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Prologue
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We stand and watch the house burn. Toothed willow leaves hang still and the night, exposed, offers ample room for flames to grow. A phone call’s been made, rousing community firefighters from their own homes. But the single dirt lane, the tight sidings of trees, won’t leave much worth saving by the time they arrive. 

Flames wave in the front windows, casting shadow puppets for an audience of two. Smoke covers the sky, adding another layer like dusk drawing on a dinner jacket, occluding the house and all it contains.

It’s not until something irrevocable gives way inside, the first floor crashing down through the ceiling, that a siren cuts the night. The attic rooms are ablaze and embers jerk and skitter with the same chaotic flightpaths of TV fireflies. 

The roof caves in, releasing a rush of sparks and angry smoke, a sound of spatchcocked chicken. Fire kindled from the first time we met, or further back when Mum’s sickness forced me from one life into another and the chain of events that led to her death.
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Chapter One
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A dozen metal insects lie flightless on the folding table, one for every kind of buyer. There’s the grabbing kids with sticky fingers, sparkles in their eyes, and never enough coins in their animal print purses; or the people interested enough to pick something up, clock the price, then decide fifteen pound’s too much and politely put it down with a stiff thank you. Worse, the promise to pop back after they’ve had a good look round. But the direst are those who stand on the opposite side of the stall long after the sale’s finished, firing questions off like battering rams.

“They just sort of turn out that way,” I say to the youngish dad and his daughter whose disinterest rivals mine. 

She tugs at his bare, lightly-haired arm, begging to see the raffle table and its technicolour display of stuffed toys and sweets. The dad, lifting the paper bag with the metal dragonfly inside, thanks me a third time and gives in to his daughter’s demands. 

First sale of the morning. Considering the materials had cost me nothing, it’s pure profit. Cash in hand, I leave my stall for the community centre’s catering counter, buy a coffee and ask for biscuits, though all they’ve got is chocolate digestives. Mum’s favourites. A sign from on high meant to fill me with guilt, I wonder, or just another cosmic coincidence. 

The counter offers a clear view of my stall. Black tablecloth (a repurposed curtain), my money box (a onetime tub of ice cream), and the insects (scraps of metal twisted and pulled into shape with blowtorch and pliers). And, what looks to be another customer. I don’t have to head back. Suppose I stay here, testing the absorbency of chocolate biscuits in coffee. Tenacious, the customer remains after all my digestives are eaten. Stubborn as an ingrown hair, lingering even after I’ve drained my paper cup. 

Clearly, they’re not leaving anytime soon. I cross the shiny blonde wood floor, and come around the side of my stall.

“Sorry,” I say, taking my seat, “just grabbing a coffee.”

“Not at all. I was admiring your works. They’re very evocative. Your creatures.”

Fifty at a guess, maybe more. Glamorous in the way only certain older ladies can pull off. She wears a flowing top, chiffon or tuille, a black skirt, with tights and calf hugging boots the colour and sheen of melted chocolate. Her hair, somewhere between silver and blonde, hangs in perfect waves, smooth and unmoving. She must be a tourist, or one of those with a second home.

“I’ve been trying to decide which to pick,” she says when I offer no response, her accent cloves in honey. “I don’t think I can whittle it down. There’s nothing else for it. I’ll have to take one of each.”

“One...”

“Of each. Yes please. Will cash be fine?”

As many as half the craft market stalls accept mobile payments these days. Not me. This isn’t a real business, or necessary income. I have the inheritance for that, the mortgage paid off in full. 

Dragonfly, butterfly, grasshopper, bumblebee, beetle, and moth. I wrap each independently, secure in plain paper bags, and put them into a plastic carrier. 

I total the full amount on my phone. “Ninety pounds then please,” I say, handing the bag over. 

At most, people bought two insects and only then as gifts for separate loved ones. This’ll be a lovely present for our Sam, our Lucy, our June. And here’s this woman dropping almost three figures, leaving me feeling like I’m robbing her at gunpoint. Even if the thought kind of thrills me. 

“You like bugs then?” I say. 

“Bugs I can take or leave, it’s sculpture I’m interested in. You’ve captured something of them, I think,” she says, glancing down at the table. The five remaining insects make for a lonely display. There’s not so much as a business card. Even the old lady with the knitted dog clothes has a card. 

“Are you open to commissions?” says my big spender. 

In months of doing craft fairs, no one’s ever asked. Surprise where I might have otherwise only laughed. “Is there a special kind of bug you want?” 

“I was thinking something more like a bird,” she says and gestures with her free hand. 

I don’t need to follow the motion to know where she’s pointing, the silhouetted flock of birds on my inner wrist. 

“I’ve never tried birds,” I say, turning my arm over. 

“Pity, I think you’d be good at it.”

Who was this woman? I look up at her, take in the purple eyeshadow, pearls the size of blueberries in her ears. A golden wishbone hangs from a thin chain around her throat, framed between the nubs of her collarbones. 

She asks again about commissions and I tell her I’m closed right now, as if I’m a building she can enter. 

“That’s a shame,” she says. Faint lines trace the outer edges of lips two shades down from nude. “Another time then?”

Catching the rising inflection, the pause, I give my name as Natalie. “Veronica,” she says and takes a notebook the size of a debit card from her marbled pattern handbag. A moment to note down a phone number and she tears the sheet off for me. “In case you change your mind about the commission. I hope we’ll meet again.” 

I offer no response, only watch as she moves smiling onto the stall beside mine. My gaze lingers, grazing over hemlines and the way her hair tumbles against her neck. Only until her smile fades, I tell myself, as though only setting a timer before attempting the next step of a recipe. But the smile eases down in increments and those faint lines smooth and still I sit there, head angled to the right, and unmoving.

I look forward as another potential customer slows their pace to almost a stop at my stall and then continues on their way.
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The rest of the insects aren’t so lucky. Unsold, I wrap them in newspaper and pack the lot back into a cardboard box that once held wine. 

On top of the wrapped insects goes the table cloth, tumbled arm over arm, the ice cream tub. Then the table lies empty, plastic wood and collapsible metal legs that remind me too much of school. 

“You off then?” says the woman from the table at right angles to mine. She’s done a rude business in crocheted goods, flogging the fruits of her arthritic labour for under a fiver. 

I, packed box in hand and bare table behind me, say yes I am, and homeward bound she says with a chortle. 

I fasten a grin to my face, uncertain if it reaches both sides, and turn to leave. A beep of a reversing mobility scooter and the click-scrape-click of dog claws on the floor. 

Outside, the sky’s still the same shade of nineties denim. But a wreath of clouds like beaten egg white has blown in from the sea. A tempo shift in the breeze, otherwise unchanged. Look closer: bric-a-brac on the outdoor stalls have shed Chinese bowls, Easter egg mugs, toys from Happy Meals older than I am. The knife sharpener’s gone too. Should have bought it when I had the chance. 

Box and all, I head south down the street, pass a beached ice cream truck, a car park still rammed to capacity. My reflection stops and starts in shop windows – chippie, post office, newsagents – giving me glimpses of the bun barely holding onto the top of my head, the oversized shirt and leggings that this morning had seemed like a good idea but now leave me feeling like the centre pole in a canvas tent. 

Vinyl window stickers keep me and my reflection from meeting as I enter the Spar. Of the four aisles, one’s dedicated entirely to alcohol. Tucking the box under one arm frees a hand to grab a bottle of red. Any bottle. Another after a second’s thought. Better to be prepared in case the first doesn’t do it. 

The bottles clink together and rustle the newspaper in my box as I step up to the counter to pay. From the town, back into the town. As true for me as the two tens I hand over, the jingle of change I’m given, into the pocket with Veronica’s number.

Around the corner from Spar, just past the garage, a dirt path cuts across a patch of overgrown grass, saving me from tourists, kids screaming in the park, pre-teens with bikes and phones. 

Through the square of bungalows, another street over, then it’s only me, the house, and the lingering quiet of empty rooms. 
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If I’d felt up to cooking, something quick and simple like portobelloes in red wine sauce or lentil soup, I’d have used a glass, glass and a half of wine. Another one or two to drink with dinner. Four in total. That’s how many I let myself have. Four. One for each episode. Episodes are forty-three minutes, give or take, so that’s three quarters of a bottle over one hundred and seventy minutes. The first glass will have metabolised by the time I start on the second. It’s not a problem, it’s just maths. It makes sense.

Season four, episode ten. The gang all have their voices stolen and are forced to rely on panto pointing to figure it out. I pour the first glass, the glug-glug of bubbles like a brook, press play for the DVD and take a sip. Bitter, but that doesn’t matter so much by the fifth or sixth. By then, enough of it’s swimming around with the frozen pie and chips I’d stuck in the air fryer for dinner to start a buzz. 

Episodes come and go, marked as much by credits as glasses drunk. I don’t bother trying to fend off the weighted blanket of sleep pressing down on me, drifting away with the TV screen and a half dozen metal insects gathered on the stand watching me watching them. Beside them, there between one blink and the next, sits Mum as though she never died. Lips twisted into a jagged line, eyes blown wide, and the scorched vinegar smell of stale piss rising into the air.
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Chapter Two
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If Mum’s death is the dark cloud, the pandemic’s silver lining was discovering how long I can go without a shower before I become offensive to my own nose. Keep your hair up, the occasional wipe around the face, bits, and armpits, a spray of deodorant and a knicker swap every other day, and I can easily go a week, week and a half, at a time. 

I’m coming up on a nine day stretch as I get off the sofa I’ve been sleeping on. I leave my hair up sprouting loose strands and head for the downstairs toilet. The house was designed for sickness, as if Mum knew when she moved in that one day she’d be bound to the ground floor. That one day she’d die here. 

In the spirit of the occasion, I go put clean kickers on. Then toast and coffee to soak up the grogginess of another not-quite hangover.

An integral door links the kitchen to the garage, a dumping ground for tinned foods, old power tools, and neglected camping equipment. I’ve fashioned a workspace from a trestle table along the far wall and clamped on a metal vice. Most of it’s covered in scrap. Bits of pipe, spare wire, brackets I found here and there. A blue gas can sits under the table, a rubber tube connecting it to a blowtorch. Strange cutlery alongside hammer and pliers. I’m not sure the smell of metal has always been present with the cold brick and WD-40, or if it’s just my influence, stepping on the toes of the past, pushing it away bit by bit. 

I pull up an old dining chair to the table and sift through scraps. Loud clangs like proto-industrial, as pieces clatter and clash. A metal eggcup formed from a single thick length of wire will make a passable body. The tines of a few old forks for tail feathers. Spoons heated and hammered flat can create wings. Wire for legs and feet. The head proves more difficult, but I’ll cross that bridge if I ever get there. For now, I’ve got enough for the bird’s body. It’s not a commission, a special order, nothing like that. It’s just experimenting. And anyway, birds I like. 

I set the spoons, six of them, on the floor with the hammer. Then I pull on the eye shield, turn the valve for the gas can and spark up the blowtorch. A few turns refines the blue flame to a white point that could caramelise a crème brulee in seconds. But I’m not scorching sugar, or melting metal for that matter, only softening it like butter at room temperature. Every few seconds I turn the spoon over, exposing its opposite side to the heat, end pinched in the fingers of my fireproof gloves. There’s probably a fine art, a science, but I play it all by eye. Torch off, hammer in hand, I whack the back of the spoon, forcing it flat against the concrete floor. Each blow thrums up my arm and rattles in all the small places around the garage. 

Content with the flatness, I dip the spoon in the bucket of water beside the table. No hiss, nothing at all as it firms up, cooling enough for me to handle sans gloves. Three per wing should do it.

“Kettle’s on.”

The voice repeats in my chest, pressing against my diaphragm, spiking out of my pores like sweat. But I don’t turn. 

“How’d you get in?” I say, huddled with hammer over the spoon.

“I still have my key. What are you doing down there anyway?”

“Nothing.” I place the flattened spoon on the tabletop and press up to my feet. Turning, I say, “What do you want, Sophie?”

“Right now, at this moment? To ask if you want a coffee.”

Beige capri pants, white vest, distressed denim jacket. Navy blue pumps with bright white soles. Her chestnut hair’s worn in a bob, middle parted and sharp enough to cut onions.

“Fine, okay,” I say.

Somewhere between an exasperated outbreath, a shrug, and a holding out of hands. Sophie, satisfied apparently, crosses the threshold into the kitchen. 

“Seriously though,” I add, following after, “what are you doing here?”

“I was worried about you,” she says, standing at the corner counter between the cooker and the sink, and reaches for the coffee jar. “Your phone’s off, you’re not answering messages, I even sent you an email. Nothing. I thought you’d hung yourself.” 

“If I was going to kill myself, it wouldn’t be hanging.”

“No,” she says, turning her head towards the sink. The neck of last night’s empty wine bottle peeks out like a marooned ship’s mast. “Do you still take it black?”

“What? Oh, the coffee. No, milk and sugar.”

“Same as Mum,” she says. It’s quiet enough that she may have only meant it for herself. Hard to tell with Sophie. 

Neither of us speak as she makes our drinks. A tut – definitely intended for me to hear – as she passes the mess left on the draining board. She pauses at the fridge, opens it only to stand there gazing in. 

“It’ll stare back,” I say, prompting her to grab the milk from the door and motion it closed with a small shoulder barge. Veronica’s number is secured on the front of the fridge, separated from everything else by a white, two-inch thick circumference. 

Sophie leaves a scent of flowers and talcum powder behind her. The same body spray she’s been using since secondary school. I should know, I nicked enough of it over the years. 

With no heads up she takes both mugs of coffee and leaves the kitchen, her sandals groaning with every step. I could stay in here, just to spite her. But then she might never leave. So I follow her into the living room where she sits with her legs crossed, mug held in both hands, with an expression like a teacher about to chide me. 

She side eyes the pillow and quilt on the perpendicular sofa as I take a seat, but doesn’t say anything about me sleeping in here. At least not this visit.  

“It’s filthy in here,” she says instead and takes a sip of her drink. A grimace. I could apologise for buying the cheap stuff, the kind with a smell like hot tarmac and a taste of cigarette ends. “When’s the last time you dusted or got the hoover out?”

“I’ve been busy,” I say, realising too late it’s the wrong thing.

“Too busy to start packing up, to hire a skip, to get Jake round for the repairs?”

“I have been packing—”

“Nat, I’ve already been round and had a look,” says Sophie. “It’s a state. You’d have finished if you weren’t wasting time messing around on whatever you’re doing.”

She pauses, opening a gap for me to tell her what I was up to on the garage floor. Disclose the sculptures I’ve been making for the last few months to keep my thoughts at bay. But I don’t. Not to Sophie. She’s the creative one in the family and how proud Mum was of her. If I wasn’t squirting sludge into her feeding tube near the end, she probably never would have eaten anything I gave her. I can’t love, it’s too oily, too spicy, too fucking weird.

“I’ll sort it out,” I say after a moment and reach for my coffee from the table between us. The clock on the wall behind Sophie’s stuck at 10:20. Has been for months. A year at least.

“Really, because you’ve been saying that since the funeral. And look, the house in the same state. It was supposed to be on the market by now.”

“I said I’ll sort it.” This time to my coffee. 

Sophie makes a humming noise that never makes it past her nose. “Good,” she says, pump clinging onto her right foot as she bobs it up and down, “because at this rate, we’ll be lucky to get two fifty for it.” Another grimace at her coffee and she sets the mug aside. “I’d have done it myself—”

“Can we please not play my life’s harder than yours, Soph?” Convinced she’s still going to go woe-is-me, I add, “How is Mia?”

“Oh, so you do remember you have a niece, because I have to keep reminding her she has an auntie.”

“You should have brought her with you then.”

The hum through her nose has more rumble in it this time, closer to a snort. All indignation. “There’s no way I’m bringing her here.” Her foot grows still and she slaps her hands in her lap. A tightness rises in her neck. 

“You’re so superstitious,” I say, looking away from her all the same. “You act like it’s haunted.”

“Well, it’s something. Bad karma. I don’t know, but everything goes to shit here. Dad was shagging the cleaner while Mum was out for ages, every pet we ever had died within a year, I couldn’t catch a break with my illustrations until I moved out. And to top it off, Mum gets sick and dies here. Then there’s you.”

“Then there’s me.”

“Yes, Nat. You. Almost a year on your own and you’re barely there. I hardly even recognise you.”

I want to joke, to tell her that’s hormones for you, but I don’t. I know what she means. I hardly recognise me any more either. 

“It’s not good being on your own here,” says Sophie when I don’t offer anything. “The quicker you get this place ready, the quicker we can sell it, and the quicker you can sort yourself out.”

“I dropped everything to look after Mum, it’s not like I can just step back into my old life. It’s been like two years now.”

“Isn’t that exactly why you deferred your course?”

“They kicked me out,” I say. “I never told them, I just figured Mum would get a live-in nurse or something when she... I don’t know.”

“No,” says Sophie, her momentary surprise fading to a sharp edge. “What were you going to say?”

“When she realised how useless I was.”

Sophie rolls her eyes, not a quick glance behind her lids, but a gesture that involves her whole head gimbling on her neck. “She probably liked having you around.”

“Please, she never got over me coming out, never stopped with that ‘I’m mourning for my son’ shit,” I say. “Then lockdown trapped us together anyway.”

And then I killed her. 

We’re both thinking it. I can see it written all over Sophie’s face. But neither one of us says anything out loud. The silence says enough for all of us.
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Chapter Three
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Frozen meals have the edge over takeaways because so long as you have them in the house, there’s no need to interact with anyone else. No awkward encounters at the door and thankyous by the handful. But with the freezer stock dwindling, I resort to ordering online from the town’s single listed takeaway. Avoiding the need to pin a smile on my face, or change out of my joggy bottoms to pass, is easy. Social distancing, please leave takeaway and packages and ring the bell I write on a sheet of folded paper and Sellotape to the front door. Lockdown’s history, but the sentiment still holds. 

A drink while I wait, something to ease me into the evening. A palate cleanser after putting up with Sophie for hours. Not wine, a beer. It’s not as strong, so I can have a few. No big deal. Everyone drank beer back when it was safer than water. 

I head to the fridge, only to scuff my socks to a stop. In amongst the souvenir magnets Mum collected – St Ives, Magaluf, Benidorm – is a sheet of note paper, a cluster of cursive words in the centre, overlapping with Veronica’s number. I’ve put your phone on charge. Answer your messages! P.S. I messaged your friend Selby and said you need help with the house. He has the address now X 

P.S. Maybe you should mind your own business. I could text it to her, but I don’t have it in me to check my phone. The sentiment still rankles. Sophie would be the first to complain if I went messing with her devices, inviting all her old friends round. The ones she just doesn’t have time for since she’s had a kid, since she’s taken on this new client. It’s not like Selby will turn up anyway. He has a natural avoidance of doing anything expected of him. That includes visiting people after their meddling sister messages him. 

With an outbreath like a fire extinguisher, I reach for the note, pull it free, and scrunch it into a ball. Into the bin and then I’m opening the fridge. The beer burps and hisses as I crack it open. I take a small sip, mostly foam.  

I’m two cans down by the time the doorbell rings. 
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If I’m sober enough to stand on one leg and sing the opening verse to ‘Mr Self Destruct’, I’m sober enough to drive. The Jeep hasn’t been insured since Mum got sick and, strictly speaking, I never passed my test. But one of the perks of living in the town time forgot, the chances of getting caught drops to almost nil. What police congregated this way focus on busting weed growers and the sex workers who gather around the beach huts further down the promenade. On the flip side, being in the boonies means it’s a hundred times easier to be clocked as trans. While the last of the beers metabolise, I get changed, shave my face, and go for speed when putting my make-up on. Just the eyes, some powder. 

Streetlights cast shadows as I leave the house, the cloudless sky swallowing all the day’s sounds. A light flickers off in the opposite house. The one beside me lies dark. It could have been gone midnight.

The car struggles to start first time, turning over like it’s trying to get out of bed. Eventually, it starts and I reverse out of the gravel driveway choked with meadow grass and creeping buttercup. For a few moments, barely a minute, I drive with the lights off, moving smooth and slow. At least until I come to what counts as the main road. Right on the mini roundabout, then the town’s locked in the rear view and growing smaller. A cluster of lights and gone. 

As the footpath comes to an end and the welcome sign goes past, I notice a single bright light to my left. Alone and glittering in the dark. Hard to say what it is or where. Maybe one of the farms that surround the parts of the town not bordered by beach, a tractor burning the evening oil to harvest the last of summer’s crops. 

The road lies between one rush hour and the next, leaving only the occasional car to upset the space around me. The beat of cat’s eyes as I edge too far outside of the lines. 

A quarter hour later, I join a deserted dual carriageway. Orange lights peel back, leaving only the deep blue of darkening dusk. Trees bisect the four lanes, leaves splayed like old make-up brushes. Ahead, a lurid neon sign announces a petrol station, its café and twenty-four hour kiosk. A mile on, a roadside bar frequented mostly by bike clubs, lorry drivers, and business travellers. The rest just want to escape their houses for a little while. 

I park the Jeep away from the others to keep from taking someone’s wing mirror out. A row of silent lorries form strange architecture. Most of the numberplates sport little Union Jacks. Used to be more from the Bloc, back before the fifty-two got to speak for the whole. 

Punters stand under the front porch, sucking at cigarettes, their drinks held tight or balanced on the waist high wall.

The pub could have gone for the traditional English thing, an American trucker vibe. It would have been better than the blank corporate aesthetic. The smell of beer and cheap steaks draws in with every breath.

I keep my jacket on and head to the bar, keeping contact to nil. I didn’t come to fuck, I tell myself, only to drink anywhere that’s not that house. I’ve not got my phone, I don’t speak or meet anyone’s eyes, until the woman behind the bar takes my order. Speaking over the music means my voice finds low pitch and bass, giving me away if my rushed make-up and recent lack of laser hasn’t already. I don’t care, I take my JD and coke and find an empty table. 

I should have ordered two, made out I’m buying for someone else, and slashed the times needed to go up to the bar by half. May as well have ordered four and had done with it. It’s just efficiency. 

Mum appears opposite me. A glance away from the table, towards the eruption of laughter on the other side of the room, and back to find her sat there, the smell of rancid piss rising like evaporation. Her mouth twists inward as if, even closed, it’s agape. Her eyes are wide, sunk into the skull, and a wretched expression presses down on her brow. 

“[Deadname],” she says. 

Arguing did no good. She didn’t want to hear my chosen name when she was still alive. Doesn’t matter now she’s dead. “Mum,” I say, flat and bare as her greeting had been and take a sip of my drink.

“Is this where you came that night?” 

“No.” I’d say it was none of her business, but how can it not be? She’d probably still be alive if I’d stayed inside. 

She doesn’t blink, and the edges of her bones press at her slack, sallow skin, leaving her face looking like something she wore. Two dark
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