep all her secrets.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Dad said.

Cillian brushed a hand across his forearm where a speck of spit had landed. ‘Would it be the worst thing in the world?’

I nearly dropped my wine glass. This from the man who’d once told me that emotions were like farts: better out than in but best dealt with in private. Cillian coped with life through competitive sports and strategic avoidance of all feeling. I thought counselling would have to be framed to him as Strategic Emotional Performance Coaching. The light was low so I couldn’t see his expression, just his eyes shining in the candlelight. Cillian ran his thumb over the label of his beer. ‘I mean, my mate Simon had some therapy and he’s still a dickhead, but at least now he’s a dickhead who knows why.’

Mum placed both hands on the table. ‘I think the point your father is making is when does it end? He’s not opposed to it entirely. We’ve done therapy before.’

‘That was for an issue,’ Dad said. I turned my head from Mum to him in surprise. The word ‘issue’ hung in the air like smoke. Eva’s name an unspoken presence at our table. After all these years, this was the closest we’d come to acknowledging the affair. ‘Then we fixed the issue and the sessions ended.’

Everyone seemed to process this admission differently. Cillian’s throat worked as he glugged his beer. Mum used the tines of her fork to dig under her nails. The sound of metal on nail made my teeth itch. Will, oblivious to the subtext, reached for more rice. I caught Jen’s eye across the candles. There was something in her face I recognised, that particular tilt of the chin, that deliberate look away. She was more similar to Dad than I’d thought. The floorboards creaked and I imagined Connor lifting Letty out of her cot to cradle her.

‘So you all pay for someone to listen to you talk about your feelings every week, and you’re doing that for the rest of your life?’ Dad asked in disbelief. I moved the candle towards Jen and Mac so my face was no longer illuminated. I wasn’t sure I had the answer, but before I could conjure one, Dad shook his head and said, ‘And you have the cheek to complain that you can’t afford mortgages without our help.’

‘Wait, is the oven off?’ Mum asked, suddenly alarmed. ‘Can someone check the crumble?’

Cillian leaned back in his seat again. ‘Yup, it’s off.’

Dad was riled. His voice increasingly loud. ‘And what about people with real problems? Victims, refugees, people that can’t afford expensive therapy?’

Connor reappeared, hovering in the doorway with the baby monitor in his hand. As quietly as he’d arrived, he left, but this time with Cillian’s cigarettes in his back pocket.

Jen interjected: ‘Is that how it goes, Dad? Real problems only? Darina dying isn’t real enough? Do I not deserve help after what I’ve been through with my miscarriages?’ There was something deep in Jen’s voice – like an echo in a canyon, limitless and lonely – that I hadn’t heard before. I noticed she said ‘I’ and not ‘we’. Will studied the candle like he’d never seen a flame before.

Dad ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Again, fertility’s an issue and a fixable one at that. So, of course, you should have support.’

‘It’s not a fixable issue. I’ll be grieving that baby for ever.’

‘Well, the therapy isn’t very good then,’ Dad replied bluntly.

I stared out the window to distract myself from feeling as though I might cry. Blinking a few times, I watched contrails of smoke appear before Connor’s lips. He paced with his head bowed, one hand in his pocket, before twisting the cigarette against the gravel and bringing it back in with him.

‘What about the rest of us, eh? Getting on with it, surviving? Life is difficult, deal with it. We aren’t entitled to wallow in our own self-pity,’ Dad said. There were furtive glances around the table.

‘Just surviving isn’t the only option.’ Mac got up and shuffled past Will until he was stood behind my chair. The table went quiet. ‘You might even find that it’s helpful to—’

‘Are you trying to offer me advice? Do you seriously think I stay awake at night thinking about this?’ Dad rebuked, clearly angry that Mac had dared question him, despite continuous challenges to make him do exactly that.

‘No, Murphy, I don’t. Perhaps that’s the problem.’ Mac placed his hands on my shoulders. Relief flooded my body. I moved my hand to hold Mac’s and pressed them together, both hot and clammy in the dark.

‘Problem?’ Dad laughed. ‘Well, look who suddenly arrived. Thank God. I was beginning to worry you were a bit boring, Mac.’

My spoon clattered loudly as I set it down. ‘You know, Dad, it might’ve been nice if you’d asked how we were finding therapy, because then I could’ve told you that it had been helpful once when I was hurting a lot about Darina, and when I started working on some things life became more bearable. I might’ve said that writing too gave me a way out. It really helped me feel things. Not feel better, but just hopeful or something. Then I might’ve agreed with you. I might’ve said I also don’t know how good it is to keep going but I don’t know what else to do. You didn’t say: Oh, kids, I’m sad to hear you feel you’ve had to do this to get by. You just wanted to argue.’ I took a breath and realised my hands were shaking. Everyone looked down. Mac remained behind me. I could hear his shallow breath falling over my head. ‘Sometimes I feel like you don’t want to get to know us at all.’

‘You are a real piece of work.’ He shook his head. ‘You want me to ask about you, Nola? Well, maybe you could’ve listened yourself.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ There was the random clink of a spoon.

‘You want to be a proper writer? I wrote to you like one. I hate to be the one to break it to you, but you can’t be a professional at anything in this life if you aren’t going to be open to criticism, open to true interrogation on the ethics of your work. I took you seriously. I was the only one in this family who did. You asked for our approval, but you can’t get Darina’s, so I considered it my duty as a parent to present her defence. You say you want to leave your job to be a writer. I treated you like one, I critiqued you like one. You didn’t even reply.’

It hadn’t felt like he’d wanted to treat me like a real writer, it felt like he’d wanted to hurt me. And defend Darina? He’d only highlighted sections of himself. I’d been naive to think I could ever get his validation. Instead of gripping the disappointment of that realisation, I averted my emotions into the anger that it was surely him who’d contested the book. I fuelled my disposition for revenge and prepared to say I’d send him the original manuscript where I’d written about how betrayed Darina and I felt by his affair, the messiness of Eva being so young and the mistakes we made because of it. I could tell him all this. It would ruin him and I knew it. Just how he knew sending his email would ruin me. Mac squeezed my shoulders. I breathed in for two, and out for three, then said only: ‘I’m sorry you’re disappointed by the book.’

‘I’m not disappointed, I’m just confused by it.’ Dad tapped his lips. ‘It’s beautifully written throughout, your control of language, structure and mood is outstanding. It has an excellent rhythmic quality, but you can’t really say that it’s an accurate portrayal of Darina.’

‘Why not?’ I tried to slow my breathing so I could catch his praise. It slipped straight through, like sand.

Dad brushed his knuckles over his cheek, going against the grain of his grey stubble. ‘The themes of grief are superseded through large sections of this emerging journey into your own womanhood and quest to discover who you are in London. What has that got to do with your sister dying? The finale is all caught up with your relentless determination to package grief into some … transformative healing journey. Then Mac rides in on a white horse? I mean, come on. You have to acknowledge that you wrote this when you were still processing an experience, and as such it’s not yet proven or validated even to yourself. I’m not implying any criticism in saying that, merely an observation. I wonder how valid this book will read, even to you, when you look back in five years?’

My heart knocked at my chest. ‘I don’t think—’

‘Be realistic about this, Nola. You refined every memory until it sparkles. Even using Darina’s dirty feet as a narrative device. You want to write more books? Why don’t you visualise yourself becoming a famous author and your future press interviews. I can imagine a cynical journalist opening with something along the lines of: I found your debut impressive, Nola, but did you ever worry you were too young, too close to the loss to write about it? That maybe you turned your sister’s death into your ticket to literary success? Or perhaps they’d ask: Was it a book you had to write to process your own grief or was it a happy ending you had to write for your new boyfriend?’ He paused, something shifting behind his eyes. ‘So much of your writing is so good, but somehow, for me, it doesn’t completely capture Darina’s essence.’

‘You don’t think I captured her?’ I felt the impact of anger and guilt colliding inside me. It caused a tectonic shift, disturbed earth, a changed landscape. My heart lurched. How long had Dad been holding on to that? Waiting to strike the final match to detonate me? He knew – in the way only he knows me – that this was all he had to say to tarnish my view of Animal Oracle for ever. If I hadn’t captured Darina, what had this been for? I’d sat in meetings with Vivienne and my publisher telling me to be proud of such an accomplished first work with a total absence of pride and only the deep ache of discomfort that I was writing about Darina without her consent, consent she could never give. I’d wanted to immortalise her, the real her I knew. There was a ringing between my ears again. I blinked angrily down at my hands, trying to collect my thoughts.

‘I don’t think you did.’ Dad looked at me as if to say: your serve. This was all a game to him. Our relationship was nothing more than something to win at. I’d always lose with him. The only thing left to do was show the cards.

‘So when I didn’t reply to your email, you went to my publisher instead?’

‘What?’ Dad’s brow furrowed with genuine confusion.

‘You know what I’m talking about.’

‘I truly don’t have a clue.’ The sincerity in his eyes disarmed me. I suddenly felt shivery, like the fire growing in my belly had just been extinguished, the certainty I had about his involvement reduced to ashes. His document and confrontation at dinner showed what I should’ve always known: that he wouldn’t go behind my back. Dad had always put his disappointment in front of me where I could see it. An anonymous accusation would be beneath him. I looked at the puzzled faces around me, trying to find the smallest indication, the tiniest hint that someone knew about it. But the ringing in my ears made it impossible to focus.

‘What do you actually want, Dad?’ My voice came out steadier than I felt. ‘I can’t un-write the book. I can’t take it back.’ I studied my father’s eyes in the half-light. ‘I’m sorry if you wanted to be the one to ride in on a white horse and save us all. But heroes have to be real characters. They have to have flaws and strengths. They have to own them both, give them freely and generously. You’ve never thought us worthy of an apology. If you don’t want to be real to me, that’s fine. But that’s why you didn’t get to be real in my book. Just a fake two-dimensional character. Heroes have to be real.’

‘You live in a make-believe world.’ Dad looked at me. In that moment, I think he understood that the part of my personality he disliked most, my intense stubbornness, was all his. We both had narratives we had to hold to survive in this family, and we’d tried to destroy them for one another. It would be impossible to share any kind of reality now. The room was silent around us.

With oven gloves on, Mum carried the crumble to the table. She set it down strategically to block the line of sight between Mac and Dad. We took it in turns to serve ourselves in silence. The uncooked tinned peaches slopped onto the plate like small fish.

‘Well, what do we all think about the crumble?’ Mum said in a tone too cheery. As I chewed, or merely masticated, the crumble in my mouth, there was a sensation of static under my skin. A chapter closed inside me. I took a moment to capture everything I could from that scene – the candles, the peaches, Connor’s smoke outside the window, the warmth of Mac’s hands pressed against my shoulders – as I knew it was a moment we could not return from. It seemed to breach something that hadn’t been breached yet. When I looked at the little flames shining on the faces of each member of my family, I knew we would not go back to the other side.

I watched them all performing normality, these people I thought I knew so well. The anonymous email could’ve come from any of them or someone I’d never even considered. I’d turned Darina’s death into something I could understand, maybe even felt I could control, but sitting there in the dark I realised how much I’d failed to see.

Mac squeezed my hand and the familiar twist of guilt settled in my chest. I’d been so focused on uncovering who had been hiding something from me that I hadn’t hesitated to keep a huge secret from the person I claimed to trust most. Mac still had no idea why we’d really come to Lundy. I watched Jen push her crumble around her plate.

‘Delicious,’ Will replied.

‘Lovely peaches,’ Dad added. There were murmurs of agreement from around the table. No one looked my way.

‘If anything, it’s better for tasting the fruit,’ Will said. ‘You should always cook it like this.’


Animal Oracle
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The Wolf

Wolves will howl to locate a lost member of the pack. Each voice is distinct and the sound, rising and falling across the distance, can carry for miles.

There’s always the thing, and the thing right before. Before Darina died, she’d been out dancing. Before Mum called, I’d been in the supermarket. They’re always connected. Each time my phone rings I can’t help but think about that call. I’d answered, busy and irritated that she’d interrupted me while I was hurrying to buy sponges from the supermarket. I had a long list of things to do and was rushing around with a sense of stress and self-importance as if we don’t all die with long lists of things to do, as if we don’t all die with parcels to return and emails in our inbox.

‘What?’ I answered, because I am the worst person in the world. Mum didn’t reply. There was silence down the phone. I moved it from between my ear and neck to check I had signal. I did. Then I heard Mum’s shallow breathing and the sound of crying. I assumed Grannie Annie had died, because that made sense, and went into the mode of comforting. The hierarchy of suffering says it should be that way, so I said: ‘It’s OK, I’ll come home tomorrow, I’ll help with it all, I’m so sorry, but it will be OK.’ I found the sponges and picked up an eco-bamboo multipack, then headed to the till.

‘It’s not Grannie,’ she said. ‘It’s Darina.’

My life rearranges itself. My life falls apart. Every relationship I’ve ever had, changes in an instant and the most important one disappears. I’m holding a sponge in my hand and can’t remember why. I think of collapsing to the floor, like in a film, but know there’s no one here to catch me.

I look at my phone in my palm, ringing still. Howling. I haven’t got used to people ringing and not thinking about that call. Thinking how quickly everything can change, and you can’t go back, and everyone tells you that you become a better person because of it eventually. When does that happen? When will I find something good in this? When will I be good again? When will there ever be good?


CHAPTER NINETEEN

It must’ve been gone midnight when I heard my walkie talkie, because it was so dark that I had to put my hand in front of my face to check which way was up. I’d fallen asleep with my phone in my hand, trying to write my way through my feelings. After dinner I’d known it hadn’t been Dad. I thought it could be Mum, Wembley, Cillian or even Hanny. If it was him, who I’d already dismissed, then perhaps it was someone else entirely who’d felt harmed by my writing. I was reconciling with the fact I might never know. A flu-like feeling spread across my stomach. If it was Mum, then I’d have to accept it as punishment for telling our story. I’d hoped being here could fix everything, but it felt beyond me.

I’d tried to talk to Jen, but she’d locked herself in the bathroom under the guise of a long bath. Tossing and turning in the night, I kept waking up distracted by thoughts of Jen and a distressing urge towards being unkind to her. I suspected she’d been lying to Will and felt there should be no more secrets. I plugged my phone in to charge, but it didn’t turn on. The electricity was still off.

A voice crackled down the walkie talkie at a frequency that made my ear itch. ‘Anyone awake?’ I grabbed it, turning the volume down before it woke Mac. He turned over in bed.

I pulled the duvet over my head and whispered: ‘What do you want?’ into the receiver.

‘Anyone game for a late-night look at the lighthouse?’

Resurfacing from under the covers, I stared at the ceiling and waited for no one to reply so I could go back to sleep. I blinked and dark shapes in the room came into view. A minute passed before I decided I couldn’t drift off. ‘Fine. See you downstairs in ten.’

Millcombe was eerily silent. I started winding up my torch and the whirring sound made me less scared of the deep corners of quiet. I expected to find Connor, unable to sleep, with a restless Letty.

‘Oh,’ I said when I saw Cillian’s puffer jacket by the front door.

‘Not happy to see me?’ It was pitch-black and the light from my torch was down at his knees so I couldn’t see the expression on Cillian’s face. Something in his voice told me he was in a weird mood. I felt it too. The strange sadness of the trip coming to an end. Our time together turning into time apart. He must be missing Wembley.

With no lights for miles, it was so dark outside the air felt thick, as though we could reach out to pull it aside like a cloak. Neither of us knew where we were going, but Cillian didn’t let on. He strode off in one direction, then another. My eyes adjusted and far away the stars shivered. A few clustered together for warmth. I tried to find the Big Dipper, then jogged to catch up with Cillian.

‘There it is.’ I pointed to a smudge penetrating the night. The lighthouse appeared first as a deeper patch of black against the sky, its edges uncertain. Once we saw its outline, we easily walked towards it, our pace quickening with confidence past the old farm fence, dirt track and graveyard. I began to make out the tower’s brutal geometry, a dark cylinder rising from the grass and windows like empty sockets. No light inside any more, just the ghost of its former purpose.

Once beneath it, the tower looked impossibly tall, stacked all the way to the sky. Salt-weathered walls fell into the shadows. My eyes were playing tricks; shapes seemed to shift and settle. The granite looked almost wet in the darkness, though when I touched it the stone was dry and cold. Someone had scratched initials near the door frame: M.K. 1986. Dark lichen mapped the northern face where the wind hit hardest and an old chain rusted orange from the salt air hung beside the door.

Cillian tried the door and it was open. Easy as that. We followed a stone staircase around and around. I pressed my palm against Cillian’s backpack, trying not to look down or I knew I’d imagine my skull hitting the floor, cracking open like a dropped watermelon. The observation deck had windows all the way around that rattled in the breeze. It was small, no bigger than a three-door car, with only two deckchairs, which we settled into.

‘Found these in the airing cupboard.’ Cillian passed me a sleeping bag from his backpack. I pulled the thin-togged sack over my legs, then lifted my bum and wiggled into it. Cillian did the same, pulling the drawstring tight around his head. We turned to one another, looking like orange nylon worms, and laughed.

I wasted no time asking, ‘How come Wembley left?’

‘I don’t want to tell you anything.’ He lifted a half-empty wine bottle, bit the cork and spat it out, where it bounced into the corner like a TV sound effect. ‘You’ll just plagiarise all my trauma for your next voyage to the limits of self-pity.’ The meaner Cillian was, the sadder it usually meant he felt. I understood Cillian was feeling sorry for himself.

‘It’s all right to have a little self-pity.’ I reached out, flexing my fingers to motion for the drink. ‘I’m worried about you.’

‘No need.’ We sat in silence for a while, waiting to hear something, anything, but there was only the sound of the sea pushing and pulling towards the island, as if it could coax it away from us.

‘Wembley broke up with me,’ Cillian said finally. I wanted to say: Well, yes, that’s obvious, but didn’t. My instinct was to ask what he’d done, because it was always something that he’d done, but I waited for him to explain. I wondered if I should feel guilty for speaking to Wembley before she left. Should I have defended him more? I hadn’t been around Cillian like this in a long time. I wasn’t pleased for his misfortune, but a part of me was pleased to have the opportunity to support him.

Cillian began talking like he was summarising a meeting. ‘So the thing is she found some post and was pretty unhappy about it. I told her I love her, she forgave me, blah blah blah. This week was all a bit last-chance saloon or whatever. But I think she realised she can’t get over it.’ He corrected himself then. ‘Doesn’t want to get over it. I guess I didn’t try very hard to make it up to her.’ He wiped his face. ‘I could’ve tried harder, I just …’ Cillian blew out his lips. ‘Fuck it.’ It was always ‘fuck it’ with Cillian. A lack of care was a clever way to protect himself from ever being let down. Even at school, he’d resisted trying too hard so he could never truly experience failure. Life doesn’t work like that, I wanted to say, but didn’t feel I had the confidence to talk about how life went. I’d tried incredibly hard and although my book had been a success, it had been to the detriment of everyone else.

‘Post?’ I asked, for somewhere to begin, because where was there to begin with a confession like that?

Cillian sighed in a way I recognised from whenever he finally owned up to why he’d been suspended after saying ‘I have no idea’ to Mum a hundred times. ‘I’d sent these letters to my neighbour,’ he shook his head, ‘not neighbour, this woman in the flat opposite. Like, her flat’s garden backs onto ours and from my bedroom window I can see into her bedroom window. She never closed the curtains and I’d, you know, catch a look here or there because she was pretty fit. Then I suspected she was, I dunno, trying to make me look.’

‘So you saw all of her back garden? Or just the front?’ I bit my lip to stop laughing.

‘Forget it then.’ Cillian’s sleeping bag rustled as he bounced his leg.

‘Sorry! Carry on.’ I reached towards him, but he shoved my hand away. ‘Please.’

‘Then, one night, it’s kind of obvious I’ve seen her, so I just keep looking. And she’s definitely fine with me looking because she, you know …’

I hid my head in my hand.

‘So I start, you know …’ Cillian looked at me meaningfully.

‘Wait. You what?’

‘Well, I have a wank, don’t I!’

‘Got it.’ I nodded as if this was all very normal.

‘Then it becomes a bit of a regular thing. Sometimes we put notes against the window to organise a time. Then suddenly a letter appears at home. She must’ve worked out which flat we are and I’m thinking, This is a bit much, her writing to me—’

‘Oh, but you pulling yourself off with the curtains open isn’t invasive at all?’

Cillian ignored me. ‘And the letters are like really … sad. She starts telling me how lonely she is and how she hasn’t felt this alive in months. All about how her cat went missing in lockdown at the same time her stepdad who basically raised her was in hospital. I reply once or twice and Wembley finds the letters because I forget she checks the bin sometimes …’

I interjected, ‘Wembley checks your bin?’

‘Just my bedroom one. Not the kitchen or anything. She found a condom wrapper in there after Antony’s stag so it kinda became a thing.’ I raised my eyebrows while he continued, ‘That isn’t the worst of it. She used to use a photo of my face to open my iPhone and check my messages.’

‘Cillian, none of this is normal, you know that, right?’

It occurred to me that I’d probably never see Wembley again and I was sad about that. I supposed Wembley’s reasoning for leaving Cillian was an awareness of what he was truly like. He never did things accidentally.

‘When was this?’

‘Two weeks ago.’

I turned to face Cillian but the sleeping bag restricted me. ‘Ah, Kill. I’m sorry. You know you could’ve just called me?’

‘You’re all right.’ Cillian stared out of the lighthouse, though it was so dark neither of us could see anything. ‘Sorry we have secrets.’

‘Do we? There’s nothing I wouldn’t tell you, you’re my brother.’ He seemed pleased with that. We were quiet for a moment, content in the intimacy of our conversation. The wind whistled outside. Something stirred in my chest. ‘Someone complained about the book to my agent and my editor. It might ruin everything. The book. The film deal. The whole thing. It wasn’t you, was it?’

Cillian raised his eyebrows. ‘Is that what you were on about with Dad? You really think I’d do that to you?’

‘I’m not sure any more.’ My gut churned.

‘Well, I wouldn’t, and I’d expect you to know that,’ Cillian said firmly. ‘I’m not a bad person, you know.’ I nodded and we fell back to silence, both pretending to look out the window at nothing. ‘And I don’t think Dad would either.’ Another pause. ‘So that’s why you’re really here then?’

‘It’s not like that.’

‘How is it then?’ Cillian shook his head. ‘Look, I’m glad you came. Whatever the reason that got you here.’

We smiled and something tender bloomed between us. Perhaps it started as the reason, but being together, I’d realised how much I needed my siblings. I couldn’t get through without them. I didn’t even need to speak, just sitting beside my brother felt good, like the proximity of his body to mine nurtured something within me. Cillian looked like he’d realised something too. ‘Does Mac know about all this?’

‘You can’t tell him, OK?’ I gave Cillian a stern look. ‘Seriously.’

Cillian laughed. ‘You’re unbelievable, dragging Mac here under false pretences like that. You know what that makes you?’ Cillian didn’t wait for an answer. ‘A McConkey. Keeping secrets.’

‘I don’t want that to be a family trait any more.’ I thought about Jen and Will and all their secrets. Maybe Cillian was right, we couldn’t help lying to people. I didn’t think that was true of Connor at least. Which explained why Melanie wasn’t here. She refused to tolerate our behaviour. I admired that about her. An honest relationship with Mac felt impossible, and I was responsible for that. Pulling my sleeping bag tighter, I said, ‘We could be the ones to change. You could come to me with stuff sometimes, if you wanted to.’

Cillian put his hands behind his head and sighed. ‘I don’t know how to do that. I used to talk to Wembley. You know, eventually. I opened up to her about things, things I’d not told anyone else. Now I have to do that all over again with someone new. What was any of it for?’

‘What kind of things?’

‘Life shit, stuff about Mum and Dad, about work, like because I never graduated and—’

‘What do you mean, “never graduated”? I was there.’

‘No, you weren’t. That was Connor’s.’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘Oh yeah.’

‘I didn’t get the grades and failed my course. I told Mum and Dad I forgot to register for ceremony tickets, then told my friends I was too hungover and didn’t go. I never admitted that to anyone except for Wembley.’

‘You didn’t pass? How did no one find out?’ Something hollowed inside me and I felt guilty for not seeing behind Cillian’s masculine certainty. As his sister I should’ve done better than to accept his front that he was a Just a Simple Guy who used 2-in-1 and loved the Mad Max franchise, as he wanted people to think. I tugged at the nylon rope around his sleeping bag. ‘Wait, I thought you did a graduate scheme?’

‘I applied for an Inclusion and Diversity placement, so they allowed applicants with no higher-education qualifications.’

‘Diversity?’

‘We’re Irish, sort of.’

I put my head in my hand and pinched the bridge of my nose. ‘Do you seriously feel you’ve been discriminated against as a minority group?’ Cillian shrugged. ‘You absolute chancer. That’s really bad.’

‘Seriously, though.’ I pointed my torch in his face to show I meant what I was about to say. ‘You should never be scared to talk to me.’

Cillian rolled his eyes. ‘Dad never taught me to talk. Anyway, the women in this family talk too much.’ This made me flinch.

‘Look where not talking got you.’

‘Of the two of us, who’s worse off?’ Cillian presented me with his closed fist. I pulled mine from the sleeping bag, rock paper scissors style. ‘One, two, three …’ We both pointed at the other.

‘It’s Darina anyway.’

‘Being dead is different from having communication troubles.’ I took a large gulp, greedy and panicked we’d nearly finished the bottle. I was losing my nerve for this conversation.

‘Would you rather be dead?’

‘Don’t ask that, Kill!’

‘I don’t mean do you want to be dead, but do you ever think if you’d had the choice. Her or you?’

‘That’s stupid. Stop saying stupid things. You’re being illogical.’ I was scared he’d say he’d have chosen to replace her. I was worried enough about him as it was.

‘Well, it’s as logical as what happened,’ Cillian pointed out. ‘I’d have gone. If I could.’

I wanted to tell Cillian that he had more to offer the world than being noble, but I thought if I opened my mouth he’d hear my voice crack and I knew any more emotion would break the moment between us. I stayed quiet. He said, ‘I do wonder what she would’ve done. If she was the one left, that is.’

I wiggled my nose. ‘She would’ve moved to Denmark to live in a commune for two years, then returned all healed and opened a community sauna in Dalston. She would’ve been fine. She was always the strongest, the coolest.’

‘Nah.’ Cillian swigged from the bottle. ‘She thought you were the cool one.’ I shook my head before he added: ‘She must’ve done. Whether you argued that night or not.’ Cillian looked at me and my heart nearly stopped. There was an apology in his eyes. I wanted to ask how he knew about that, but couldn’t talk about it. Maybe Darina and he talked more than I thought. ‘That’s why she tried so hard to impress you all the time.’

I reached out my empty hand for Cillian to pass back the bottle. ‘I have no idea who I’d have had the courage to be if I believed that were true.’

‘I have no idea who I’d be if I had any courage at all,’ he replied and took my hand, leaving the bottle beside him. I was so surprised, I nearly recoiled. He shook it in an oddly formal manner, like we were colleagues at a charity event, congratulating one another on camera. His touch left me warm like the spread of a burn. A shock, then a hot throb. We smiled at one another.

‘You’re full of shit,’ I said. ‘It must’ve taken courage to get your cock out for that girl in the window. And you have to let me put that in a book. It would be a waste not to.’


CHAPTER TWENTY

Back at Millcombe, I climbed the stairs to the bedroom, eyes lowered to the carpeted steps and my thoughts elsewhere. The corridor of closed doors was quiet. Snoring seeped out from Connor’s room. Light leaked from the ajar kitchen door. Mum would’ve left it on, always last to bed. She would have been wiping the surfaces where our cups had rested or sweeping the floor where our feet had walked. I felt strange and empty inside. Pausing at the top of the stairs, I considered all my shortcomings as a daughter. The step creaked. I paused for a moment and was reminded of going downstairs as a child because I’d wet the bed and seen Mum sitting in the armchair. The outline of her body was bathed in a warm yellow light from the drawing-room lamp. She must’ve been waiting for Dad to come home from wherever he was then that was never with us. I’d been so scared that she’d be angry with me for witnessing something I knew then to be sad, but didn’t understand why, that I’d gone back to my room and slept in the sheets, slick-wet to my skin. I thought of this and I thought of so much between us, then I turned around and went to bed.

I couldn’t sleep and it felt impossible to lie in the bed beside Mac after we’d argued. I ended up sat by the window, trying to coax woodlice onto a leaflet so I could put them in a cup and release them on the grass.

‘I’m sorry,’ Mac said in a low voice. I turned around, startled that he was awake.

‘I’m sorry too.’ I looked towards him and our eyes met. I wondered if he could see that mine were wet, shining. I didn’t always hope for much when it came to love, and in other ways I hoped for a lot. I hoped to always be two people who would want to say sorry. Two people who would keep trying.

‘I’d better deal with this.’ I gestured to the glass full of woodlice as some began to crawl up the sides.

‘I’ll take them,’ Mac offered and went out into the night.

When he returned, the door clicked shut and we talked in hushed tones beneath the blue shadow of the moon. I sat on the bed and Mac on the wooden chair in the corner of the room. His face glowed in the moonlight and his woolly chest hair shone silver. Mac had an expression of puzzled concern which was how I thought he looked at me a lot of the time. I felt bad for that. I didn’t mean to be such a puzzle. I just wanted to be solved. I wanted to ask: Are you sure yet? but knew that I shouldn’t ask questions I didn’t want to hear the answers to. I tried to forget the word ‘sure’ and not look for words at all, but instead focus on the action of him standing behind me at dinner.

‘Are you all right?’ Mac asked.

I played with the tassels on the edge of the bedspread. ‘Do you love me?’

‘You know I love you.’ He came towards me and gave me a squeeze, then pulled away. I was aware that I wanted more. That this wasn’t enough. Just like he said, nothing was ever enough for me.

‘I love you too,’ was all I replied.

Mac stood over the bed, like I was the edge of a body of water he was about to wade into. We found each other in our separate needs for sex. Him in his desire to be in his body, instead of in his head, and me in my desire to be wanted, after feeling unwantable.

Mac’s breath was warm against my collarbone. I wanted to be anchored by his mouth, his hands, his body on top of mine. Pressing my palms against his shoulder blades, I felt the shift of muscle beneath skin. I focused on the weight of him, the heat of his body, the way his hands knew exactly where to go. My mind wandered traitorously to when we’d first become a real couple, the night before the anniversary of Darina’s death, when I hadn’t wanted to wake up alone. I was still Bike Lock Girl in Mac’s phone then. Stop thinking, I told myself. Be here.

Mac’s mouth moved over my neck, my breasts, my stomach. His beard scratched lightly against my skin. He turned me onto my side and his chest was warm against my back. Mac shifted beside me, draping his arm over my waist. His hand was warm against my stomach and his breathing ragged in my ear. His fingers raked over my body like they were marking lines in fresh soil.

Afterwards, I turned over in bed and looked out the window. I welcomed the silence between us, I knew I couldn’t face coming clean about the reason for bringing him here yet. There were ragged ribbons of cloud across the black sky. A woodlouse crawled along the windowsill, its body gleaming like wet slate in the dim moonlight. Another appeared from a crack in the frame. The window rattled slightly in its frame as the wind picked up. Beyond the glass, the hedgerow swayed, dark leaves shivering in the breeze.

I thought about Mum saying that if we could change anywhere, it would be here. North Devon was sliding into the ocean. Plants that used to grow there no longer did. Bad roots had taken hold. Clocks couldn’t be turned back. Lundy seemed a place of resilience and natural hardiness. Yes, if I could change anywhere, I could change here. And I was so in need of change. I thought about the way I was ruining my relationship, because I didn’t trust that a relationship couldn’t be ruined. I thought about the things I’d let men do to my body once, because I didn’t like myself, because Mum didn’t like herself. I thought about the things Mum said to make it OK: Men can’t be to blame. Darina used to say the same. I’d long known it was time to trust and make my own rules. Yet there I was, having my chance and still making a mess of it.

In the light of day, Darina’s anniversary arrived and I was somehow surprised. For weeks we’d been waiting for it, dreading it, then the day began and it felt like a sick joke. My mouth kept going to smile, because it didn’t know what else to do. I found that I was shaking my head while I got dressed. Mac was still in bed reading Wednesday’s paper. I turned towards him, putting my arms out as if to say: well?! But he didn’t see. His eyes fell over the page, reading a story about Number 10 or the football scores, committing the ultimate act of betrayal by acting as if the world was still turning. That’s the problem with grief: however close I am to people, I’m still so far away. I’m still an island body, drifting away from the shore. There was an ocean of grief and I’d been swimming through it, waiting to tire as though I might drown. Mac had pulled me afloat. I’d been reaching for him for so long that maybe I hadn’t seen the islands around me: Connor, Cillian, Jen.

I listened to the sounds of my family, together in their separate ways. Floorboards creaked on the landing. Letty cried in the other room. Pipes rumbled as someone boiled the kettle. A window clacked shut. However hard things were, these were the people I needed to be around. My siblings were people I could be around without it always having to be good.

Mac looked up and our eyes met. It was enough contact, a brushing of our souls, to make me crumble. I climbed back into bed, half-dressed, where he stroked my head. He didn’t say it was OK, because he knew it wasn’t. He just held me. His hair smelled like hay.

Five years. It was just a number, but the roundness of it felt awful. So much had changed in that time. Our family had grown, Letty had been born. We’d morphed, taken new shapes in our dreams and dynamics to fill the space Darina left behind. I felt different from the woman she knew and guilty about that. She was slipping away from me, but I knew I was the one moving. There’d been a lot of planning to avoid feeling like this. We’d all agreed in advance how we would spend the day. Most importantly, together. I was grateful that we had some structure to keep us going. And yet, despite the organisation, everyone was acting oddly at breakfast. No one acknowledged last night’s argument. We were cautious around one another, as though we didn’t want to knock a bruise. I absent-mindedly buttered my toast twice and had to change shirts after the Lurpak dripped all down my sleeves. Connor ate his usual three slices in the doorway, ready to escape at any moment. Jen tried to make some complicated egg dish with yoghurt and got stressed about the absence of a non-stick pan, while Dad held a map open so that Cillian had to tilt his head to the left at the table. Everyone was tense, engaged in the push and pull of our grief fighting for space.

Despite how much I appreciated Mum’s organisation, I was irritated by her that morning. She was at the table, wearing her badge and blowing her nose into a tissue. I took a breath as I filled the kettle, reminding myself that if it weren’t for her, I might just be at home, battling this day on my own. Then I heard her crying and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Jen tried to turn the radio up without drawing too much attention. Mum sniffled loudly. It was a constant request for someone to soothe her and I was so in need of soothing myself I couldn’t cope with the thought of comforting her. This was the work of family, though, and I wasn’t ready to give up yet. I went over and squeezed Mum’s shoulder. She clutched my hand in response. Through the window, clouds skated across the sky, their shadows racing over the grass outside.

I had to get out, had to breathe. The lookout beckoned, a concrete bunker surrounded by thick bracken and rhododendrons. As I approached, the brambles rose head-height before me, their stems indigo-black and ridged. Each branch curved in desperate angles, groping sideways then upwards for light. I sat down with my notepad. Morning condensation beaded on the waxy blackberries, some still green and hard, others ripening to dull purple.

Beyond the bramble thickets, the surface of the granite outcrops bloomed with orange lichen and deep cracks where ferns had taken hold. My childhood home had been surrounded by similar hedges. Dad always told us they were corridors for nature, providing every field with a fringe where wildlife clings on. It was true on Lundy too. Rabbits had carved paths through the grass, creating dark tunnels beneath the vegetation. I saw a wren in the dense middle growth while speckled wood butterflies basked on sun-warmed leaves, their wings opening and closing in slow rhythm. The hedge itself teemed with insects: shieldbugs and lacewings, and low down were silvery trails through the leaf litter, evidence of young slow-worms coiled beneath rotting branches. My family were not dissimilar. All lurking beneath the surface with our secrets. Hiding ourselves from one another, thinking it was the only way we’d survive.

The complaint felt less like spiralling in a rip tide than it had done when Vivienne called, and more like being submerged underwater. I was still drowning, but it had happened. I might as well let it wash over me. With my feet resting on the bench in front of me, I tilted my face towards the sky and I let the sun strike me. The page in my lap looked back at me blankly. Maybe Dad was right, and the talking and writing really did me no good. I’d surrounded myself with friends, partners, peers who spoke like I did. Toxic, boundaries, narcissism, love languages, attachment styles, trauma bonds and trauma wounds. All that trauma. Isn’t naming a funny thing? One day someone decides a dandelion is a weed, and then it is one. For so long I’d wanted more words for grief and all this inside-out love I felt. Recently I’d begun to feel I had too many. I wanted to believe that Dad was wrong, but he was difficult to dismiss. I couldn’t step out from his shadow.

I started writing, then crossed it out. All I could think was: Had I captured Darina? And how would I ever know if I had? I still felt so distant from truly understanding Darina’s life. The book was supposed to keep her alive somehow, but I realised how much I’d gotten wrong. The worst part wasn’t that I’d failed to capture her in the book, it was that maybe I’d failed to really see her while she was alive.

The cruellest thing about grief is how it makes you doubt your memories. Every year that passes, I trust them less. I’d spent so long telling stories about Darina, but I’d started to wonder if I was just telling myself what I needed to hear. The things we think we know about people we love are just the parts they chose to show us. People are vast and unknowable, even the ones who sleep in the next room, in the next bed. Maybe that’s what makes loss so impossible, not just the missing but the wondering. All those questions you can’t ask any more, all those stories you’ll never hear their side to. The realisations that come too late when you finally understand what you should have asked, should have noticed, should have said. She was my big sister, and I was so caught up seeing myself in everything she did that I never truly saw her.

I thought of Jen, Cillian and Connor. There were so many questions about them that I still couldn’t answer, still wasn’t brave enough to ask. Grief was supposed to give me courage, but I remained a coward. I’d hoped that one thing I could tidy and put away in my family was Dad’s affair. I’d thought that if he apologised then I could move on and trust people. Then there I was on an island with new revelations about Jen and Cillian’s relationships. It felt inescapable. History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.

Closing my notepad, I leaned over the fence so I could watch the bird ringing. Davy must’ve been up early that day. The nets floated like cobwebs in the breeze. A rustle behind me gave away that someone was approaching.

‘I’ve been looking for you,’ Mac said. He was wearing a cream waffle-knit T-shirt with three brown buttons at the collar. His hair appeared pale-gold in the light.

‘You found me.’

We sat and watched Davy at the nets for a while, how gentle and patient he was. I put my hands in my pockets. ‘When I was at school, we had a falconer do a demonstration once. We all stood on the sports field watching a man with a big brown glove. He raised it in the air and this huge falcon flew away. I remember thinking, what are you doing? He’s flown away! He’ll never come back. But the falconer just stood there and waited.’

‘Did it come back?’

I nodded. ‘I feel like that with you sometimes,’ I said, watching a gannet wheeling below the cliff edge.

‘Do you really?’ Mac looked down at his shoes. ‘You can trust that I’ll come back, you know. It’s really no fun otherwise. You can trust that I’m moving in too. I’m looking forward to it.’ We stared at the dimpled sea in the distance. ‘Don’t you think it’s better that it’s next year? It’s a real commitment. I’m saying I want it to happen, and we’ve made a plan. A plan further in the future. That’s something to trust, right?’

‘I just find it hard, I’m sorry.’

‘Sometimes I wonder if it’s not me you don’t trust, but you. I wonder if you don’t trust yourself. Does that make sense?’ Mac looked away.

I was reminded that it wasn’t just me that worried sometimes. I slid my hand into his. Mac lifted my arm, so it was pointing up in the air. He placed his hand in mine. A bird in a glove. A promise to return.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

‘The light will be nice on this.’ Mac wound thirty-six exposures of Portra 400 into his camera, then sunk into the armchair. He’d offered to take photographs as the ashes were scattered. He said he had a friend whose parents had a framed print of the ocean in the hallway of their Mornington Crescent townhouse. It was taken the moment his grandmother’s ashes were thrown into the wind. A portrait, of sorts. We were preparing to take a boat to spread Darina’s ashes in the sea that shaped our childhood. Five years we’d waited. Then there we were, the morning light catching dust motes in Millcombe House as all of us pretended we were ready.

For years the reality of spreading Darina’s ashes was too upsetting. All in need of ritual, but this one felt too final. We’d finally been able to agree on the place: North Devon, and a song: ‘Rhythm of the Night’. The heady dance track seemed to capture Darina. It was her favourite. Loud, euphoric, pulsing. When she died it seemed like I heard it everywhere. I’d go out drinking and be confronted with this visceral reminder that she was gone and along with all the joy she’d brought to my life. All the happy things we’d shared became unbearably sad. Her favourite song. Her favourite food. Even just the station near her house. These ordinary things were suddenly ruined. Not just ruined, but painful. They really hurt. Death was like a frost that touched happy things and turned them cold.

The first New Year’s Eve without Darina, I’d been at a party where everyone was wearing tinsel in the club. When ‘Rhythm of the Night’ came on I’d been making out with a guy wearing these dorky 2019 glasses. His hands were on my hips, playing with the belt loop of my shorts. When the opening lyrics began, I’d run outside and been sick in a bin. In the rush I’d not been able to get the side angle right, so my lips had hit the side and I tasted ash and old chewing gum. Collapsing onto the street, I sat on the curb where the pavement was covered in glitter and a dropped container of cheesy chips. I felt washed up and unimportant. I repeatedly found myself in situations like that because I chose to spend my time with people I was by default unimportant to, just so that I didn’t have to be vulnerable with those who really cared. I thought about washing my mouth out with whisky and going back to find the guy. I knew if I went back to his I’d get that weird feeling like I want to cry but won’t let myself. It made me feel lonely. I could feel lonely that night or the next morning. I always chose tomorrow.

I wanted to be able to dance to that song again. The music was supposed to carry her across the waves and unite our family in a perfect moment of remembrance. I’d had this image of us listening to it on the boat, blasting it as loud as we could. It would be good to feel Darina be loud again. That song always seemed to bring her to life. The reality felt smaller somehow, contained in the mechanical click of Mac’s camera. I feared that by writing about how much I’d wanted this moment I’d pushed us into it before we were ready.

The ten of us slalomed along the path until we reached Lundy’s jetty. We walked past hills of blonde grass dotted with sheep shit. When we were children, we used to put bangers inside cow pats and throw them at one another. We were wild back then. The wind was picking up, carrying the salt spray in sheets across the jetty. Connor and Cillian tried to pull each other’s hats off to see how sea-proof they really were. Garrick, the sailor who’d agreed to take us, adjusted his beanie and unwrapped his sandwich with the disinterest of someone who’d seen a lot of random stuff happen on privately hired boats. He wasn’t going to let this interrupt his lunch. He explained that our journey depended on the weather and tides. These things couldn’t be planned, so we had to hope for the best with the elements. I thought about commenting that this was like grief but decided against it.

‘Weather’s the boss out here,’ Garrick added, then took a large bite of a white bread roll which appeared, from the smell at least, to be stuffed with beef and horseradish. It was the kind of sandwich that announces itself to a room. Connor’s nostrils flared as the smell hit him, a potent mixture of cold meat and clammy butter. He looked queasy already and shifted Letty in his arms.

The sea was agleam but restless. Dark clouds gathered on the horizon and the first wave hit as we cleared the harbour. The boat lurched as Connor’s cheeks turned a grim shade of green. Letty reached towards the water from his arms and shouted ‘Da!’

Mum’s face crumpled. ‘Did she say “Darina”? Did anyone else hear that?’

‘Probably just saw a duck,’ Garrick offered flatly, then took another bite of the bread roll. He lifted it, offering a bite to Connor, who shook his head.

‘“Dad”.’ Connor swallowed hard. ‘Letty said “Dad”.’

Another wave struck the boat, larger this time, spraying us all with cold water. The deck became slick. Dad had his hand in his pocket, which I recognised as him holding back from smoking. He was resting his hand on the packet, so he knew they were there. Cillian was standing as if to prove his sea legs, while Jen and Will sat with their hands entwined between them. Connor watched in horror as Garrick extracted another bread roll from his pocket. Apparently the first had been merely an appetiser.

Garrick wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and began to slow the boat down. I didn’t know what we were hoping for in terms of location. Without words, Garrick nudged Mac with his elbow, gesturing for him to help lower the anchor.

‘Well, I suppose this is it,’ Jen said. ‘Cillian, do you have the music?’

Cillian blinked as if he’d been called on in class while daydreaming. He rummaged in his backpack, pulled out a Bluetooth speaker and pressed his thumb on the central button. ‘No offline downloads available,’ a mechanical voice bleated. He pressed it again, harder this time. ‘No offline downloads available,’ it repeated.

‘Piece of shit.’ Cillian jabbed harder, his face turning red. ‘Battery low,’ the speaker said that time.

Jen closed her eyes with exasperation. ‘Pull yourself together, Cillian. Do you seriously not use the cloud? I’ve got signal.’ She reached to snatch the speaker from him. ‘Give it here.’

Cillian dodged Jen. ‘Oh, I’ll pull myself together, shall I?’ His voice rose. ‘You all expect me to be the family fuck-up and it’s so bloody oppressive I can’t be anything else!’ He smacked the speaker against the side of the boat as if aggression could force it to cooperate.

Jen calmly reached out her open hand for the speaker but dropped it as Cillian released his grip. It skidded across the wet deck as another wave hit, covering us in sea foam. ‘Battery low,’ it gurgled, already wet. Jen lunged for it and her phone slipped from her pocket. In the scramble to intercept, Dad’s glasses went flying. The boat pitched violently. Jen wiped her wet phone on her coat and returned it to her pocket.

Garrick sighed, clearly unmoved by our chaos. Connor was trying to breathe through his mouth since we could all somehow taste the sandwich in the air.

‘Oh no,’ Connor moaned, then vomited over the side. Letty, still in his arms, reached curiously for the sick on his chin and licked her finger.

‘Da!’ Letty called again, and Mum made a sound like she’d been struck in the chest.

‘Someone take the baby,’ Mum shouted, desperately clutching the box of ashes in her arms. She turned to Dad. ‘Murphy, do something!’

Dad touched his face where his glasses should have been. ‘I can’t see a thing, so I’d best just stay here.’

Mum took Letty from Connor and handed him the box, surely for no reason other than that he was a man. It was grey, rectangular and didn’t look how I expected. Flimsier than an Amazon parcel, sturdier than a Patisserie Valerie cake box. Not as ‘proper’ as I’d thought the thing holding the remnants of my sister should be. The plan was to take handfuls each, until they were gone.

Connor opened the box but before Mum could shout her warning the wind hurled the ashes back into Connor and all over his coat, sticking to a glob of vomit. Mac raised his camera and hurriedly snapped a few photos. The camera went: click, click, click. Connor let out a single, raspy cough, blowing the excess from his coat. He pressed one finger against his nostril and blew hard, releasing a snotty string of ash. I was in such shock that I brought my hands to my mouth, scared I might accidentally laugh. Waves struck the boat in fat slaps.

Letty reached toward the water and shouted ‘Da!’

Mum’s bottom lip began to wobble. She released cries in thick, wet shudders. ‘She is saying Darina.’

Cillian punched Connor in the arm. ‘That’s from Darina, by the way.’

‘All right.’ Jen stood up in an attempt to take control, but a wave hit the boat and she landed on Will’s lap. Getting up again, she manoeuvred Cillian out of the way and took the box from Connor. ‘There’s still plenty left. We can have a take two. Everyone just needs to create a shelter from the wind and collect some. OK?’

‘Give it here, I’ll do it.’ Cillian grabbed the box from Jen, but another wave forced itself against the boat and they both fell backwards onto the deck, disrupting Mum at the back. Everyone cried out. A moment of panic. Letty was safe, she’d only slid through Mum’s arms to the floor and had a wet bottom. Mum readjusted Letty and there was a collective sigh of relief onboard.

I strained my neck to look from Letty to the water and there, slowly sinking, was the box of ashes. They drifted downwards like a penny thrown in a fountain. A wish, suspended. With each wave the outline of the box was fading fast.

‘Huh,’ Connor said thoughtfully. ‘They don’t float.’

‘Move!’ I kicked off my shoes and clambered one leg at a time over the edge of the boat.

Garrick announced, ‘The waiver says I don’t go overboard,’ as he brushed sandwich crumbs calmly from his jacket, then scrunched the tin foil into a ball and placed it in his pocket.

I faced out towards the water, heart racing with anticipation, forearms clutching the side, suspending me for a second before my muscles gave up and I plunged into the water. I was in the air a moment longer than I expected before I was enveloped in blue. The cold gripped my lungs like a clenched fist. It was ready for a fight. The adrenaline of the anniversary meant I was instantly overwhelmed by the cold. I came back up and took a final breath. As I inhaled, panic rose through my body, starting in my lungs and creeping through my throat, ears, eyes. I shut them again and started swimming down.

Opening my eyes, I was surrounded by blue. My hair floated around me as I turned. I caught a glimpse of grey which I pushed myself towards, fighting my body’s instinct to float to the surface and the resistance of my wet clothes. I reached out for the box, but it was sinking too fast. My body was overwhelmed with agonising desperation. My sister, who I shared so much life with, was gone. I’d have no other chance to change it. There was only this moment. The sinking ashes. The roar of the sea. The box fading fast. I kicked as hard as I could, then with two more strokes, grabbed the box. The ascent to the surface was so fast my ears whistled.

Emerging from the water, my eyes were glassy when I saw everyone looking down at me from the boat. Terror took over so I started kicking and splashing. The waves this far out were big, each one higher than the last, towering over me in unpredictable rhythms. Gasping for air, I swallowed a gulp of seawater. I needed to be back on board. Hands reached towards me and I clutched at them. Mac and Will, anchored by Cillian and Jen, reached over the side of the boat to place their hands under my armpits and haul me out of the water.

Collapsing onto the boat, I leaned my head over my bent knees and felt my whole body shaking like a car that wouldn’t start. I was in shock. A pair of hands removed my wet clothes. I turned to see Mac, but spinning my head made me lightheaded. Mac began pulling my wet trousers off, then abandoned their removal at my ankles. The cold of the boat was already spreading through me, and my thighs were blocks of ice. Mac undressed quickly to wrap me in his dry clothes then stood above me in his pants. His windbreaker was around my shoulders, but it might as well not have been. Everyone’s mouths were moving, but I couldn’t hear any words: the receptors between my ears and brain were frozen and slick with seawater.

The outline of Mum’s body was tall above me, swaying, and releasing a melody as close to a grief cry as our family had ever heard. Jen once told me that in many parts of the world mothers wail at their children’s funeral. Everyone listens to their grief song and the other women are expected to join them. In developed parts of the world, mothers have stopped this ritual and their throats no longer have the ability to make the same sound. They’ve adapted out of it. ‘The study’s peer-reviewed,’ Jen had said at the time. I closed my eyes and tried to hear the cries of my mother.

Mac rubbed his coat against my skin, thawing me out. Things came back into focus, voices broke through. Dad scratched his chin, then looked away as if it was indecent for Mac to be wearing his pants in front of him. He cupped his hands and clicked his lighter. The time for withholding from smoking had passed.

Another wave rocked the boat. ‘Bluetooth paired,’ the speaker said. A man’s voice filled the air, intimate and concerned: ‘Hey, just wanted to say I’ll been thinking about you today. I haven’t heard from you much and I’m just miss—’

Jen was pressing all the buttons on her phone until she stopped it playing the voice note.

‘Is that Hanny?’ I asked. There was a lilt in his voice, a softness that I’d heard him use with women before. It wasn’t just friendly. It was slower, warmer. The silence that followed was deafening. Connor looked down at his shoes. There was something in Hanny’s voice, the intimate care, that revealed too much. His words hung in the air between us. I caught Cillian’s eyes and saw he knew too. We’d all heard the tone of a lover before.

‘That’s nice of Hanny to check in today,’ Will said, eventually. I watched Will’s eyes fall over the water in absolute serenity. My stomach turned as it became clear he had no idea what was going on. He was completely clueless. I realised then how invisible Jen was to him, which was, after everything they’d been through, the cruellest thing imaginable. Jen had her eyes closed. Above us, a gull glided on a current then suddenly tilted east.

Garrick, who I’d forgotten was there, pulled up the anchor. He didn’t seem in a rush to get me back to shore, which made my shivering feel dramatic. The boat turned back toward shore. Jen and Will stood apart while the box was beside me, soaked through and disintegrating. Water had seeped in at the corners, turning some of the ashes to paste. Was this better or worse than letting it sink? The cardboard started to crumple in my hands. We all took a handful and let it go into the sea, like sand slipping through our fingers.

Mum started singing, her voice trembling and off-key: ‘The rhythm of the night, oh yeah …’ She looked around at us all, her eyes pleading for us to join in and salvage something of the moment we’d planned. No one joined.

Mum tried one last time to sing, her voice barely a whisper now: ‘The rhythm of the night …’ But the words drifted across the salt air. I wanted, so badly, to open my mouth but I felt paralysed, unable to be in the moment. I wanted to disappear.

‘Why is being in this family so lonely?’ Mum said. No one replied and we all stared towards Lundy. The current had calmed, as if it’d done its work.

Jen pressed all the buttons on her wet phone, but nothing happened. Then a cool blue light flashed on the screen and Siri said: ‘I’m sorry, that’s not very nice.’


Animal Oracle
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The Eel

All eels begin life in the Sargasso Sea, a still, mysterious part of the Atlantic Ocean. From there, they drift thousands of miles before swimming inland, through rivers, drains and ditches – often in darkness. No one has ever witnessed their spawning. When fully grown, they vanish again, returning to the ocean to breed and die. People once believed they rose from mud or spontaneously formed from rotting meat. Their movements are slow, secretive and shadowy. Some are said to live to a hundred.

I have this recurring dream about eels. It seems so real that I often feel them brush my body and twist themselves into the bedsheets. Sometimes when I wake up, I’ve scratched my legs until there are thin red lines on my skin and specks of blood dried on the sheets.

I know what an eel feels like, so I can imagine this. They live in the wrecks and reefs off the Devon coast, hiding out in the dark. Every few years a conger eel would get caught in a fishing line and wash up on the beach. Word would get out quickly and all the kids would run down to look and pretend we weren’t afraid. We’d press our fingers into the flesh until it gave a little, then sprang back. I remember the feeling of its skin: rubbery, clammy and cold. Someone dared Cillian to sit on it once. He bounced up and down, making its mouth open and close while shouting: ‘It’s just like a waterbed!’

If we returned when Dad was home and he found us reeking of fishing nets, he’d make us stand against the garage and hose us down in our clothes. I’ve always had this image of him in his waterproof waders, striding along the beach. There were two of him, a reflection stuck to his feet in the mirrored surface of the beach at low tide. How I dreamed for there to really be two of him, so that there could be one who stayed home with us.

There was a trawler docked in Plymouth, painted peeling blue, called Hope. I remember a photo in the paper once when Hope had brought in a conger eel bigger than the man who caught it. The thing was coiled like a rope, silver and impossibly slick. Then they hooked it up and hung it from the dock scaffolding. It was taller than a house. I dreamt of it crawling out of the fishmonger’s window and sliding its way through the high street.

There’s a stretch of the Devon coast where the cliffs slope low and eelgrass sways beneath the surface. The water is shallow to a point, then drops suddenly. We called it the shelf. That was where we’d dare each other to swim far out, past where the bottom disappears and the eelgrass brushes your legs like fingers.

Darina would always go first. I’d watch her bob farther and farther out until she blurred into the glint of sun on the waves. Then I’d go after her. I’d get so scared in the water on my own, imagining what was lurking beneath us, that it was nearly better to be beside her all the way out there. We’d tread water above the grass, the seabed invisible below us, and wait. When the blades touched our ankles, I’d gasp and try to swim back. Then she’d grab my wrist to hold me there, grinning. Just long enough until the panic softened. Until my breathing slowed.

At the time, I thought she liked scaring me. That she liked having power over my fear. It felt cruel. Or maybe I enjoyed feeling scared, I can’t remember. She’d laugh while I spluttered and kicked. Heart pounding. Arms flailing. Now I wonder if she was trying to teach me something. That panic isn’t proof of danger. That you have to sit in it for a minute, just to see if it passes. She didn’t say those things. She just held me there. Like maybe she believed I’d need it, later.

She was a very good big sister. I think I forget that sometimes, in the way younger siblings do. Darina tried to teach me everything she knew. She always wanted me to be brave. I still wake up with those scratches on my legs. The eelgrass again, reaching.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

When I returned to London, I hoped that a new novel idea would present itself to me. I imagined that one day it would simply arrive, like an unexpected package. That did not happen. The film deal hadn’t disappeared, but it hadn’t materialised either. I’d still not sent Vivienne the permissions and knew I probably never could, so our communication had gone cold. When she messaged, it was with a distant, somewhat disaffected tone, as though I was only someone she used to know. I was still at my job, trying to find time to write in the mornings before work.

That day, I was taking the train to give a talk at a literary festival. Construction work by the station clattered as scaffolding was taken down. Weeks had passed since that trip to Lundy and a whole building was now in the sky. The changes in me felt so unseeable. I tried to imagine the transformation in bricks. The graffiti on the wall there read: Does this feel like the end of the world to you? I suppose imagining the end of the world is easy, what’s harder is imagining the future.

On the train I opened my laptop and briefly did the usual checks certain to diminish any productivity: inbox, Goodreads, Twitter. I’d published a short story about parakeets in London – a braided lyrical essay weaving together history, nature writing and the final chapter from Animal Oracle about Mac and me laying on a blanket as they roosted in Brockwell Park. A Vice journalist had tweeted: Woman in love discovers nature and an irritating number of people had liked it.

I kept finding I’d outlined yet another story with a baby being the happy ending. The heroine always moved ‘back home’ as if contentment only occurred in the countryside. I wasn’t sure why I kept writing about babies, except rationalising it came from something within me that needed symbolism and a cyclical nature to things. Maybe I needed transformation stories: the death of an old self, rebirth of someone new. Both grief and birth force you to carry something inside you that will inevitably change you for ever. I had this primal urge to counter death with creation in the hope that there could truly be new beginnings. Then, sometimes, I thought it had nothing to do with hope, and more about control. In my stories, I decide when life begins.

Regardless, I felt ashamed of this clichéd maternal impulse and tried to invent plots about class or feminism. I told myself books about important subjects didn’t make important books, but that was hard to believe when I so desperately wanted to be important.

The only real idea I’d had was a novel about a woman who becomes Lundy’s warden by claiming her brother’s credentials after fleeing home over a failed, personally guaranteed business loan. It was like Twelfth Night, but with puffins and a sexy lighthouse keeper. I’d have to hope no one would point out that the lighthouse is automated or my love interest’s credibility would be ruined. Rather than writing, I’d spent hours researching the intricate details of asset seizing, then reading the annual Lundy bird count, which is as meditative and meaningless (to me, at least) as listening to the shipping forecast.

With each step, my silver cowboy boots clicked across the platform. The last time Vivienne had seen me talk she’d asked if I was open to feedback and when I’d say yes (what else do you say to that?) she’d handed me handwritten notes on the back of a programme that read: Speak slower, sit up straighter, stop saying ‘I wonder’ and just say the thing and finally: Buy better shoes. She’d said that I should dress more aspirationally. Remember: author is a dream job, so at least dress like you know it.

The talk was ‘Writing the Unwritable: Grief, Memory and Family on the Page’ and I’d been paired with Juniper Saunders, a critically acclaimed poet whose recent collection Grandmother’s Cupboards told the story of their relationship through ingredients in a kitchen used by three generations of women. I’d seen Juniper perform an interactive storytelling night and admired her creativity. She’d asked audience members to pick items from the set – tins of Spam, apples or pasta – to decide the poem she recited next. I was hoping we’d get a drink afterwards and maybe become friends. I thought I might ask for advice on adapting Animal Oracle into a play, seeing as I hadn’t written anything new yet.

I could always tell the kind of talk by the chairs. Fancy ones have proper armchairs, while smaller events make do with plastic folding chairs. That day, two velvet chairs had been arranged at careful angles with a small table between them, holding water glasses that scattered the harsh stage lighting. It was a set-up meant to suggest ease, like a conversation between friends, but the chairs weren’t quite comfortable enough to settle into. I perched on the edge, trying not to shift too much. Behind us, the festival backdrop rippled occasionally from the air conditioning.

When the talk began, I quickly realised that Juniper hadn’t read my book. My copy of Grandmother’s Cupboards sat in my lap, Post-its fluttering from the pages like flags. My disappointment manifested in tense shoulders, sweaty palms and a tight smile. I wasn’t hurt because Juniper was pretending, but because I could tell. I hate it when people make their bad lies obvious as it makes me paranoid that my own are that easy to spot. Juniper leaned forward to touch my knee, her many silver bangles clattering together as she repurposed adjectives from the blurb. Rather than saying it was ‘at turns tender and vicious’ she could’ve at least skimmed a chapter and plucked out a section she found either tender or vicious. It’s that kind of specificity that makes for a convincing lie.

Juniper was wearing a statement necklace that kept getting tangled in her microphone, creating feedback which at least gave us both a moment to pause before continuing. She commanded the stage with a natural theatrical presence while I felt I just explained things. My eyes drifted across the crowd. I usually tried to lock in on someone who looked like they were having a nice time and focus on speaking to them to lift my spirits. I was scanning the audience when I saw her.

Jen was sitting perfectly straight in the second row.

Suddenly, my chest felt hollow. I could hear my pulse in my ears, drowning out whatever Juniper was saying. The lights were too bright. I crossed my legs, then uncrossed them, painfully aware of my boots clicking against the chair leg. My hands were clammy around the book, leaving damp fingerprints on the pages. What was Jen doing here? I hadn’t seen her since Ilfracombe car park after she and Will had quickly driven off, leaving Mac, Cillian and me to get the train. Then there she was, watching me perform being myself. Heat crawled up my neck as I lost concentration mid-sentence. I tried to avoid feeling self-conscious about the boots which, I then realised, were ridiculous.

When the applause arrived, relief washed over me. Juniper and I walked off stage together to what they called the ‘Artists’ Lounge’, which was really a repurposed storage area that smelled like hairspray. Half-empty water bottles clustered beside a plate of cookies on a trestle table. Through the thin walls, I heard the muffled sounds of the next panel being introduced. I took a moment to mull over the thoughtful audience questions and tried to reposition the talk as a success in my mind. Juniper tried to remove her mic pack, bangles jangling as she twisted to reach the cables.

‘Oh, shoot,’ she whispered, ‘I’m all tangled.’ She stepped towards me as a stage manager passed. I felt a tug at my neck; somehow my lanyard had got caught in her mic wire. Her necklace swung between us as a flustered festival volunteer appeared to help.

‘Don’t worry,’ they said in a hushed tone, ‘happens all the time.’ The three of us huddled close, hands bumping as we tried to separate the wires. Through the wall, I could hear someone discussing the Anthropocene. The audience gave a liberated applause after a poignant point.

My face was uncomfortably close to Juniper’s, and I couldn’t bring myself to look her in the eye. I rambled, ‘I actually saw your show a while back. I loved the way you used domestic objects as metaphors, it really unlocked something about how memory lives in physical things and letting us hold them rather than just observe … Yeah, I really loved it.’ I gestured to Juniper’s book in my hands. ‘Would you mind signing this?’

‘Oh! Yes, of course. Mine too?’ Juniper stretched towards the table while still tethered to me, pulling me with her. My stomach dropped as I watched her reach for my book, which I noticed she’d left behind. The spine was unbroken. We signed awkwardly, her bangles rattling with each wrist movement. I made a joke about having to make sure our author signatures weren’t the same as the ones on our credit cards seeing as we revealed so much about our families in our work – mother’s maiden name, place of birth – we were prime candidates for identity fraud. She offered a polite chuckle.

‘Actually,’ her breath smelled of spearmint, ‘speaking of books … My first novel’s coming out next spring. It’s about grief too, in its way. It would be great to get a quote from you? Your audience would be perfect, you know, those more commercial readers.’ The word ‘commercial’ hit like a slap.

‘Of course,’ I said quickly, just as the volunteer freed us with a triumphant tug.

‘Amazing. I’ll have my people send your people the manuscript.’ Juniper squeezed my arm, already looking past me. ‘Oh, Mariana! We must grab that drink we talked about.’ She was gone before I could suggest getting one ourselves, her jewellery catching the light as she disappeared through the curtain.

The coffee urn made sporadic gurgling sounds. I felt nervous knowing Jen was waiting for me. Having just bared my soul on stage to a large audience, I was drained. I didn’t know that I had much else to give. A familiar tension crept across my forehead, knowing that I’d chosen to open myself up to strangers until there was nothing left for my family. Needing a jolt, I made two coffees and tried to leave the feeling of rejection behind. Jen was waiting outside, also with two coffees. When she laughed at the coincidence, I saw the delicate lines beside her eyes. She looked rumpled, distracted. Her neck was blotchy and she lacked her usual glow. Seeing her so obviously distressed made my insides feel sore.

‘That was good,’ she said.

‘No, it wasn’t.’ I put on some lip balm. ‘But thanks.’ I wanted to say I wasn’t being modest, I’d just done better, but didn’t want to sound arrogant.

Jen looked at the boots but didn’t comment on them, which was big of her. I’d been going for respected author meets good-time gal but landed somewhere closer to Eurovision contestant. How did some people (Darina, Juniper, Wembley) make being cool look so easy, while I made my attempts look such hard work? We walked around the site for a while. People sprawled on blankets with books propped on their knees. The air smelled of coffee and woodsmoke from the food trucks. I could hear snippets of poetry readings mixing with acoustic guitar.

We found a picnic table and as soon as we sat down, I realised that the two women already there had been at my talk. I recognised them as they both had hair like well-groomed horses. They stopped talking as soon as we arrived and looked at one another meaningfully. My stomach dropped. Jen started talking about how guilty she felt about everything. I gave her an intense stare, but didn’t know how to communicate: These women are listening to everything we’re saying because they think they know me with only my eyes.

‘I don’t want to have secrets from each other,’ Jen said. ‘If that’s what you want too.’

I looked beneath the table where a copy of Animal Oracle peeked out of the handbag of a woman with a particularly swishy ponytail. A frown involuntarily appeared on my face.

Jen tucked her hair behind her ears. ‘Are you annoyed that I’m here?’ The women beside us were failing spectacularly at their fake conversation while obviously eavesdropping on ours. Eventually the swishy ponytail one pulled out her AirPods so they could pretend to be listening to something else together.

‘It’s nice you came; I just wasn’t expecting it.’ I swallowed. ‘It threw me a bit, that’s all.’

‘You’re always acting like everyone is trying to sabotage you.’

‘Because they usually are,’ I said through gritted teeth.

‘I’m trying to support you.’

Ponytail turned the volume right down on her phone.

I got up to leave. ‘Can we find somewhere quiet?’

‘I’m sorry to interrupt.’ The woman opposite stood up too. ‘I really loved your book, like really loved it. My sister died too. Except she was younger, I’m the oldest.’ She clutched her chest and talked so fast her AirPod had fallen to the ground. I tried to look at her, not the AirPod, as she said, ‘She died from toxic shock syndrome. You signed my book for me in Brighton, do you remember?’

‘I thought you looked familiar,’ I lied. I didn’t recognise her face but recalled the story. It was hard to forget. A tampon forgotten during finals, then fever, then organ failure. She was found by her roommate, still in her pyjamas with revision notes scattered across her bed and three Red Bulls on the nightstand. These are the details people share with me. We all turn a death into a scene.

‘It’s nice to see you again.’ I tried to relax every muscle on my face and smile. The book had come with so many bad, complicated moments that holding on to these good ones was important. It was nice to have a chance to feel Animal Oracle had given something to people, rather than just taken something from my family. ‘How are you doing?’

‘Good, yeah.’ She nodded slowly. ‘I’ve been in therapy and that’s really helped. We actually spoke about your book a lot. It’ll be my last session soon, so I was kinda hoping you could sign a copy for my therapist. Is that crazy? I queued but chickened out.’ She laughed self-consciously and I felt so endeared to her.

‘I’m so pleased that’s been helpful.’ Something ballooned in my chest. ‘The thing about sisters is they carry on teaching us things, even when they’re not around.’ I got a pen from my bag and thought of what to write. ‘Can you remind me your name? Sorry, I’m so bad with names.’

She looked crestfallen. ‘Harriet with one “t”, and my therapist’s called Sandra.’

‘Really? Mine’s called Sandra too! What a coincidence.’ This wasn’t true, I just thought it would bond us enough that she’d forgive me for forgetting her name. I signed the book, then lifted it to show her. ‘I wrote: Dear Sandra, thank you for helping Harriet hold both her grief and her joy. Sometimes the kindest thing we can do is witness each other’s stories. Here’s mine. Warmly, Nola.’ I closed the book, ‘Is that OK?’

Harriet beamed and sprang forwards to hug me. I touched her arm as it lay across my shoulder, then waved as we walked away.

Jen looked at me. ‘You just thought of that on the spot?’

‘I kind of have to.’ I shook my coffee, which was now empty, and moved on to the second cup. Watching the interaction, I wondered if Jen was hurt that I appeared to have so many words for other people’s grief but not hers. It was easier to know what to say to people I could walk away from. ‘I guess it’s the same as you with patients. I’m sure there’s a real poetry to delivering a diagnosis.’ Jen smiled like she liked the sound of that. I scratched my head. ‘Look, I’m sorry it’s taken us so long to chat about everything. I wanted to talk when I felt like I could pretend I wasn’t surprised or whatever.’

‘You don’t have to pretend.’

‘Sure, I know.’ There were bean bags dotted around the festival. We walked past a woman trying to pull her husband out of one which had really gobbled him up.

Jen started telling a story like she’d rehearsed what to say. I was overwhelmed by a huge amount of tenderness towards her. We were similar in this way, or perhaps I’d learned it from her. Maybe all those hours spent playing School Register was where I’d picked up being a practised perfectionist, often being unnecessarily performative when no one had asked me to be.

‘I guess I should start from the beginning,’ she exhaled. ‘I’d been at the pub with Dar and Hanny had turned up. I’d not met him before and he was really excited about this funding he’d got from the Wellcome Trust to make a public installation. I was drawn to how much he cared about making his students feel something. People were always telling me not to get so caught up with patients and I hate that. Why shouldn’t I care? I told him about seeing more and more patients with disrupted circadian rhythms from gig work, and he brought me on as an advisor. Do you remember this?’

I nodded, having a vague recollection of it from the time. It was called The Deep Time clinic and was staged in a decommissioned NHS walk-in centre where visitors underwent speculative ‘consultations’ imagining their health, cities and bodies in a future shaped by geological and ecological disruption.

‘It wasn’t that I cared about the university, or even the project, to be honest. I cared about Hanny. We’d meet at the pub or his office and just talk for hours. Nothing intimate happened, but I had a growing awareness that it was somehow more intimate than if we’d been sleeping together. When his name appeared in my inbox, it was like I fizzed or something.’ A clouded expression moved across her face. ‘Each night I’d lie in bed and plan out what I’d write in my next email to him, then get to work early to type it out. We talked about everything. What we’d had for lunch, the best sunrise we’d ever seen, the music we fell asleep to. I probably wrote whole books to him over email. It was like a catalogue of the things no one had ever cared to ask.’ I felt guilty that I hadn’t been the one to ask these questions.

Jen’s voice was distant, not only from me, but as though she was trying to somehow be further from herself. ‘Then the exhibition closed and we had no reason to see each other, except for the reason we’d both fallen in love. Hanny told me that if we were going to be together, I should know that he didn’t want children. He’s an antinatalist,’ she said. I blinked, unsure what that meant. ‘He doesn’t believe he could bring a child into this world, especially when there are so many without homes. But I’ve never been ready to give up on the idea of my own children. Being a mum is all I’ve ever really wanted, and he knows that. I realised I’d give up anything for a baby, give up anyone. So, I gave up Hanny, hoping that I’d get my family. I married Will. We tried for a baby and that year turned out to be the worst of my life. Hanny and I agreed to stop seeing each other. I basically stopped seeing Darina because even that was too painful while they were living together. Obviously, I regret that now. I tried to stop thinking about him and nearly did, until a mutual friend found him on a dating app and under Turn Ons he’d written: Talking, Lightning, Natural Phenomena. It just broke my heart. We got back together, if you could call it together. Darina would—’

My heart hammered in my chest. I was so confused. I couldn’t hear my thoughts over the sound of blood rushing through my ears. ‘After everything Darina had been through with Dad—’

Jen looked taken aback. ‘What do you mean, been through? I don’t see this whole thing about her not trusting men because of what she’d been through with Dad, that’s your narrative, not hers.’

My thoughts began to blur. The version of things I’d had in my head suddenly rearranged itself. All this time I’d believed Darina was the one in love with Hanny, but she couldn’t trust anyone enough to give it a go because of Dad’s affair. I’d spent years thinking she was protecting herself from heartbreak, when really she was protecting Jen’s secret.

‘She knew?’ I asked. ‘She knew about you two the whole time?’

Jen nodded, and I felt something crack inside my chest. ‘She used to go out to give us space when I’d go there. Sometimes we’d all cook together.’

I was devastated that Darina had kept all this from me.

‘And it’s not my story,’ I said bitterly, thinking back to Jen telling me to edit my original manuscript. ‘My story doesn’t exist, because you made me change it.’

Jen stopped walking abruptly, causing me to stumble slightly in my boots. We’d reached the edge of the festival grounds, where a line of oak trees separated us from the main crowd. A folk singer’s voice drifted over from the music stage. ‘It’s going to get pretty lonely up on your high horse if you don’t learn to forgive people. That’s why I made—’ She paused and looked down at her feet.

‘That’s why you made what?’

‘I made the complaint.’

I stood very still. Everything felt sharp all of a sudden. The autumn sunlight, the bite in the air, the pain in the balls of my feet from the blood-flow-constricting torture device that was my boots. Somewhere the music stopped. In the sudden quiet a crew was testing microphones on the main stage, each thud echoing like a heartbeat. Jen’s coffee cup was crushed in her hand, lid popped off and liquid dripping unnoticed onto her shoe.

‘I really didn’t do it to hurt you. I was looking out for you.’ Jen’s voice was steady but her hands betrayed her, fiddling with the lid. ‘The book was one thing, but a film? You’d lose all control of the narrative, Nola. Your agent still had the first manuscript before we changed it, everything could’ve come out. Imagine what that would be like! People dissecting us, digging into our lives, speculating about Darina online …’ She drew a sharp breath. ‘We’ve barely survived this as a family, and you’re so caught up in the validation of it all that you can’t see how damaging it would be for this to be turned into entertainment. I couldn’t let that happen to us, let that happen to you.’ Her eyes met mine, half-defiant, half-pleading. ‘Sometimes protecting people you love means stopping them from what they think they want. Even if it makes them hate you for it.’

‘Bullshit, you just didn’t want any attention drawn to you and Hanny,’ I hissed.

‘Well, maybe. You can’t just take people and turn them into characters.’

‘I changed his name!’

‘Oh, like it takes a genius to work out who Henry is. Be real, Nola.’

I turned to walk away, boots striking the path, each step certain until they weren’t. How could she do this to me? Her own sister! To attempt to destroy something as personal as my memoir. I thought of Darina and couldn’t believe there’d been a secret this big between us. Devastation ravaged me. Something nagged at the edge of my mind, a loose thread I couldn’t help but pull. I heard Jen’s footsteps hurrying after me.

‘Nola, wait—’

I spun back around so suddenly she almost crashed into me. ‘You didn’t trust me enough to just talk to me, did you?’

Jen’s face changed. The defensive anger drained away, replaced by something worse. ‘No, I suppose I didn’t,’ she said finally.

I looked into Jen and knew I was as much to blame for that as she was. It was difficult to trust anyone or anything after what we’d been through. Husbands left, hearts stopped, people changed. For years now, I’d been acting like a victim of everything that happened in my life, but at some point I’d have to make the decision to trust that the world could work in my favour. There was a carpet of gold and amber below the trees clustered by the exit. I wanted to point to the fallen leaves and say: These leaves cannot be owned by anyone. Not a single one. That’s like us and our history, but I didn’t want to be the one always making a story of everything. Maybe that’s why my sisters had kept this secret from me. Writing had destroyed the trust between me and everyone I loved. I wanted to tell Jen I wasn’t hurt, because maybe then it would be true. There was no one to blame any more. No anger left to feel. I was left only with sadness. That was when the grieving really began.


Animal Oracle
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The Cow

Cows have been selectively bred for generations, their bodies reshaped to suit human need. In the dairy industry they endure a near-constant cycle of pregnancy and birth. A modern cow can produce more than six times the milk her calf would ever require. In folklore, cows are often linked to the moon as symbols of fertility, patience and plenty. Some farmers say their cows can still sense the lunar cycle. But in most places now they birth only in stalls, living under the glow of strip lights.

We grew up in a house on a hill where sound travelled up towards you and lingered there like it was lonely. Late at night, you could hear the dairy cows crying when their calves were separated from them. You’ve never heard a thing like it. It’s the saddest, truest sound and it goes all night.

As children, the four of us would play at being cows. Cillian was a bull called Hercules. Darina was Buttercup, the first cow to ever win gold at the dressage Olympics, and I was Gigi, a cow who sang karaoke. Connor just liked to be a plain old cow. We’d gallop, buck, frolic and mime chewing cud. Mum would fill a bucket for us to drink from. We made jumps using broomsticks and pitchforks. Sometimes we’d get on all fours – grass or gravel pressing into our palms – and pretend to milk each other. I think it is the embarrassment of this particular memory that means we don’t talk about being cows any more. Mum said we stopped doing it one day, just as quickly as we started. We’d reached an age when we could no longer imagine. Once one of you stops seeing the game, the others can’t see it either. You see things together as siblings like that.

And I remember Darina most clearly. She’d sit on my back and pull my ponytail. ‘Giddy up,’ she’d say and I delighted in being part of her fun. Darina’s ponytail was always longer than mine. She could whip me with it when I didn’t go fast enough or swing it like a sword. She had this heavy braid; so long she could throw it down. Save me, sister! Save me! Now she’s gone, I drag her name along like I am a child with a length of rope. Pretending, with my imaginary pet.

Years later, when Darina cut her hair, I didn’t ask why, just said it suited her. Because you do, don’t you, about a haircut? Why didn’t she want me to have a way to climb up?

We’re all too busy working and being ‘real’ people to be cows now and I miss it. I would like to play again. Cillian was so good at grunting like an animal, I’d love to hear that one more time. But too much has happened, too much has been said. We’re no longer people who can be silly together. I’d give anything to get that back and be siblings who could forget all the seriousness and the sadness. To be people who could be gracious enough to forget everything, get on all fours and moo.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

September brought unseasonable heat. London was dense and breathless, without the reward of sun. Occasional light filtered through the trees in nervous flashes, but the sky was mostly plain and hazy. Nature was starting to shift in the park. The yellowing plane trees flaked bark like old paint and the horse chestnuts had browned early, leaves curled and papery at the edges.

I’d started volunteering Saturdays at the community garden with Mac, helping in the coffee hut while he worked outside. Being there, I recognised the smell that lingers on his clothes: a mix of sun-warmed tomatoes, split and leaking sweetness, damp soil clinging to the roots of pulled-up plants and the tang of compost. We weren’t living together yet, but at home I was often confronted with the same scent as I lifted my shirt over my head, and it became a source of comfort after a difficult summer.

The community garden was quiet and a good place to do some thinking. It was a good place to people-watch too. The café was in a small hut with a serving hatch and a roof usually covered in cooing pigeons. Regardless of whether someone ordered an americano, flat white or cappuccino, I just made a latte. No one ever complained. People took their coffee and walked in the park, many pacing while on the phone. I jotted things down on thin yellow toastie order slips and at the end of the day sifted through them and threw away anything unusable. That day I kept: Man discusses his hosepipe being cut on the phone, suspects neighbour. I didn’t like committing things to a notepad too soon.

It had been a slow day and I was flicking through a copy of Vogue someone had left on a bench. An article told me that female solitude was having a ‘moment’.

‘Cup of filter coffee, please.’ A voice broke my daydream. I straightened up and saw Connor in a grey suit that looked far too big for him, with Letty strapped to his front.

‘Oh,’ I said, surprised to see him so far from Devon, like a character appearing in the wrong film: out of place and context. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘There are bats in a building not far from here. I’m helping pro bono, so thought I’d come and see you.’ I’d forgotten telling him about my new weekend routine.

‘That’s nice.’ I started making his coffee. ‘Babies are allowed onsite, are they?’

‘I’m trying to be a role model in the workplace,’ he said as Letty blew raspberries.

I slid it across the counter. ‘That’s on me.’ I smiled, then added, ‘I’ve always wanted to say that.’

‘You should pay for that. It’s charitable theft otherwise.’

I folded my arms. ‘I’ll obviously pay for the coffee.’ I made a mental note to actually do it.

Connor got out two sandwiches wrapped in tinfoil and ate his lunch while watching a game of tennis in the courts opposite. ‘And you’re OK?’ Connor said eventually.

I wondered if there were really bats nearby or if he was just checking in on me. It was a long way to come.

‘I’m OK. Hanging out here really confronts me with how much disdain I have for elderly people. They take so long with change, ask stupid questions and are slow orderers at the busiest time of day. Like, come later, you’re free all day! You know what I mean?’

Connor tugged down his shirt to stop it catching the sweat on his armpits. ‘Nola! Can you not filter things sometimes?’

I tightened my apron, gesturing to a group playing bridge near the hut. ‘Look at them, luxuriating in their long life. What right do they have to live so long? And be so slow about it!’ I considered it a positive thing to be so connected to my envy and nothing made me more envious, on Darina’s behalf, than the elderly with their abundance of life.

‘You didn’t hate Grannie Annie.’

I smiled. ‘Grannie Annie wasn’t “an old person”. She was a person I knew who was old. That’s very different.’ I rested my chin on my hands, trying to counter my wickedness. ‘So, what’s going on with these bats?’

‘Oh, they’re great! Beautiful creatures. Only flying mammal, did you know that?’ I shook my head. ‘But you know,’ Connor cleared his throat, ‘not great for property developers.’

‘You can see them?’

He nodded. ‘Asleep, though. You can hear them more at night.’

‘What do they sound like?’

‘Depends on the bat. Kind of like dripping water.’

I shuddered. ‘So creepy.’

‘You can’t just call things you don’t understand creepy. They’re cool. They have a trifecta of sixth senses: echolocation, geomagnetic and polarization.’

I swung my legs over the bench to sit cross-legged. Talking about this reminded me that Connor had inspired me with the idea for Animal Oracle. There’s this story he loves to tell about swimming with Melanie at Hartland Quay when a seal came up real close and began tracking them. They’d been a little scared, but when they realised weeks later that Melanie was pregnant they decided that the seal must’ve known and was being protective. Seals hear a mother and baby’s heartbeats.

Connor also believes some animals can predict deaths and Shep might’ve known Darina was going to die because Melanie told him they detect changes in heart rate or blood pressure. I wondered if Connor thought Darina’s dog knew her better than any of us. He’s always respected animals in a way I don’t think he’s ever respected people.

Our vertiginous communication barrier was difficult to broach. I was always on my phone; he didn’t even have one. I was always busy; he rarely had plans. I couldn’t understand why he couldn’t just text. He couldn’t understand why I didn’t just get on the train and show up for the weekend. Maybe we had different ideas of what it meant to be siblings. I needed the verbal reassurance that we were close: hours on my phone bill, details of his life. I wanted to share secrets and say how much we loved each other. Connor assumed we were close and would just like to hang out every now and then. I got the impression he didn’t know what to say to me most of the time, and that was harder when we weren’t together.

Connor rubbed his eyes with his suit sleeve.

‘You OK? You look tired.’

‘I’m always tired,’ Connor shrugged. ‘You get used to it.’

I wanted Connor to share something. How was he feeling? How was Letty? Was he trying for another? What else did he want from life? I wasn’t sure I could handle asking and him not replying. I always felt like I was pushing everyone. Maybe I was. Maybe I should just let him be. It was quiet except for the breeze and Letty babbling like she was talking to us. He rubbed her back.

‘I think Letty will be very happy. I’ve never met anyone with such a big smile,’ I said. In response, Letty widened her mouth so I could see her two white teeth, gleaming like little pearls. We both laughed.

Letty was born sunny side up. Melanie says that’s why she’s always smiling. A sunny-side-up birth means Letty was positioned facing Melanie’s stomach, so her skull was against the back of her pelvis. I gathered that it was very scary and for a short time Connor worried things would go really wrong. Melanie always used this story to imbue her daughter with hope and optimism. It made me think about the story Mum chose to give me from my birth. Dad told me I’d done a disservice by publishing my narrative of our family, but we all had our own stories we continued to force on one another.

Mac was still at the far end of the garden, elbow-deep in a raised bed, pulling out thick clumps of bindweed.

‘He’s good for you,’ Connor said, then asked how things were going between us, which I don’t think he’d ever done. He had an almost pained expression, and his eyes were fixed to the tennis courts. It seemed to truly discomfort him.

I told Connor that we’d argued about moving in together and he did a little snort. ‘You’re such a firework chaser. It’s always now with you. Why can’t you just enjoy the moment?’

‘It’s good to check we want the same things. Better to know sooner than later.’

‘What if you and Mac do end up living together, and you’ve spent the first years of your relationship worrying? What a waste.’ Connor shook his head. ‘Mel would say you’re very anxiously attached.’ Before I could reply that I was obviously aware of that, he added with a strong male certainty, ‘You struggle to feel secure because while you want to be close to people, you’re driven by fear of abandonment and mistrust, like a dog that won’t stop barking, home alone and thinking it’s been left for ever.’

‘Anxious dogs hate fireworks,’ I said. ‘Pick a metaphor.’ I played with a blade of grass. ‘Do you think it’s possible to change men? Did you change for Melanie?’

Connor blew out his cheeks. ‘I changed, but not in the way you’re implying. Mel changed my willingness to feel, I dunno, loved.’ He pulled a face like he was embarrassed to use the L word. ‘We’re not all that confident, you know. Men, that is. You said once that Mac never buys you flowers. Well, most men only receive flowers at their funeral. So why don’t you buy him flowers? He appreciates nature more than you anyway.’

‘Because I’m already the romantic one. I plan, talk about the future, wrote about our relationship as this big love story.’ I blew an aphid off my shoulder, ‘So am I supposed to have sole responsibility for romance and just give, give, give, is that it?’

‘Would that be so bad?’

‘It seems it’s all women do.’

Connor rolled his eyes. ‘Nola, who’s ever stayed around for Mac? Maybe you should focus on being the first person to do that, then worry about the other stuff.’ Connor readjusted Letty’s sling, revealing sweat patches on his back. ‘Maybe I’m wrong, but I feel like the things you’re asking him to give you aren’t what you need.’ Connor paused, his brow furrowing as if trying to place something. ‘I read something about that somewhere …’ he drifted off for a moment, then his eyes found mine again. ‘Your book.’

My heart lifted that he recalled it. My final chapter.

‘You should probably take your own advice then, shouldn’t you?’ Connor tilted his head slightly, genuinely puzzled by the disconnect. ‘I don’t think you need flowers. I think you need patience and consistency.’

We sat in silence. I was shocked to have a conversation with Connor like this. It felt good. He was actually quite wise. We played a game trying to find faces in the bark of a tree. After pointing out the face of an old woman with a crooked nose, Connor sipped from Letty’s water bottle, then passed it to me. ‘You know, nothing will ever hurt as much as Darina dying. So you shouldn’t spend so much time being hurt.’

I scoffed. I considered apologising that we didn’t talk like this more. Instead, I reached out to touch his hand. The backs of our hands brushed, but before he could clasp mine, I returned my hands to my pockets.

‘I was thinking I could come see you again soon,’ Connor said.

‘I’d like that.’

‘We could meet at The Golden Hinde, then walk to The Mayflower pub.’ Talking to Connor always felt like I’d missed half the conversation. The half here being why he’d taken a sudden interest in old ships.

‘It was built in 1550,’ he clarified. ‘I’d like to show Letty.’

When he left, Connor lifted Letty’s hand to wave goodbye. I waved until they were all the way out of the park, then I waited for Mac to finish in the garden well past his shift. He always took his time, always wanted to give a little more. There were no bikes nearby, so we got on the bus and split after a few stops – Mac heading to football, me home. I watched people getting on and off, all with their eyes down on their phones, ready to disappear. For so long I’d been angry with London for making me feel invisible. But through the garden I’d found the things I wanted from this city – community, connection, closeness – were waiting for me. I’d just needed to reach out.

Looking out the window as light glinted off parked cars and pub windows, I thought about Connor saying nothing would ever hurt as much as Darina. I knew that was true and I knew if I wanted to love Mac properly then I’d have to let go of that feeling, that fear. Or maybe it wasn’t about letting go of fear but about holding love closer.

It was unusual to see both of my brothers in one day, and when Cillian showed up at my flat later that evening I was struck by the obvious similarity in their faces: soft jaw, sensitive eyes and long nose. Cillian was holding a carrier bag that sagged in the shape of a soft bundle.

He passed it to me at the door without looking up. ‘Figured you’d want this back.’

As I unfolded the green jumper that Wembley had borrowed, Cillian’s grip tightened. I looked at him questioningly. Without a word, he pressed his nose into the wool one last time, then released it.

‘Why don’t you keep it?’ I offered.

He’d already moved past me to the kitchen when he replied, ‘Nah, you’re all right.’

The room was dim, lit only by a corner lamp and my iPad screen playing Sex and The City on mute. It had occurred to me that week that I was thirty-two, only in my Season 1. Darina would’ve found this amusing. The windows were fogged with condensation and piles of laundry were hanging over the radiator and chairs around my table.

Cillian opened a beer and offered one.

‘So,’ I tried to sound neutral, ‘you two in touch?’

He shrugged. ‘She picked up some things, seems better off already.’ He took a swig of beer. ‘Probably for the best.’

I nodded too fast. ‘Yeah. Of course. Both of you are.’ Something in me caved a little. ‘I’m really sorry for any part I played in that. I really liked Wembley, and I know I could’ve been a bit more …’ I paused, searching for the right word. ‘Discreet.’

Cillian rubbed the back of his neck. ‘What d’you mean?’

I hesitated. ‘I don’t think she liked some things I wrote in the book.’

‘Oh, right,’ he shrugged. ‘She mentioned it, but like she thought it was cool getting to be a character in a book.’ Relief flooded my body, along with immense admiration for Wembley being a bigger person than I ever could’ve been. I should’ve never suspected her.

Cillian added, ‘I mean, I dunno what you wrote because I didn’t read it, but she was whatever about it.’ I chewed my lip, trying not to get irritated by Cillian’s constant desire to remind me he hadn’t bothered to read the book. I thought about Connor earlier, how out of nowhere we’d had a conversation that felt like something. And now here was Cillian, doing his best not to say anything at all. I wanted to ask how he knew I’d argued with Darina that night, but knew that if we spoke about it I’d cry and something in his eyes told me he was the one that needed to cry about Wembley.

Silence stretched across the table. A damp T-shirt slid from a chair onto the floor. Cillian peeled the beer label beneath his thumb. His whole body seemed deflated, like someone had let the air out of him.

I took a breath. ‘I know Wembley meant a lot to you, and whatever happened, I know you learned a lot. You changed each other. So even though it’s sad the relationship ended, you ended it as two better people. That’s what matters.’

He shifted in his chair. I tried to catch his eye to smile supportively.

‘Do you get frequent-flyer points for guilt trips or something?’

I recoiled, feeling a sting behind my ribs. ‘You always do this,’ the words slipped out.

‘Do what?’ Cillian was already up, restless energy radiating off him.

‘Cut things off before they get real. Would it kill you to … let us have a moment sometimes?’

‘Everything has to be a moment with you, doesn’t it?’ He grabbed his empty bottle, rolling it between his hands. ‘Take a day off.’

I let out an awkward laugh, my eyes following him as he wandered into the kitchen. ‘You make everything a joke, then get mad when no one takes you seriously.’

‘Better the family clown than the family historian.’ Something flickered across his face, like he’d accidentally told the truth, trying to land a punchline. I watched Cillian perform his jester’s privilege. He mocked everyone without ever being punished, but felt it was because nothing he said seemed to matter to anyone.

‘Is that why you won’t read the book? Because you think I’ve written you as the family joke?’

‘I’m not reading it, I’ve told you.’

I retrieved a copy of Animal Oracle from the bookshelf. Flicking to the back, I found the page I was looking for.

Cillian leaned against the wall, arms folded. I couldn’t tell if he was angry or just fearful. It was like a curtain had been drawn over his eyes. My heart broke that he could be so scared of what someone could think about him, when I loved him so much. He slammed his bottle down. ‘I don’t want you to stand here and read it to—’

‘Acknowledgments …’ I began. ‘To my brother Connor, thank you for teaching me to notice nature. Thank you for stopping to take a closer look for all those years. My childhood wouldn’t have been as wild without you and the attention to animals within these pages is entirely yours. To my brother Cillian, thank you for being so strong and making me strong because of you. Any courage I had to complete this book, and write through the pain of everything we’ve experienced, was inspired by your bravery, singular vision and ability to tell people to fuck off. Thank you to all my siblings who—’

Cillian rolled his lips inward. ‘Look, I don’t—’

I raised my voice over Cillian’s. ‘Thank you to all my siblings who’ve made me who I am. Nothing of me is original. I am a product of all of you and the life we’ve lived together. I have never been an island.’ My voice cracked. ‘… I owe you everything. We wrote each other’s stories.’ I closed the book. My throat felt sore. Cillian was still refusing to look at me.

I collected the bottles off the table. ‘We’re out of beer.’ I headed outside to the recycling.

Standing on the street, I clutched my arms across my chest and let the early autumn air cool my hot cheeks. It was a cool night and the sky was a shifty blue. I heard two foxes crying in the distance, then footsteps. A hug from behind nearly knocked me over. Raising my hand, I clutched the arm around my chest. I could smell blueberry vape, sickly and synthetic, with something more familiar beneath it. Cillian’s leathery scent. His jacket. His aftershave. I reached out behind me but only felt air. When I turned, he’d already let go and was walking away with his hands in his pockets. I watched the outline of his body glowing orange in a triangle of light beneath a streetlamp and waited just in case he looked back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

I hadn’t been back in years. Nearly all of East London had a street, park or pub that reminded me of Darina and I didn’t like to go there, knowing I could be struck by a sad memory because it felt like a stranger had walked straight up to me and landed a punch on my throat. I knew I couldn’t avoid a whole borough for ever. Exposure therapy would commence eventually but avoiding East London inadvertently kept me from dating media men with IPA for blood, nearly guaranteed to let me down. But this no longer served me. Especially when all the coolest small-plates restaurants were there.

For five years I’d received sporadic library emails about an overdue book, but I couldn’t bear to go near Darina’s flat. By then, I considered it a charitable donation to Hackney council’s public services. At first the emails ruined my day, but now I had a strange attachment to them. As years passed, there were times I wasn’t thinking about Darina, and it felt necessary to have ‘Overdue Item: Library Notice’ in my inbox to puncture my day like: Remember that book you never finished because it was always the book you’d been reading when she died? It’s strange how, when pain becomes bearable, you almost crave a reminder of when it wasn’t. I feared coping with grief meant Darina’s death was small in my life and I wanted the pain to be big again. After everything with Jen, my karma was out of kilter, so I decided to finally pay the £9.25 and return Crudo to Clapton Library.

I felt a lump in my throat when I left the station. Shielding my eyes with my hands, I peered through the glass into The Crooked Billet pub. It looked like no time had passed. Wooden tables and chairs still clustered at odd angles. Even the blackboard’s ‘seasonal menu’ looked the same as when I’d last been there.

This was where I’d seen Darina the night she’d died. I’d had a bad day at work and my then-boyfriend, Dougie, had cancelled our evening plans. I couldn’t cope with this minor inconvenience because I had yet to acknowledge he was no good for me. Then, earlier that day, I’d laddered my tights because I barely had time to take a piss in the office. Everything was going to shit. I’d asked Darina if she was free to hang out, but she’d just texted ‘Busy! Sorry!’ cowboy emoji, disco ball emoji, then stopped replying.

I dialled Jen’s number, thinking she might be up for a drink instead.

‘I’m actually with Darina,’ she said, her tone a little too offhand.

I bit my lip, masking the sting as I waited for an invite that didn’t come. We ended the call, and something twisted inside me, despite knowing that Darina and I always did things without inviting Jen.

By the time I hung up, I was already planning my next move. Not wanting to go home, I caught the train to Clapton, hoping to force my way into their evening. It took me forty minutes to get there, then running for the train I’d twisted my ankle and the heel of one of my ankle boots snapped and was hanging off. I arrived in an exceptionally bad mood.

I limped to Darina’s flat, preparing myself to be easy, breezy and ready to not make a big deal of not being invited with each stomp. I passed The Crooked Billet and saw her through the window: Darina, sitting alone at the bar. No Jen, no one else, just her. I stopped for a second and watched her through the glass. Dread prickled down my spine; had she not wanted to see me and briefed Jen to lie?

Darina had her head rested on one hand and the other playing with a beer mat. Her hair was cut short by then and the slot machine lights lit up her face in sunset reds and oranges. She looked like a painting.

She hadn’t even flinched when I walked in. Just smiled like I’d been expected. I sat and peeled off my jacket. My palms were still sticky from gripping the bus rail.

Darina looked me up and down. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘I’m just busy.’ I’d jutted out my chin, trying to maintain the veneer that perpetual exhaustion was a normal part of adulthood. Darina didn’t agree with this. JNKGRL was on hiatus after she’d left her chandelier at a wedding and it’d been misplaced by the event staff. It took only this minor inconvenience for her to give up on the business. Maybe it wasn’t giving up so much as not knowing how to start again. I found it difficult to empathise with Darina’s flightiness and we often argued about this. At one point I bought her a new box of test tubes – plastic this time, so they wouldn’t break – but she said they looked cheap.

Since then, she’d temped as a florist at the Columbia Road Market stall that used to supply the flowers for her installation pieces. It had been about a year, so it wasn’t that temporary any more.

‘Good reason to have a drink then.’ Darina caught the attention of the barman. She was wearing a sheer moss-green top and cream cargo pants that dipped to show where her hip bones carved into the marble of her body. ‘It’ll chill you out.’

This was an annoying thing to say because it solidified that I couldn’t launch into an argument about why she’d lied about plans she clearly didn’t have. Everyone always acted like I needed ‘chilling out’. Although Darina was older than me, she looked younger. I was only twenty-seven then, but often wore the pinched, concerned expression of someone my senior. August was always busy, and I was tired. I designed Edinburgh Fringe posters every year, then rewarded myself by going for the last week to see stand-up and drink until I forgot the shows. Two years ago, I’d met Dougie Lamorne in the queue for Tim Key’s show. It’d been hot in the cavernous underground venue and Dougie had fanned me with his programme. He had these wonderful dimples when he smiled. I was obsessed with him, as well as the idea of having a boyfriend with a famous voice. He’d just been paid twenty-five grand to voice-over a Hellmann’s Mayonnaise advert and bought me a Mulberry handbag.

I blew my hair off my face. ‘I don’t need to chill. I’ve just got a lot on.’

‘You need a drink and a shag. What time’s Dougie off tonight?’ Darina ran her tongue over her teeth. Dougie was usually too tired for sex. He was a radio presenter, and his job meant he floated around his life with little sunlight, strange working hours and disconnection from his friends, family and me. He powered all his energy into performing the channel’s on-air catchphrase ‘Turn Up the Feel Good’ which he’d have to say, enthusiastically, into the microphone while depressed and lonely in a recording booth between two to five in the morning. Little energy remained to be a good boyfriend. Our relationship consisted of watching films at his house and texting about things we’d do when he was less busy: Marrakech, Noble Rot’s tasting menu and a long walk down Seven Sisters cliffs.

Darina said Shep was being really clingy that week, then shared her theory that anyone messaging ‘Hey, stranger …’ falls into a perfect Venn diagram of three types: those who sense you’ve finally moved on and are dating someone new, men who list ‘ethically non-monogamous’ on Tinder, and old bosses who ask you to work a shift when they still owe you two hundred pounds from May. I enjoyed Darina’s scientific studies based on no evidence other than her own anecdotes. We’d chatted about the strong correlation between rude customers and people that are bad in bed. I’d tried to match her energy, but a tightness in my chest persisted.

Then Darina recommended a short-story collection by Curtis Sittenfeld and my heart deflated like a balloon spinning around the room, losing air. She explained that it was about women performing roles they think they’re supposed to play, too afraid to say what they really mean. ‘It’s easy to recognise yourself in it,’ she said. I’d recommended it to her for the same reason a few weeks earlier. I was wounded Darina hadn’t thought of me as she turned the pages. I tried to resist the suspicion we were growing apart. How could she have forgotten our discussion, when she lived in my head with everything I said, and everything I read?

‘You’ll like it,’ she’d concluded. I didn’t reply. Darina waved her hand over me like she was casting a spell. ‘Your feng-shui is fucked.’

I’d shifted my weight onto the other hip. ‘My boot broke.’

‘Ah, bad luck, babe. Grab a booth.’ The evening light poured through the window like honey. I sat at a corner table, looking out to the beer garden, which was filling with the after-work crowd, spilling into the pub straight from Clapton Station. Every few minutes a train rumbled past, making the glasses on the tables shiver. The day’s heat had finally mellowed, and there was that particular sense of possibility that comes with London summer evenings when the light stretches out endlessly and everyone seems a bit more inclined toward joy. Outside, the strings of garden lights were already on, casting little pools of gold across the wooden tables, though it wouldn’t be properly dark for hours. Closing my eyes, I let the sun warm my face until it was all pink behind my eyelids. I was glad I’d come out instead of going home to eat spaghetti on my own. I thought I’d have just one drink, then ask Darina if we could go back to hers to watch TV. Maybe I would sleep over, and it could be like old times.

Darina returned with two pints of cider and a packet of Scampi Fries in her teeth. ‘Here, have these. They’re like Dreamies for humans.’

She seemed quite drunk already. I took my first sip tentatively. ‘Who were you here with?’

Rustling her hand in the foil packet, she said: ‘Ah, the usual crew.’ I doubted that she’d been here with anyone at all, but wasn’t going to push her on it. What did it have to do with me if she wanted to get drunk alone in her spare time? Darina kept bouncing her leg under the table, making the bench shake. She’d asked the barman to play Fleetwood Mac twice already.

‘Sorry,’ I apologised as I typed a text. Darina cleared her throat. We had what we called a Sister Commandment about not being on our phones when we were together.

‘Dougie?’ Darina licked orange crumbs from her fingers.

‘Yeah,’ I returned my phone to my bag. ‘He asked me to print a passport renewal form for him at the office.’

‘Careful, that’s wife duties at girlfriend prices.’

‘Oh, shut up.’

‘I’m serious! It starts with a passport form, then suddenly you’re scheduling his dentist appointments and reminding him about his mum’s birthday. Next thing, you’re his unpaid life assistant while he gets to be the fun one. He managed fine before you came along. He’s just found someone to outsource his boring bits to. And what have you got out of it? He’s not even taken you on holiday yet!’

‘We went to Bristol.’

‘That doesn’t count, he was already there for work.’ Darina took a long swig. ‘You should never do anything for a man he wouldn’t do for himself. And you should never sleep with someone who doesn’t own a printer. That’s just—’

‘Do you own a printer?’

‘Did I ask you to print anything for me?’ Darina pushed back her cuticles thoughtfully. ‘I’m just saying you need to incentivise him. You’ve nearly been together two years, right? He should know if he wants to marry you by now. People always know by now. Get a ring before you print anything else.’ This was stupid, and I knew it, but it tickled all my worst insecurities. Darina leaned closer over the table. ‘Ask him to come out. Maybe he can bring a friend for me? He can just roll into his show after, can’t he?’

‘He cannot just roll into his show, he has to prepare,’ I said in a flat tone. Darina raised her eyebrows like she thought that was bullshit. She was good at making out like everything everyone did was easy, while never applying herself to anything. She always said: ‘I could’ve done that’ about her friend’s art and I wanted to reply Yeah, but you didn’t.

I folded the Scampi Fries wrapper into smaller and smaller squares. ‘Can’t we go back to yours? I’m in the mood for a movie.’

‘Look.’ Darina opened her arms. ‘It’s a gorgeous evening, still light outside, the world is waiting. What’s the point in working to make money if you’re always too tired to spend it? Let’s do something!’ She had wide puppy-dog eyes. Her enthusiasm made my chest ache. Darina saw my face and doubled down. ‘When did we last properly go out? We used to all the time, and now you live so far away.’ That I lived in South London was a constant source of contention between us. I felt guilty whenever she confronted me with the imagined alternate universe where we lived down the road from one another.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. ‘I’m sorry, I’m just like really caught up with work.’ I motored off, ‘And I keep thinking after this project it’ll be quiet, and I can slow down, but that time never comes so I need to learn how to handle that. And stuff with Dougie is hard but I don’t know if it’s his job or us or how I’m supposed to know. He keeps getting calls from this woman really late and I’m spinning out about it.’

‘You checked his phone?’

My cheeks went red. ‘No, I just look at the lock screen sometimes.’ Darina nodded. She’d taught me to count condoms in a man’s bedside drawer and check the shower drain for different-colour hair.

She swirled the empty dregs of her drink. ‘I feel like he’s cheating on you.’

Darina was always declaring whether she sensed good or bad ‘feelings’. I would’ve made fun of this, if her feelings weren’t usually correct. Her strong instincts rarely failed. She called this ‘healer’s intuition’ and had recently seen a shaman called Zoe who read her aura over Skype. I’d gently pointed out this sounded like a scam, but Darina assured me energy transcends physical space. Apparently, digital devices actually enhance spiritual connections due to their electromagnetic properties helping Zoe ‘tune in’ to energy fields through vibrational frequencies. She placed her hand on mine. ‘The calls, that’s such a red flag.’

‘It says they’re from a Rachel Lamorne, so it’s probably his cousin or something.’ I fiddled with my earring.

‘Ahh,’ Darina made a sound like the penny had dropped. ‘Classic. He’s changed the surname to make it less suspicious. You know Dad used to check in as Mr Martin Dunscombe at hotels when he was having an affair?’ The colour drained from my face. Martin Dunscombe was the name of Mum’s dead brother. I hadn’t known that, nor wanted to know this detail. I felt queasy. Darina concluded cheerfully, ‘For a smart person, you’re really clueless sometimes.’ She pushed her empty glass away, blowing out her cheeks. ‘It’s always a Rachel, isn’t it?’

A sudden rush of vertigo struck me.

Darina’s eyes were bright with that dangerous sparkle that meant she wouldn’t take no for an answer. ‘Let’s go out! Fuck him, fuck Dad, we need to take your mind off things. Let’s have a proper sisters’ night.’ Darina dragged me to the toilets, where she sat on the sink, chewing gum to stick my boot heel down. Once fixed, she pulled on my shoes and handed me her trainers.

We headed to a warehouse party in Hackney Wick. The queue snaked along White Post Lane past graffitied shutters and the sharp chemical smell from the metalworks next door. Bass leaked from the brick walls, making the potholes shiver. Every few minutes, the metal door would open and music surged out along with a cloud of body heat as people spilled onto the street for air or cigarettes, faces gleaming with sweat and smudged make-up. More people arrived in waves: night buses depositing groups from Dalston, Ubers pulling up to release groups, and cyclists chaining bikes to every available railing. The building itself was still partly a working factory, so signs about deliveries and fork-lift trucks shared wall space with wheat-pasted posters for tonight’s DJs.

Watching Darina chat animatedly with the guy beside her, I felt that familiar flutter of excitement I always got when we were together, like I was being pulled into her orbit. There was something nostalgic about it, queuing for a party, both in swapped shoes. For a moment, I forget Dougie, my deadline and the growing distance between our lives as sisters. Tonight, it was just us. I watched Darina laugh at something someone said, head thrown back, totally unselfconscious.

‘Is Jen coming?’ I asked in what I’d hoped was a casual tone.

‘Nope,’ Darina replied. She didn’t offer more, and I didn’t push, though I was still confused why Jen had said they’d be seeing each other that evening. We stood in silence for a while as Darina typed out a text. She was half-looking past me when a woman in a cheetah-print fur jacket began to cross the street. I half-recognised the coat, but it took a moment to register the woman walking towards us was Kitty, Darina’s friend.

‘You made it!’ Darina shouted while Kitty was still across the street.

I pulled Darina towards me and whispered, ‘I thought you said Jen wasn’t coming?’

‘Yeah. That’s not Jen, is it?’

‘Well, I meant to check it was going to be just us,’ I whispered.

‘Then you should’ve said that,’ Darina said flatly, shrugging me off.

I stood there while they hugged, then Kitty threw her arms around me too. My mouth tasted of metal and my heart was plummeting through my feet and into the earth. ‘Did you tell her to meet us?’

Kitty moved her mouth into an awkward grimace as Darina adopted a cheery tone to say: ‘It’s not a party till there’s three of you!’

The momentary good feeling I’d had of being at a party with my sister crystallised, then shattered. I should’ve known she’d need more than just me. She hadn’t even wanted me here this evening. She would’ve rather been alone or with Jen or Kitty. I was no longer her favourite person, and I couldn’t handle thinking how responsible I was for that.

I readjusted my bag on my shoulder. ‘Right, I’m off. Have fun.’

I could hear Darina shouting after me. My hands shook as if from the physical effort of holding everything in. I didn’t know if I wanted to scream or cry or run until my lungs gave out. Everyone was always floating away from me. When I was halfway across the street I turned back around, and a car blew his horn as I bumped into the bonnet.

‘I’m always your back-up option, aren’t I?’ I shouted, my voice cracking with anger.

‘Nola,’ she started, her voice low, ‘that is so not true.’

‘It is! I needed you tonight and you said you were busy, but you were sat alone in a pub. You lied to me. Then you got Jen to lie too. I needed you because my relationship has gone to shit, and I’ve just wasted two years of my life for nothing.’

Darina rolled her eyes. ‘It’s not gone to shit. This is all just part of the game! Tell him you’ve had enough, and he’ll come back with his tail between his legs and a better attitude. Just let him sweat for a bit—’

I cut her off. ‘I don’t want to play games; I want to be in love. Your advice is bullshit.’ I shook my head, feeling years of frustration come to the surface. ‘You know this never would’ve happened if I’d got together with a guy like Hanny. He would’ve been good to me. But no, you had to keep him for yourself.’

Darina blinked, taken aback. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

I laughed. ‘What’s ridiculous is you haven’t even made a move yourself. Why are you always giving me dating advice yet you’re too scared to be with someone who could actually be good for you? You’re nearly thirty and you’ve never had a proper relationship. What’s that about?’

Darina clenched her jaw, and a red flush crept up her neck. I could tell I’d gone too far. That metal taste was still in my mouth. I couldn’t swallow.

Darina exhaled. ‘I don’t even know where to begin. You honestly live in a dream world, Nola. You’re a fucking fantasist. Sometimes it’s like we’re not even in the same reality.’ As I opened my mouth, Darina raised her hand to stop me, ‘I can literally see you writing your defence in your head right now. And what’s ironic is you say I don’t put you first and there’s no space for you because I’m the big bad sister. Whatever narrative you have in your head about me, it’s still just you. This has fuck-all to do with me, and everything to do with you winding up in a relationship you’re unhappy in and living far from me in London, then being surprised I’ve got a life outside of you.’

I stared at Darina, hoping she’d say something sharp to let me off the hook, but she didn’t. She just stared at me with an unreadable expression, then eventually said, ‘There’s no space for who I really am in our relationship when you’re like this.’

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I was suspended between wanting to defend myself and admitting she was right. Somewhere behind me a group of women were laughing, spilling drinks onto the pavement. A siren whined in the distance. Everything outside us was still moving, except us.

Darina’s eyes flicked with something close to exasperation as she added, ‘And babe, I can promise you it wouldn’t have been any different if you’d been with someone else. Hanny, or not.’ Her tone was flat, almost bored. I realise now how well she really did know Hanny.

‘Do you know what would make a difference? If I felt like I wasn’t always your second choice.’

The silence hung heavy between us. For a moment I thought Darina might say something – that we’d always be sisters, that this was just a fight. But she didn’t. She just stood there, looking at me, then eventually she put her hands in her cargo pockets. I wanted her to argue so I could argue back. I also knew she wasn’t going to say anything to stop me leaving because she hadn’t really wanted me there anyway. I turned on my heels and left.

I got a taxi all the way home, watching coppery clouds slide over the city from the window. The Thames moved beneath the road like black silk, gathering the city’s lights into loose folds of gold and silver that twisted and dissolved. Around the river bend, the water changed its mind about what it wanted to be. Here it was a mirror, there it was hammered metal. Then it was nothing but shadow until a boat passed and suddenly it was alive with light and movement again. I put the window down. The air tasted different near the water, mineral-sharp with a hint of diesel and that ancient muddy sweetness that meant the tide was turning. I checked my phone again. No messages from Darina. That was the problem with being the sensible sister, I always had to apologise first. Not this time. I’d say sorry tomorrow.

Darina died in her sleep that night.

My broken boots were found at the bottom of her bed. I’ve never been able to stop imagining her walking home alone in the dark, my broken boots tucked under her arm. I wondered if she’d been cold, if she’d looked up to check for stars, if she’d missed Devon when she saw there were none. I don’t understand why she wouldn’t have taken a taxi. If we’d been together, I’d have ordered one. We could’ve had that sleepover, like old times. That was Darina, though. Always taking the long way home.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

When September began its deep decline into October, my mode was distraction. Answering emails. Agenda items. Let’s circle back to that. Bins out. Rail strikes. And yet, I couldn’t distract myself from this. Vivienne called to say the rights hadn’t sold. They’d gone in a different direction. The complaint had been revoked, and we could try another production company, but the publicised interest meant they’d know someone else had dropped out. A film wouldn’t happen, and we both knew it. Every step of the way, I’d hoped Animal Oracle would redeem me. If the book was successful enough. If the film was successful enough. If Darina’s legacy was successful enough. I’d been waiting for a reason to change my life, to leave my job, to start over. Then that reason fell away.

After Vivienne called, I decided to walk south and keep going, because what else could I do? I put my hands in my pockets as I felt my rings slipping off my fingers in the cold. From a house nearby I heard the gentle gurgle of a bath being drawn. Condensation bloomed on the window, and I wondered if the people inside were also worried about the cost of keeping their heating on.

As I walked beneath Herne Hill’s railway arches, I thought about it all. Every novel idea I’d written was about a woman on a transformative journey: one woman becomes the Lundy warden to avoid her debt, another takes a job cataloguing artefacts in a maritime museum to escape a public scandal, one drives a truck long-distance after discovering her late mother’s secret career as a courier during the Cold War. It’s funny how long you can do something before you see the pattern. I’d been dreaming up escape narratives but never committed to creating one for myself.

Maybe all the adventure I needed was inside me. I’d spent years thinking transformation meant dramatic upheaval, but real change was quieter than that. It happened in the small moments of choosing to stay, to look closer, to be present in your own life. Perhaps real change could be about staying and not leaving. I could stay in London. I could really choose it for my happy ending. The world had become better now I’d committed to just one spot. Mac and I took the same walk most weekends. We looked at the same trees, the same fallen log in the park. It was never the same, though. Always changing. There’s so much changing all the time and because we notice the changes, we care about the changes. This corner of the world had become home.

Following the elm-lined pavement, I walked towards the zelkova tree that leans over the busy intersection of the London South Circular. Darina used to walk for miles to clear her head. Sometimes without her shoes, because she liked to feel the ground. She’d go to Hackney Marshes with its waterlogged earth that squelches underfoot, patches of marshy grass worn to paths and reeds that grow waist-high in dense clumps. That huge expanse of scrubland right in the city, between train lines and housing estates, with the River Lea cutting through, black and oily. Darina loved the sunsets slipping behind the electricity pylons and how the air smelt of wet earth and petrol from the A12. How good to be a grounded person, and how sad that I’d spent so long thinking it was strange or somehow troubling, when she just liked to feel the earth beneath her feet.

I’ve felt such pure guilt for not being the version of myself Darina wanted before our time ran out. I’ve wished I’d said things, believed things, and even lived in other places. Why didn’t I live near her when she asked me all these years ago? How different our lives would have been. The traffic lights changed and people passed in cross-currents. Enough of that now, I thought. It was time to say goodbye to the alternate lives I’d imagined. I was holding on to all the ways I’d failed her to protect myself from missing the beauty of what we’d shared. It was OK that I chose, and sometimes tried, to be a different person from Darina. She loved that person. I’d spent a lot of time feeling guilty for that love or as though the love was somehow less because it was messy and complicated. Perhaps my life would be improved if I was open to loving more people in that way: with an acceptance for who they are and with no desire to change them.

Somehow, I’d walked all the way to West Norwood. Another cemetery. I seemed to subconsciously seek them out. Absorbed by the day’s disappointments, passing those gravestones reminded me how consuming Darina’s death was once. I felt so far from that now. Looking up at the London planes, dappled with their paint-by-number trunks, I recalled when Mac told me that their bark absorbs pollution, then peels away. That could be like me. I could shed all the bad stuff. A woman jogged past me with her pram. We were all speeding by the cemetery. I’d wanted to live near one to be reminded of the dead. Now I mostly ignored them. They’d become ordinary to me. A melancholy weighed heavy on my chest. I was surprised to feel somewhat relieved the film prospects were gone. I’d begun to realise how much it could’ve hurt everyone, and I didn’t want that. My phone buzzed in my pocket. Mac’s reply to the news: I’ll be over tonight, he’d texted. For now, it’s OK to be upset. This is really disappointing. Embrace the winter in yourself! This was one of his sayings. That it can’t be sunshine all the time.

Pulling my jumper over my wrists, I sat on a bench in the cemetery. I decided to embrace the winter like Mac said. Long walks, no plans, scented candles called things like ‘salt air’ or ‘gorse bush’. Maybe I’d even learn to make soup. I could buy a blender. Soup could be my new personality.

What would be on the other side? What would spring bring? I brought my notepad from my bag and wrote ‘I want …’ on a blank page, then underlined it. What did I want? I felt so stupid that I hadn’t been living my life, asking that question because I’d been so busy thinking: Don’t leave. Once, I’d been angry at people that weren’t me for that. I didn’t feel that any more.

I want to wake up next to Mac. I want to laugh. A lot. I want to have a cosy warm home. I want a home full of books. I want friends that know stuff and have big feelings and are excited to tell me about both. I want to swim in the sea. I want a warm wool coat that I can put on and feel really good about myself in. I want long walks. I want to know the names of birds. I want to look up and point at the sky and say: wow. I want to have a lot of sex and it mostly be good. I want to be kissed, all over my body. I want someone to ask about my dreams, ask what I’m thinking, ask how my day was. I want to watch films at Cillian’s flat. I want to stay up all night chatting shit with him. I want to joke about old times. Make new old times, together. I want to make Jen laugh. I want to be silly with her, be big kids together, however old we get. I want to walk side by side with Connor. I want our hands to brush and I want to be close to him. I want to hold Letty. I want to know her really well as she gets older. I want a strong wooden desk with a pot of coloured pens and nice-smelling candles. I want to sit at that desk and think: Ahh, here I am. I want to be able to escape into my stories any time but understand I don’t have to do that any more because reality is good. I want to live in a house with a painted door. I want to get milk delivered to that door. I want to bring the milk in and make Mac a coffee. I want someone to stop me in the street and say: I loved your book, then tell me their life story. I want to be nominated for the Women’s Prize. I want to win the Women’s Prize. I want to never feel bad for wanting.

Sitting back, I studied the list. It was a good list. I thought about how much I already had, and how much time I’d spent worrying about things that were not even close to being on it. I’d been so fixated on the final representation of my work – the film, the next book – instead of the process. It was time to focus on enjoying writing, to work at sitting at my desk every day. That was want I wanted, after all. Even with Mac, I’d been the same, viewing our relationship as a series of milestones. I wondered how I could experience him if I optimistically assumed we’d reach the hoped-for end goal and enjoyed how it felt to be in our relationship every day.

The sky started to turn so I began my walk back. Turning the last corner before my street, I thought how happy I was to have this home to return to. My home. Inside, there was space in my wardrobe for that wool coat. A lovely bed where I could wear socks beneath the duvet and hold the water bottle Darina ‘got me’ for Christmas. It had started to rain, and soon I’d be warm inside, listening to water overflowing the gutters and dripping onto the bins. Time to embrace winter, I thought, turning the key.

Summer was over, but evidence of its fruits could be found in my kitchen. Mac had made me jams, gins and cordials. He’d collected lemony elderflower from hedgerows around Honour Oak, then shook them free of insects and soaked them in my kitchen sink for cordial. He’d plucked pears and plums overhanging the fancy East Dulwich terraced houses for spiced compote. And when I had my last cold, he returned from a trip to Scotland with fat, juicy blaeberries to make ‘Mac’s Feel Better Jam’. I’d forgiven his failings on the anniversary front. Mac didn’t really do presents, and yet my kitchen was full of gifts. I was learning to be open to love in unexpected places. To keep my arms open wide, and say to life: Here I am, I am ready.


Jen! Before you read the last chapter, just a note to tell you that my editor wanted to end on a hopeful note. I met someone recently and have written about it here. You’ll probably think I’m wearing my heart a bit too much on my sleeve (or in my book or whatever) but what can I say, I’m a love girl!

I hope you’ll meet him soon, he’s really great x


Animal Oracle
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The Parakeet

These bright green, long-tailed birds are native to Africa and South Asia but have now multiplied by the thousands and claimed London’s treetops as their own. They’re fiercely social and startlingly loud birds, gathering in flocks to roost at dusk. Parakeets thrive in company and roost communally in tall trees, calling to one another in rough, laughing cries. Curiously, these birds prefer urban habitats in the UK and have shown no signs of colonising the wider countryside. Despite their tropical appearance, they’re remarkably tough and survive even the coldest British winters with ease.

I was lying on the grass in Brockwell Park. It was spring and the ground was still slightly damp beneath me. I could feel the softness of the earth seeping into my jeans, a pleasant squidginess. Someone once told me this part of London is built on clay. The rent is so high, and we’re all paying for houses that are slowly sinking. That evening the sky was pale pink streaked with tangerine and I’d just laid down to watch the parakeets roost with my boyfriend, Mac. We started dating a few months after meeting when I accidentally locked my bike to his. He is none of the things Darina and I talked about wanting in a man, but I guess that’s growing up. It’s learning that what you want and what you need are very different things. I still can’t quite believe I’m growing up and learning all of this without her.

We’d been walking through the park, on our way to get a scotch egg and a pint from The Florence just off the green, when we saw nearly a hundred bright green birds swooping into the trees. It was a sight so unusual and so wonderful that we abandoned our plans to sit down and watch.

Mac notices thing. He looks at me properly. And when he says things, he means them. That feels like something. I realise that, while grieving Darina so intensely, I couldn’t bear to be looked at by anyone. I’d spent years floating through the city, a ghost of myself, hoping no one would see me or I’d shatter into a million pieces. Then someone did. Mac did. And I’ve survived. I haven’t fallen apart. He’s allowed me to see I’m strong enough to live with truly missing her, and it’s been so good to miss my Darina.

The sun was low behind the lido, turning the metal fence into honeycombed gold. A boy nearby was kicking a football against a wall. The birds made a rough laughing sound as they called to one another. Then quiet, then sudden noise again. The best sound of all was the rush of air as they moved together from one tree to the next, gathering communally to sleep in the same cluster overnight. First, they swooped in pairs or small groups, tracing green arcs across the sky. Then came the circling, spiralling like emerald ribbons through the canopy as they called in coarse, insistent bursts. They didn’t land all at once. It was more of a negotiation. Some darted in, then veered away. Others touched down, shifted, flew off and returned to a different perch.

Mac was lying beside me, propped on his elbows. ‘You know Jimi Hendrix is the reason there are parakeets in London. He bought two from a Carnaby Street pet shop, called them Adam and Eve, then let them fly off.’

‘No way,’ I turned onto my side. ‘I heard they were extras that escaped Shepperton Studios when Katharine Hepburn was making some film.’

He smiled. ‘Guess we’ll never know.’

‘They’re so beautiful,’ I said.

Mac nodded. ‘They are, aren’t they?’

We watched the birds shifting in the foliage as a dewy silence settled between us.

‘It’s nice they stick together,’ Mac said with his eyes on the trees. I felt my heart flicker like a match catching. We knew each other well enough at this point that I found this quietly devastating. I knew all the ways his heart had broken, and he knew mine. There was something inside Mac that had always felt a little alone. He had so many friends, was always busy, but I still got the sense that, beneath it all, there was this quiet ache, like he’d been waiting his whole life to find his flock.

Falling in love with Mac has had a lot to do with learning that ache. And he’s been learning mine too. I used to think that I’d never be able to fully share myself with someone who hadn’t known Darina. It felt like a fundamental disqualifier because a part of me would always be invisible to them, but with Mac a big part of our relationship has been getting to know my sister, and how much I miss her. I’ve come to realise that falling in love isn’t just about who you are now. It’s about showing someone who you were before. The people you loved. The people you lost. The parts of you that no one else gets to see. That’s what love is, I think. It’s letting someone step into all the lonely parts inside of you and stay.

We lay like that for a while, saying nothing as the sky folded into a deep blue and the birds got ready to sleep.

‘My sister had a tattoo of a parakeet,’ I said, after a while. Darina had always liked their loud survival, how they were a flash of unexpected colour in the wrong place. They were similar to her in their impossible brightness. The tattoo was small, so it looked more like a budgie, but I’d liked it all the same. She also had a Tudor rose and a hotdog with devil horns that said HornDog in a pencil-like scrawl beneath it.

‘Really? I didn’t know she had tattoos.’

I nodded. ‘That was my favourite, I think.’ I touched the inside of Mac’s elbow. ‘It was right here.’

Mac shifted beside me and took off his shoes. He rubbed his toes into the grass. My heart lurched. I glanced up so that my eyes didn’t mist. I hesitated, then joined him. The grass was cool, flattened where we’d been sitting. A few blades stuck to the soles of my feet. I thought that Darina would’ve liked Mac. Probably thought he was kind of funny. I was sad she’d never meet him but maybe part of growing up needed to be learning to carry her forward instead of hoping I could bring her back.

Above us, the birds rustled again. There were so many parakeets that the branches of the tree they’d chosen could barely hold them. In tens at a time, they began to lift. Little bursts of green veering upward and disappearing into the air. I watched them go and wondered if I could believe that was like Darina. That she’d just flown a little farther than I could follow. Not gone, only out of sight. Mac and I sat on the grass, legs tucked beneath us, and watched the birds disappear into the night. One last rush of chatter, then stillness.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

As I approached my flat, I saw a figure outside my front door, staring up at the roof. I looked up, concerned there was a problem with the gable, before I recognised who it was.

‘Mum?’ I asked, though I wasn’t sure why as I was clearly staring at my mother. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Not long,’ she said in a tone that implied it had, in fact, been very long.

After fumbling for my keys, I let us both in and headed straight to the kitchen. I tidied a pile of unopened letters on the table. Mum picked up a stone from the wide clay bowl, and I wondered if she recognised the ones from Pebble Ridge. Yellow lamplight spilled over my desk, which was piled high with books. In the corner was a wooden stool stacked with copies of Animal Oracle.

Mum looked around. ‘You’ve done a good job in here.’

I thanked her, then suggested going to a café for lunch. We walked to Lordship Lane, making small talk about the weather and work. Mum seemed to try hard at verbalising how proud she was that I was writing while staying in my job. I appreciated that. We bumped into my neighbour holding a bunch of leeks. ‘Soup day,’ he said by way of explanation and Mum seemed buoyant afterwards.

‘I didn’t know people knew their neighbours in London!’ She seemed so happy to realise I knew people where I lived and had some of the small things she wanted for me. I told her I was going to become a soup person, and she said I was too young for that.

Before we’d even sat down, Mum began: ‘It would be good if you could phone your father. You haven’t spoken to him recently. Nothing more than a group text from the four of you—’

‘Is this why you’re here?’ I sat on the booth side of a window table. Mum didn’t often visit London.

‘No, I’ve come to see you. I just thought I’d ask.’

‘Why can’t he ask? He hasn’t called.’

Mum placed her coat on the back of her chair and turned back to face me. ‘I just think, that if you hadn’t written the book—’

‘Has Cillian called?’ Mum shook her head so I continued, ‘Thought not, so this is about me and Dad.’

Mum rested her chin on her steepled hands. ‘How is Cillian?’ My stomach twinged that she had to ask. We were bad children who didn’t call enough.

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ I picked up a menu and pretended to look at it. ‘Up to tricks as usual. He was hungover yesterday because he spent the night in Myatt’s Field Park. Got locked in while he was on some date.’ This was the strange entanglement between my siblings. Cillian and I had been talking about Jen lots recently. Probably in the same way Jen had talked to Cillian about my argument with Darina. I knew she’d undoubtedly learned about this from Hanny, the last person to see Darina when she got home.

Mum laughed, then smoothed a napkin over her lap as a waiter filled our water glasses. ‘So, you’ll phone Dad?’

‘Fine. You win.’ I folded my hands on the menu, then realised we were both doing things with our hands to stop ourselves feeling awkward. I didn’t want to feel awkward with my own mum, so decided that today would be the day I closed this chapter. ‘Let’s talk about Dad then.’ I took a breath and said in a matter-of-fact tone that belied the gravity of my words: ‘I’ve found it hard to trust people, because of Dad. He never said sorry, and I’m angry Darina died before we got an apology. He refuses to talk about it, which is maybe fine, but now wants to force me to discuss errors in my book without acknowledging his own.’

I used a fork to fish the lemon out of her glass of water. Mum tutted.

‘What?’ I popped the lemon in my mouth and the sharp tang of citrus distracted me from my impending headache.

‘Can you not?’ Mum replied through gritted teeth.

‘What?’ I repeated.

‘Put your grubby fork in my drink.’

‘It’s not grubby. Grubby? So dramatic!’

‘You always used to do that.’

‘Do what?’

‘Suck lemons. As a baby you used to put your grubby little hands into my drink and—’

‘Again with the grubby. Why have you developed this toxic myth that I’m grubby?’ The waiter passed with a lifted tray. I leaned out the booth to get his attention. ‘Excuse me, please could I order a house white wine?’ He nodded.

Mum cleared her throat: ‘Two mediums, please. Actually, large. Thank you.’

‘Can we talk about this for once?’ She blinked, so I continued: ‘Someone is staying in my life. Mac is staying, and I don’t know how to act, don’t know how to be.’

Mum gave a little snort. ‘Do you believe that?’

‘Would I bring it up if I didn’t?’

‘Yes, and maybe now you’ve said it, you can hear how ridiculous it sounds.’

‘I don’t think it’s ridiculous.’ I was surprised by her reaction. We never spoke about the affair and now we were, I’d expected her to cry. She always cried, but she seemed calm. Mildly disaffected, if anything.

Mum pulled at the single pearl on her necklace curiously. ‘Explain to me what Dad has got to do with Mac?’

‘All parents are ghosts of the future, and children are ghosts of the past.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’ Mum pinched the bridge of her nose, then exhaled sharply. I’d forgotten what it felt like to see how much I exhausted her. ‘Well, I don’t think Mac and Dad are very similar at all. So, problem solved!’ Mum looked down. ‘Do you know what you want?’

Initially, I thought she meant from Dad, to which the answer would be ‘no idea’. Then I realised she meant to eat. ‘Maybe the lasagne.’ We both looked at our menus again. ‘And anyway, this is about more than that. It’s understanding generational patterns.’

‘No need to understand, darling. Our relationship has nothing to do with you.’

I tilted my head back, looking upwards. ‘You made it something to do with us. You were always crying. Always. And we were totally powerless to make it better. I don’t understand how you can act like it’s your private life when there was nothing private about it. You used to scream, “Did you fuck her in our bed?” when you thought we were sleeping.’

The waiter passed, raising his eyebrows. He poured two very full glasses of white wine at the bar, checked how much was left in the bottle, then poured the remainder.

The waiter leaned between us to place the glasses down. ‘Anything to eat, ladies? Today’s specials are—’

Mum raised her manicured hand. ‘Just … leave the specials. We’re … still looking.’ Mum took a large gulp, then grimaced. ‘I hate Chardonnay. You should always say Sauvignon. It’s never that much more expensive, but there’s always a risk the house is a Chardonnay.’

‘Chardonnay and Sauvignon taste the same, Mum. Everyone knows that. It’s a myth that they’re different.’

‘Myth? You and your myths.’ Mum sighed and seemed to be considering if she really wanted to have this conversation. Her expression softened. ‘Your dad and I really love each other, and I chose to forgive him and he changed for me.’ She placed her hand flat over the stem of her glass. ‘We built something together.’

‘And he threw it away?’

‘So that meant I should’ve thrown it away too? Where does that get anyone? Where would that have gotten us? Where would that have gotten me, with my daughter dead and husband gone?’ She glanced at the fairy lights outside, which were only half-working. There was just-before-rain sky. ‘When you marry someone, you get to know every part of them. You know all the parts that are hurting and it’s those parts that make someone do a thing like have an affair. Do you ever think about those parts of your father?’

I didn’t answer.

‘I thought not, and that’s fine. It’s not yours to think about, but it is mine. So when you find out someone you love has let you down, you first think about how hurt you are. Sometimes, incredibly. I don’t mind admitting that I was quite heartbroken. Then, after a good amount of time, you think about the sad, human reasons why they’ve let you down, and it makes it more redeemable. But I don’t expect you to understand that just yet.’

Mum tapped her nails against the glass of water. ‘You know, you learn a lot about yourself too when something like that happens. You learn what will make you comfortable to trust again. Maybe, for example … and this is theoretical, of course. Er, I don’t know. Maybe you say you want to have someone’s passwords so you can check both their email accounts. Maybe you say that if they go to Paris for a design conference you want to go with them. Maybe you say you don’t want them to see certain friends from the structural-engineering department because they’re a bad influence.’

‘All very specific examples.’

‘If you want to take them that way. The point is, you learn things about yourself. And it’s the other person who has to do the changing. They have to do the work.’

‘It sounds like you had to change, though?’

‘Your father did too, and the result was that we learned a lot about each other. I learned that he loves me very much and that he will always come back to me.’ Mum took another sip.

I thought about everything I’d learned about Mac, all I had yet to learn, and all I’d hidden from him. I thought about what a word like ‘intimacy’ means and what it can come to mean in a tragedy. Mum often spoke about how most couples don’t survive a child dying. She and Dad survived a lot together. I admired that, but despite everything, my parents’ relationship was in direct opposition to the relationship I wanted. Could I forgive my mum for having a relationship I didn’t want to have myself? I didn’t want my life to be women in rooms talking about how to heal the actions of men.

‘Is that all we can ask for? To be the one that they come back to?’

‘Being that person is not something to look down on, Fionnuala.’ Mum sighed. ‘What would you rather be? The one kicking them until they run away, then hoping they’ll come back eventually?’

‘I just think if Dad—’

Mum didn’t let me finish. ‘Tell me about you. Coming here was supposed to be about you and right now, it’s about everyone else but you.’ She had a pinched, tension-filled expression. ‘Can we just stop for a second and talk about you?’

I looked out the window because I couldn’t look at her. I worried she knew me so well that she’d be able to tell something else was wrong and I might have to talk about the film. Then I feared that maybe she didn’t know me very well at all. That felt much worse and that felt like my fault. My vision began to blur. I pressed my fingertips lightly against my eyelids.

‘Nola, please don’t sit there with that look on your face like I’m a fool. I’m not a fool. And I never have been.’ There was a clarity in her voice that cut through me. I realised the story I’d believed my whole life was wrong. Mum didn’t consider herself a victim, not in the slightest. She must’ve known I was thinking this, as she added in a soft manner, ‘Sometimes lately, darling, you’re the fool and that’s OK, because you’re young.’

‘Does it feel good to say that to me?’ I asked. Mum reached into her bag and handed me a tissue, clearly worried I might cry. I looked to the ceiling, determined not to.

‘Not in the slightest.’ She straightened in her seat. I stroked the tissue she gave me on my lap but stayed silent, so she added, ‘I don’t know, maybe it’s because of the lemons. You always used to suck lemons and now you’re like this.’

‘Like what?’

‘Bitter.’ A pained look struck my face. Mum tutted again. ‘You and your dad are words people, not me. Don’t get hung up on those words just because I said them, when I’m not ‘words’! You really are your father’s daughter, you know.’ I crossed my legs under the table. ‘And he’s just incredibly envious, really. He’d have liked to write a book himself and he hasn’t. That’s clearly disappointing for him. So he’s proud and jealous and hurt that you didn’t write about him like the father he wishes you still saw. You used to adore him! Absolutely adore. Growing up, you two were always thick as thieves, then he barely gets more than the odd line in your memoir. Devastating. You’ve punished each other enough now, I hope. Maybe you can try to get along.’

‘He’s never said any of that to me.’

‘Of course he hasn’t. How could he?’ Mum rolled her eyes. ‘Do you think anyone ever said “I’m proud of you” to him? Or to me, for that matter? Where would we have learned that? It’s not in our nature. And then you’re always looking at him with such angry eyes. God, you’re terrifying when you look like that. Hardly the conditions for a compliment, chicken.’

‘What are the correct conditions?’

‘Oh, come on. Of course we’re very proud of you. Is that not obvious? You need us to say it all the time?’

I rolled my lips inwards in an attempt to compose myself. A few tables away, two women sat down. They looked like friends, maybe even sisters. Mum watched them organise themselves around the table. Her eyes fell over them from head to toe. We had our two separate perspectives on the same scene. For so long I’d had faith in an objective reality, but I could only see the view from where I stood. We’re all trapped in our own viewpoint.

‘So, I’m just like Dad. And we don’t have anything in common?’

We both reached for our glasses at the same time, clocked the symmetry and pulled away, folding our arms. I smiled at her. A moment passed and we seemed to have decided that we wouldn’t order food. Our appetites were gone, as was the moment. Mum motioned asking for the bill.

She tapped the edge of her credit card on the table. ‘I can be hard work. Don’t think I don’t know that. I suppose we’re similar, too, in that way. Maybe that’s why you find me difficult.’ Mum looked out the window then back towards me. A cloud appeared to pass through her eyes. ‘I used to know everything about you. There was not a single thing I didn’t know, Nola. When you were born, I’d been there for every moment. I used to stay awake, just to watch you. Sometimes I’d even wake you up to check you were still breathing.’ Outside, two buses slowed down to pass each other. The drivers rolled down their windows and reached out to bump fists. ‘Now there are things I don’t know about you,’ Mum said. ‘You have no idea how lonely that makes me feel.’

I reached for my wine glass, needing something to dull the edges of our conversation. ‘What do you want to know?’

Mum’s eyebrows lifted in a way that suggested the question was bigger than she’d expected. Her gaze flickered away, then back to me. ‘What do you want to tell me?’

I made a throat-clearing sound. ‘The film isn’t happening any more.’

She studied my face for a moment, and I could see her deciding what I needed to hear rather than what she wanted to say. ‘I’m excited to read what you write next,’ she said finally. ‘I’m proud of you, Fionnuala.’

It wasn’t late, but it was already getting dark. Mum would be needing to get a train home. I should offer for her to stay over. I could show her around my neighbourhood, take her to the greengrocers where I buy oranges, the charity shop where I found my wool coat and the deli that sells fancy tinned fish. Maybe we could become friends. We were not there yet, but I could begin by showing her the streets near where I live. I was aware of a feeling of separateness about motherhood in the present moment. That I wished to be close to my mum in the idea of her, but when we’re confronted with one another I find too much has happened between us. I can’t let go of feeling angry that she dedicated her life to someone who didn’t love her as I wish she’d been loved. I can’t let go of blaming her for raising daughters who were idiots in love. Smart women, stupid for men. I could tell her this, but knew she’d only say she’d do it all again. For love. For him. Maybe I’ll never know how to forgive someone like she’s forgiven him. I could try by forgiving her.

I thought about the things I hadn’t told her and the things she wouldn’t tell me. I knew that we had that in common.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Jen was making risotto when I arrived. The house felt big and quiet without Will in it, though not much had gone. It had sold quickly. That big window added a lot of value. It all felt quite final, and I suppose it was. Jen was starting again and seemed unsure what that meant. She was focused on moving, packing and filing the papers. When I asked how she was really doing, Jen said: ‘I’ll deal with the feelings on the other side.’ So, I tried to help her get there. I’d thought it would feel like wading through molasses, murky and slow, but Jen moved towards the divorce swiftly and with surety. House on the market and a lawyer invoiced. It was like the current was on her side. Perhaps the crossing, the trespass, had already happened.

It was a cold winter’s evening and Jen’s kitchen was full of half-filled cardboard boxes. She didn’t ask if I wanted wine, just poured a glass and set it on the counter. The kitchen smelled like butter and there was a little pot of saffron that looked like red eyelashes by the pan. She sprinkled some in a risotto.

‘How’s the writing going?’ Jen always asked about the writing now. It was part of the unverbalised promise we’d made to redeem ourselves to one another. She supported me about the book. I supported her about Hanny. The past few weeks we’d been emailing each other. It felt like a good distance while we were getting to know one another again. I’d tried to ask the questions no one had asked until Hanny. It was the writing that had meant the most to me in a while. It was my realest piece of work.

‘Fine,’ I said, though nothing felt fine. I was unmoored in my own life.

Jen put down the spoon. The kitchen was quiet except for the slow bubbling of rice. ‘Nola?’ She said my name as though it were a question, and that was all it took.

I felt my body crumpling, folding in on itself like a wet newspaper in the rain. I was crying before I even realised it was happening. Great ugly sobs released themselves from me in velvety shudders. All the tears I’d stored up about the affair, the book, the film. Jen moved quickly, switching off the hob in one fluid motion. She held out her hand and I took it, then she walked me over to the sofa and slowly sat down. It was as if she wanted to show me that this was all we would do in that moment. We would sit down and hug. She would hold me. I would let her.

Jen opened her arms. She gestured me in.

My head fell against hers and I closed my eyes. She smelled of freshly washed cotton and spring. The wool of her jumper was soft between my fingers. A little bit of her hair brushed against my cheek. Jen breathed out slowly like she felt the weight of the world.

‘The film’s gone,’ I sobbed into Jen’s shoulder. ‘And I can’t write anything else. I just can’t do it.’

‘Oh, Nola.’ Jen’s arms tightened but she stayed quiet. Outside, a siren wailed, its sound rising then falling away. I continued to cry for the first time in a long time.

‘I know,’ Jen said. She just said that. I know. She didn’t try to fix it. Didn’t try to fix me. ‘I know,’ she repeated. And Jen had always known me, really. Always would. She began to rock me gently. No one had ever rocked me before. No one had ever held me close like that. No one had ever loved me like that. She’d been loving me all this time, and I her, but I hadn’t always noticed. All that messy, tender fury that we had as sisters, and underneath it all, this. I’d been worried about being left, while I had this person who with every action in our life was saying: Do anything, I’ll never leave you.

We stayed like that until my tears ran out. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d allowed myself to feel a feeling until it was done, until it was complete. I always rushed to turn them into something I felt was productive first. The risotto was ruined, so Jen ordered pizza and we ate it on the sofa, which was against her house rules. I asked Jen what was next for her. She hadn’t been able to answer. Hanny didn’t want a baby and that was all she wanted in the world. Realising this, and realising how little she wanted Will, had helped her decide she was finally going to ask for a divorce. It had been the kind thing to do. I reminded Jen she was a kind person; this didn’t change that. She needed to hear that a lot, I thought, and I was happy to tell her.

Once I was a little drunk, I rested my hand on the back of the sofa and asked, ‘What’s the best thing about sleeping with Hanny?’

Jen looked like she was about to sternly explain why she wouldn’t answer, then looked up at the ceiling instead. ‘After I’d had the first miscarriage, when Will and I started going to fertility appointments, I felt like he looked at me like I was a broken dishwasher. This appliance that needed fixing.’ She drew in a long breath, then smiled. ‘It was just so good to feel new again.’

When it got late, Jen brought down some spare pyjamas. They were fancy ones in brushed cotton with matching blue buttons. I stayed over in her bed, not the spare room, which was nice. In the dark, lying side by side, I could feel her breathing. The steady rise and fall reminded me of a receding shoreline. There was a cool blue light in the room from the Wi-Fi router. It flashed like a lighthouse. I stared at it for a while and tried to remember the last time we’d shared a bed. Maybe we never had. On holiday I was always top and tails with Darina. Then the twins together too. Jen used to get her own bed. She was on her own again now. No Will. Maybe Hanny. I’d make sure she’d never be alone. Not while I was around. I smiled into the darkness. I know, I thought. We would always be known, while we were sisters.


THE PRESENT


Pebble Ridge, 2025

There are no words to describe what it’s like looking into Ada’s eyes. This, for a writer, is astonishing and makes me very happy. She’s beyond anything I was able to articulate in my life before. Ada is named after our grandmother, Annie Ada Dunscombe. A name from before I knew her, before she was Mum, then Grannie Annie. I see Ada in her little yellow wellies, bucket on lap, so I walk towards her, back along Pebble Ridge, with the uneven stones digging into the soles of my boots as I go.

‘I just saw Peggy Moreton,’ I say to Jen.

‘You didn’t!’ Jen looks towards the cluster of strangers, small in the distance. I scoop Ada into my arms as Jen opens her mouth then decides against whatever she was about to say. ‘That feels like a very long time ago,’ she says eventually.

‘It does, doesn’t it?’ I play with the faded receipt in my pocket, then remove my hands and rub them together for warmth.

Cillian passes around a flask of whisky, and we all take a sip. It heats the back of my throat. I breathe out into the air and cold plumes before my lips. I reach out to take Ada and lift her above me so she’s in the sky. She’s bundled in a snow suit and her face is bright pink and beautiful. Squeezing her, hugging her, holding her, I think how differently I embrace now. I still remember the day Darina died and how hard I hugged Cillian. We’d just found each other at the station and our two bodies collided as our world imploded. Have you ever held someone after news like that? I’ve never hugged tighter than then, never needed to be hugged more. It’s too much to say that I feel grateful for everything that’s happened. Not quite gratitude, no. Because of course I’d take it all back if I could, but perhaps it’s somewhere on the way to appreciation. Acceptance. I’ve got a lot better at accepting things as they are. It seems to be the trick to life.

Ada is Connor’s daughter and she’s eight months old. Since she’s been born, we’ve all been spending more time in North Devon again, making the most of the house before it’s sold as my parents downsize. The town is tide-worn and in the market square lobster pots have been stacked into the shape of a Christmas tree, wrapped in strings of coloured lights. Chimney smoke ribbons above the village. There’s talk of spending New Year’s Eve on Lundy. I can imagine new beginnings with my family. This weekend, we’re all here to see the stone circle that Dad has made in the field behind the house. He spent weeks placing large lichen-licked stones into the grass with a digger. He wanted to leave something behind. He dedicated it to Mum and said it would be there for ever.

When Jen moved out of her old house, she promised she’d stay nearby. ‘I won’t move far from our places,’ she’d said, and I was touched that we have places to call ours now: The Old Nun’s Head pub and little vermuteria on the green. We jog together on Friday mornings before a fry-up to undo the exercise we’ve just done. They serve mugs of tea as big as our heads and we hold them up for a minute as a final arm exercise. Jen and I really are friends now, and she was right, it is different from just being sisters. We’ve been walking the circular route, the winding path of our lives becoming closer and closer. Back to where we started, two sisters together. Two sisters who will always be two of three, joined in our missing of Darina.

I’m working on something new. A novel this time, but somehow it’s the truest thing I’ve ever written. Not in facts, but in feelings. I’m excited to see where it goes.

Letty waddles over to me, still careful underfoot, and reaches out to grab Ada’s welly. I bend down so that she can touch her. She pets her like she’s a dog.

‘Gentle hands, Letty, gentle hands.’ I hold her little palm.

Mac crouches to take a photograph of the three of us. I smile and think of all the unremembered memories I must have with my own siblings and how precious those times are, even though I can’t recall them. I have a new appreciation for my parents for having us all. There’s no greater gift you can give a child than people to move through life with, people to tell your stories. They gave me four. It must’ve seemed like a wild thing to do and I’m so grateful they did.

Jen watches Mac take a photo of me and the girls. For a long time, I’d feared being pregnant because I was so scared that if I had a baby girl who looked like Darina it would be too sad, too awful. Looking at Ada, I realise I’m finally hopeful for that sadness. If it happens, it will be a new way to feel close to her again. To feel close to Darina, to Jen, to Melanie, to Mum, to the women in my family.

‘This looks nice.’ Jen wraps the coat collar around me a little tighter. ‘It suits you.’

I readjust Ada on my hip. ‘Thanks.’

‘How are you doing?’ Jen rubs my shoulder. It’s cold, but still and sunny. I can imagine summer on my skin.

‘I’m good,’ I say and realise I really mean it.

Standing on Pebble Ridge in December, I feel quite distant from Peggy, Eva and the affair. That had really consumed me once. How horrible it was as a secret. Then new secrets arrived in my life. For a long time, being in my family meant holding on to things that felt too hard to say aloud. I’d grown so used to feeling like a failure for the things I couldn’t communicate to my siblings. Now, I’ve realised, I can write them down. Put them in a letter. Send an email. Drop a text. Some things are hard to communicate, that doesn’t make us bad. Instead of being upset that it’s hard, I can make it easier. I can give us time to really think about what we mean and how we feel. Jen and I still email every now and then. She wrote ‘yearning’ in one recently, just like her diary all those years ago. It’s turned the sun on in my life to know her like that. Sometimes she just highlights sections of what I’ve written and replies: I know.

I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about who gets to be the author. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about what’s real, what’s not and who gets to decide, but have decided that it’s the listening that matters, and the connection in that.

‘Look at that sandpiper by the water,’ I say to Connor and point to the shoreline where a bird dances in the foam. He nods, watching too. There’s nothing else to say, other than to acknowledge that he sees what I see.

Waddling towards us, Letty has her eyes set on a particular stone. It’s large and grey, almost as big as her head. To hold it, she tries to use both hands and makes a heaving sound which makes us all laugh. Next, she lies on the ground, covering herself in sand, to get real close. She licks it, then pulls a disapproving face and says: ‘Salty!’

Letty taps it, strokes it and seems to enjoy considering its curves. A stone shaped by the ocean, on the coast shaped by the stones. Then there are us five siblings, for ever shaped by one another. One of us is missing, but her absence moves through us still. Like the tide leaves the shoreline, only to return, again and again. Darina remains in the hollow spaces. Shaping us, always.
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