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            Praise for She’s Always Hungry:

            ‘A delectable smörgåsbord of snack-sized weird, She’s Always Hungry is a meal for the most avant garde queens. I loved every story, licked the plate clean and left no crumbs.’ Alice Slater

            ‘Eliza Clark knows that inside every young woman there are two monsters; both are depraved. Scary and satirical, Clark’s debut collection is unsettling, repulsive and darkly hilarious. Clark is a razor sharp, singular voice in modern horror.’ Juno Dawson

            ‘A terrifying, horrifying, thrilling, alarming and totally wild joy to read.’ Claire Kohda

            ‘No one is writing like Eliza Clark.’ Nicola Dinan
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1
            Build a Body Like Mine

         

         It doesn’t have to look like mine; I mean a body that works like mine. You can look however you want. Is your perfect body, hard? Is it soft in the right places? Is it hollow? Picture it. Picture your perfect self. Touch your stomach. Imagine it free of excess – imagine you at your tightest; your body constrained and efficient.

         All while eating whatever you want.

         That’s right. Whatever you want. No fine print, no asterisk, no vomiting. Whether your vice is carbs, sweets or fast food, I can get you there.

         How much? you ask. You’d be surprised.

         Follow a few simple steps and you can eat whatever you want (as much and as often as you like) and you’ll actually lose weight. I even offer a convenient subscription service – for the woman on the go.

         Find me in darker corners of the clearnet (that’s right! You don’t even need Tor). I’m not difficult to locate for those with determination. And what I have to offer really works. Find me deliciously thin at a Michelin star 2restaurant, devouring a tasting menu with a wasp waist, never loosening my belt. Join me at the table. Ditch your dry, miserable salads. Leave your fad diets in the dust. Restrict no more and thrive, my love.

         I USED TO BE LIKE YOU.

         I used to fantasise about fries from McDonald’s. Salty and hot; crunchy on the outside, soft on the inside. Hard not to snap. I used to feel so guilty – but I no longer consider self-control a virtue.

         What would snapping look like? Two cartons of fries sliding down my throat, followed by the burger. The salty beef, processed till it’s pillow soft like the buns it’s sandwiched in between. Bite it, feel the rubbery pickle squeak against my teeth, taste the onions marinated in American mustard and globs of ketchup. When I was a child, I would dismantle the burger with my tiny fingers – rip up the patty and the buns into nugget-sized pieces and dip each precious piece into a little pot of ketchup. As an adult, I’d jam my fingers down my throat, still tasting of oil and salt, those once treasured chunks of food splashing into the toilet.

         And God, there’s just no need to live your life like that in pursuit of a beautiful body. Not any more – not with my methods.

         And I’ve tried a lot of methods. When I was a teenager I went to Slimming World, where they tell you food is sinful. Heavy women in their sixties told me I was right to 3start watching my weight now. They gave me a pink certificate when I lost half a stone.

         When I went to university I abandoned the doctrine of Slimming World and lived in monastic starvation. I spent three years living on instant ramen, satsumas and cereal bars – with the occasional binge and purge to break the monotony. With that cocktail of restriction and my nineteen-year-old metabolism the weight fell off me and stayed off, for a time.

         I looked in the mirror a lot during this time. The body I once recognised as my own had melted away. Who was this creature beneath the fat? At the time, I failed to recognise her as my best self. I thought she was nothing like a real girl. I thought she looked like something a pervert imagined; something a twelve-year-old boy doodled in the back of a notebook. A cartoon with torpedo breasts glued on to her weird, bony frame. Not a person’s body, but a wasp’s. A thorax, not a torso. I was wrong not to see the perfection in this form. I was wrong to treat this body as if it were not my own.

         I had to buy new clothes. All of my old things were baggy. I had to drop two dress sizes to find a comfortable fit, and I felt overly optimistic buying them. I took my tiny skirts and dresses and jeans to the till and the cashier did not raise an eyebrow. I had almost expected her to laugh at me.

         I threw most of my clothes from this era away; I could no longer stand the sight of them when I began to eat again. 4

         Because I did begin to eat again.

         WITH MY METHOD, YOU WILL

NOT REQUIRE WILLPOWER.

         Because willpower only lasts so long, I broke. I blame my partner. I think if I’d ended up with a man, I might’ve gotten away with it for a bit longer. Might’ve even gotten him to go along with it for a bit. I’m intermittent fasting, I’d say, or some other shit – and he probably wouldn’t bat an eyelid.

         But Shadi had overcome her own issues with food – something that did make me roll my eyes a little when she talked about it. She was willowy. Nothing stuck to her the way it stuck to me. It was hard not to resent her when she was so difficult to fool.

         At first, I ate because we went on dates together. Because she cooked for me. Because I was happy. A happy brain resists deprivation. I denied myself when she was not there. But then she was always there. All-knowing, all-watching, a great big pair of black eyes, damp with concern.

         When we moved in together, I ate even more. I went through phases of bingeing and purging. I tried to keep it secret, but I couldn’t. She’d work it out. Vomit residue in the toilet, the smell in the bathroom or toothpaste on my breath. I didn’t have the stamina for bulimia or the will for anorexia. Though she was always kind and patient; I could not take the shame when Shadi caught me. I was content 5with everything but my body. No depression to stave off my anxious eating. Someone to feed me. Someone to care. Someone to nag.

         And my waist dissolved over the course of two years, gradual but sudden. I woke up one day and found that even the biggest of my little clothes no longer contained my completely average body. Stretch-marked, but not yet sagging, I was spackled with cellulite, and I jiggled and bounced with every step.

         I began to miss the insect inside of me I had once found so alien to behold. I looked at happy fat women with nothing but envy. I thought about how wonderful life must be when one embraces oneself. I still think they are beautiful. Contrary to your expectations, my methods are not for them. Not for anyone who looks in the mirror and feels pleased or even neutral. I deal in sickness. My methods are a balm for the diseased, the unsatisfied, the covetous.

         If you try to eat mindfully, to think positively, to covet a healthy, happy body the way you covet a thin one – you are the type of person who needs me.

         HERE’S HOW I DISCOVERED MY WINNING WEIGHTLOSS TECHNIQUE.

         Entirely by accident, if you can believe it!

         It was Shadi who noticed it first. She put her hands upon my waist and said: Have you lost weight? She was trying her best to sound neutral, not to let concern prick her voice. 6

         No, I told her.

         Are you sure? she asked. And at the time, I genuinely had not noticed. I was terrified of the scale – I wore loose clothing that could not police a waistline.

         But when I stepped onto the scale that night (dusty – covered in hair and splashes of dry toothpaste), lo and behold my weight had dropped about thirteen pounds. Not drastic on my frame but a lot.

         I had been secretly restricting. Just a little. Celery for lunch. Boiled egg. Complaining of being full after eating half of one of Shadi’s generous portions.

         I was delighted. Shadi peered over my shoulder with her brows furrowed. She asked me if I’d been skipping lunch at work. I told her no and she didn’t believe me. She told me she loved me.

         That number kept tipping down. I thought my cucumber slices and dry, baked aubergines were having miraculous effects. I had fantastical, borderline erotic visions of KFC and burritos and bacon sandwiches. I smelt salt and grease, my mouth filled at the thought of special blends of spices and crispy skins; of secret sauces and baby-soft pork. I would zone out in meetings thinking of gooey, spongy Pizza Hut pizza, of dipping the crusts in hot sauce and garlic dip and straight mayonnaise (like an animal).

         I watched these disgusting videos on my phone of people making ‘lasagne cakes’ and ‘lasagne in a mug’ and ‘lasagne burritos’ and ‘lasagne nuggets’. Lasagne being twisted and 7reshaped into vile shadows of its former self became a form of pornography for me.

         I broke four weeks into that miserable little diet. I got a McDonald’s on my lunch break. I ate it furtively in a corner of the restaurant. I did not stick my fingers down my throat, but I stood over the toilet and thought about it. I cried into my pillow, and made a salad for dinner. When Shadi tried to question the salad, I barked at her. Asked her if she, from her privileged position of unearned thinness, enjoyed policing my diet.

         I’m not policing, she said. I’m worried about you.

         You’re putting me on edge, I told her. You monitoring my meals is triggering for me. And she made a face like she didn’t quite believe me.

         The next day I had a burrito for lunch. The next day I ate unfranchised fried chicken, and stood in the office bathroom and beat my fists into my growling, grumbling stomach. I called myself a failure for my lack of willpower. Little did I know, I had surpassed the need for willpower. I thought I had collapsed into shameful bingeing – little did I know, I had simply ascended to a new state of being.

         I got on the scale. My weight was down again. Another big chunk. And at that time I worried. I came to Shadi crying. I told her that I did not know what was causing the weight loss. I showed her my bank statements as proof – I had been eating lunch. I’d been eating a lot of lunch. This frightened her. She did not understand. At the time, neither did I. We booked me a doctor’s appointment. 8

         By the time I went, I had lost even more weight.

         I worried it was a chronic health issue – something with my thyroid or my gut. Maybe cancer. A girl I went to sixth form with had cancer. She was so tiny when she came back to school and she hated being complimented for it. She would scold people who remarked, impressed, on how petite she was, how lovely she was. I nearly died, she’d hiss. I was so jealous of her. I was jealous of her cancer in the way only a teenager can be.

         I am too old for that now. Almost dying at a young, tragic age loses its seductive qualities the moment you turn twenty-five.

         THE GP WAS STUMPED … THEY SENT ME FOR TESTS AT THE HOSPITAL …

         In the weeks building up to my hospital appointment, I became so thin that none of my clothes fit me properly. I rotated a few loose dresses that would not fall off my bony shoulders, hoping my friends and colleagues would not notice my dramatic weight loss. But they did. So much volume gone around my face. What’s your secret? they cooed. At the time I had no idea; terror-stricken I said: I don’t know, I’m going to the hospital. And they cooed, sympathetic, unable to cover their jealousy.

         They were right to be jealous.

         A hospital specialist found the secret in my belly.

         For months, I had been incubating a parasite. There had 9been a worm eating my dinners. Nesting inside me, snaking its way through my guts and huge; monstrously huge.

         The specialist was horrified. What did you eat? Where in the world have you been?

         Celery. Nowhere. I went to Sheffield for work three months ago.

         He fed me a pill. I aborted my fat, flat baby. And though I had fed her and sheltered her like my own child, Shadi would not let me keep her in a jar.

         MY SECRET REVEALED!

         Shadi told me I looked unwell. Gaunt. Older, she said.

         I looked great. (I STILL LOOK GREAT. My cheekbones, my jawline, my waist. I am a perfect pointy hourglass. Torpedo tits and xylophone ribs, I am a mother of worms; I am a cartoon girl wrought in human skin and bone.) I sighed, and told her I’d put the weight back on. Anxiety about my weight had melted away. Perhaps the worm had eaten it.

         When Shadi took me for lunch, I happily ate three-fourths of a cheeseboard. I deepthroated breadsticks and bit a mozzarella ball like an apple. Manchego and honey, blue cheese and soft bread; I sucked cheese crumbs from underneath my nails. I ordered a lasagne and ate the whole thing, while Shadi looked on, pleased but concerned. Was this a binge? Or had the worm made me hungry?

         I bought a slice of pizza on the way home. 10

         AFTER WEEKS OF EATING GLORIOUSLY … I PUT ONLY A LITTLE WEIGHT BACK ON …

         I had to go back to the doctor and back to the hospital again. Another worm. ANOTHER WORM! It had spontaneously appeared in my stomach – no raw meat or trips to countries with poor water sanitation. A fluke or an immaculate conception. Another worm.

         Shadi googled around and came to the conclusion I had bought the second tapeworm from the dark web or something. She was angry (Not angry! I’m frustrated and disappointed and worried! she said.) enough with me, that I decided not to tell her if it happened again. I’d convince her my weight had merely stabilised at a point much lower than it had been.

         Your long-term health … she lamented. Weren’t we talking about a baby some day? she asked, as if I were not already a mother.

         I did not go back to the doctor when I felt the third one growing inside me. I bought the stuff to evacuate it online. You can DIY most things, nowadays.

         In those days, I would always evacuate the worm after a couple of months. I was worried, back then, that they would kill me. I continued to eat like a queen. Shadi was wild with concern. She lectured and cried and begged me to stop whatever it was I was doing. All because I was EATING WHAT I WANTED, AND NEVER PUTTING ON WEIGHT. 11

         I think she was jealous. Of my body. Of my worms. She wouldn’t let me go to the bathroom alone; she obsessively checked the rim of the toilet bowl for evidence of vomit. Even my toilet time was monitored. I could not take a shit in peace.

         She did not believe in my new metabolism. She did not accept that my body was simply reacting and adapting to its infestation. And I swore neither my fingers nor my toothbrush had been near the back of my throat.

         I find the way you’re monitoring me really upsetting, I told her through tears. You’re being really controlling, Shadi. It’s scary.

         She let up her close surveillance after that, but we were never the same. Didn’t last much longer after that.

         WHERE DO THE WORMS COME FROM?

CAN I GET MY OWN?

         Good question! You catch them from eating shit and raw meat, neither of which have passed my lips. I sought answers on a pro-ana forum, which I could use without shame now Shadi was gone. I asked them: Has anyone had any experience with tapeworms? I do not know what I expected them to tell me.

         A couple of people say that they have thought about getting tapeworms; some even say that they’ve looked for eggs on the darknet. I recommend it. I share my experiences. An orthorexic vegan tries to pick a fight with me; It’s 12cruel, she says. But it’s not cruel. It’s symbiotic.

         But the other girls want eggs of their own. And I would soon be able to assist them.

         I chose not to purge the worm inside me at that moment. Let it fester, waited, waited, waited till my period came around and I did not bleed.

         I found, instead, clinging to a sanitary pad, a clutch of eggs. Like puffed rice covered in the soft skin of an egg white.

         YOU GUESSED IT! I AM SELLING THEM! THAT’S RIGHT! FOR A VERY REASONABLE PRICE YOU CAN LIVE AS I DO.

         I even offer a convenient subscription service – for the woman on the go.

         I no longer purge my worms FOR I AM MORE WORM THAN WOMAN. But you must. Follow my instructions. Give in to the cycle. Incubate, purge and incubate again. Value the relationship with your worm; treat it like a foetus. Love it. Use discount code LoveIt at checkout for twenty per cent off your second order. Become your best self.

      

   


   
      
         
13
            The Problem Solver

         

         Juliet decides to tell Oscar about Friday night. She will tell him because she has to tell someone. He’s a close friend, but not her first choice.

         Juliet says, ‘I have to talk to you about something, something serious,’ and Oscar winces like Juliet is about to tell him she wants to move out. Juliet glances at the closed door to Hannah’s empty room – the sting of her big Australian move still fresh in both of their minds. Hannah would’ve been Juliet’s first choice to tell.

         ‘Hang on, let me brace myself,’ Oscar says, heading to the kitchen to uncork a bottle of wine and pour them each a glass before Juliet begins.

         She’s not moving out. Oscar is relieved, until he isn’t.

         The wine in his glass quivers. He is furious. He does not look at her. To his credit, he listens closely to her and he does not try to touch her. He does not interrupt. Even when she tells Oscar the name of her attacker – a casual acquaintance of theirs – he behaves. When she finishes her story she is shivering and in tears, and he hands her a tissue from a 14warm packet stuffed into his pocket. But he is furious – his face red with it.

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ he says. ‘I’m so angry. I’m so angry that men are like this,’ he adds, indignant.

         ‘It’s okay,’ says Juliet.

         ‘It’s not okay. Fucking hell, Juliet, it’s not okay. Have you reported it?’ Juliet says no. Juliet knows she’ll have to hand her phone over to the police and thinks about the unsubtle texts from her weed dealer, the photos of herself in lingerie and the four-year-old account on the website she had once used to flog her dirty underwear.

         Juliet wishes Emma still lived round the corner. But Emma moved back to Glasgow after her wedding and now she’s incapable of FaceTiming without Jamie. And Juliet loves Jamie. But every time Juliet tries to speak to Emma, Jamie is there.

         ‘That’s good. That’s good, because the justice system is so fucked, don’t you think? Like, oh … victim of sexual violence, are you? How about some state violence, as well?’ Oscar runs his thick fingers through his well-groomed beard.

         ‘I feel a bit guilty, though. About … not doing anything,’ says Juliet. ‘I feel like I’m supposed to do something.’

         ‘You will, though,’ Oscar says. ‘You could shame him on social media, or … There must be like, a racists getting fired type of thing for sex criminals.’

         ‘I think that’s just like … the Sex Offenders’ Register, isn’t it?’ 15

         ‘You wouldn’t have to call him out on your account.’ He completely ignores her half-joke. ‘In fact, we could do it more like … more like a whisper network. Or I could message my friend from that feminist book club, the one with all the Instagram followers. Get them to name and shame him,’ he says. He looks at Juliet expectantly. She gets the sense he has thought about this before. Oscar has lain awake at night and thought about what he would do if one of his friends was raped; how he could sort it out without phoning the police.

         Juliet recalls a night out from a few years ago. Some man had grabbed Hannah’s arse on their way out of the club, and Hannah didn’t tell them what had happened until they were all in the taxi home. Oscar picked an argument with her. Juliet and Hannah were sat in the back of the cab, while Oscar lectured from the front seat – I could have said something to him, he’d insisted. I wouldn’t have let him get away with it.

         ‘I don’t think I want to make a spectacle of myself like that,’ says Juliet.

         ‘No. Of course not. You’re more of a direct-action girl, aren’t you?’ says Oscar, presumably referring to the time Juliet egged a red-faced EDL marcher at a counter-protest shortly before they were moved on by police. Oscar had repeatedly told her, I wish I’d thrown something. He had sulked all day. ‘We could confront him.’

         ‘Oscar …’ Juliet says. ‘I don’t want you to do anything. I just wanted to talk about it.’ 16

         ‘Okay,’ says Oscar. ‘I’m sorry.’

         They drink and Oscar looks for a harmless film to put on, something devoid of upsetting content. He puts on Wayne’s World, and they drink more wine. His leg bounces up and down and he keeps looking over at Juliet like he’s annoyed. He keeps looking at his phone.

         ‘He’s in the Crown and Anchor right now,’ says Oscar. The Crown is around the corner. A ten-minute walk, at most. ‘I just saw it on his Instagram story. I just went to block him, but my thumb slipped.’ He shakes his head. ‘I’m going to say something.’

         He stamps over to his shoes piled in the corner; pulls on a heavy pair of DMs he calls his kicking boots.

         Juliet’s backpack is in a heap by Oscar’s shoes. A plastic button reading kill your local rapist glints at her, calls her a poser.

         ‘Are you coming with me? You don’t have to.’ Oscar zips up his jacket. Juliet says she’ll come.

         They walk to the pub and Juliet feels as if she has left her soul behind on the sofa. Her body trails behind Oscar, on automatic pilot.

         ‘What are you going to do?’ Juliet asks.

         Oscar doesn’t hear her. He’s walking a little ahead of her. His legs are much longer than hers, and he doesn’t seem to notice that he’s leaving her behind.

         When they enter the pub, Oscar buys them both pints. He doesn’t ask Juliet what she wants, if she wants, he just puts the lager in her hands. He drinks his in a few greedy 17mouthfuls bracing himself, slamming the empty glass on the bar before he stalks the pub like an eager dog looking for his ball. Juliet slops beer over her hands as she tries to keep up.

         They find the rapist upstairs, playing pool. He looks at Oscar and Juliet, and smiles. He waves them over. He winks at Juliet.

         ‘Hey, trouble,’ he says. Juliet watches Oscar and says nothing. Her heart is hammering, her throat is tight. She shakes so much that she can almost feel her bones rattling. ‘Are you okay?’

         ‘She’ll be fine,’ says Oscar. Oscar looks back at Juliet, expectantly. He is avuncular, urging a shy child to say hello. ‘Won’t you?’

         She shrugs. She sips her pint.

         ‘Can I have a word, Juliet?’ says the rapist. ‘About the other night,’ he adds. ‘You didn’t answer my messages.’

         ‘She doesn’t want to speak to you,’ snaps Oscar.

         ‘Er …’ The rapist looks to Juliet for backup, smirks, Get a load of this guy. ‘Right. No offence, pal, but this is none of your business?’ The rapist puts down his pool cue and takes a step towards Juliet. Oscar stands in front of her, blocking her with his bulk. Juliet can’t seem to do anything but sip her pint.

         ‘I’m making it my business,’ says Oscar. The people with the rapist are not paying attention to this exchange. Juliet recognises some of them; there’s Sarah-from-Work’s boyfriend, the barista from her favourite coffee shop, a tattoo 18artist she’s friendly with. No women, though. ‘She told me what you did.’

         The rapist’s smirk shatters, twists; he glares at Juliet.

         ‘What I did?’ says the rapist. ‘The fuck does that mean?’

         Oscar grabs a half-empty can of Red Stripe and chucks it at the rapist, hitting him in the chest, spattering beer everywhere. The rapist drops his half-empty pint, which shatters at his feet.

         Oscar rushes him, and the rapist catches Oscar in his arms. They embrace like boxers in the middle of a prize bout; it is almost tender. Oscar easily overpowers the rapist, who is a far smaller man, still blinking beer from his eyes.

         Juliet has never seen Oscar successfully get in a fight – she’s seen him square up to people before, and his size always defuses the confrontation. Now, he knocks the rapist to the ground and pummels him, clumsily among the glass and the beer.

         Juliet cannot tell how hard Oscar is hitting the rapist, but a string of bloody spit lands on her white trainers. The rapist’s friends only now seem to clock that something is going on, and Sarah’s boyfriend and the barista remove Oscar, demanding to know what the fuck he’s playing at. The rapist spits out a bloody mass of pulp and broken tooth at Juliet’s feet.

         She imagines herself, cartoonishly empowered, stamping her foot on the rapist’s nose. She imagines bones crushed beneath the sole of her shoe, cartilage popping, 19horror movie blood splatter. She imagines kicking his teeth in. She imagines stamping on his throat. She imagines putting her hands down his trousers and ripping off his testicles.

         Still, she cannot bring herself to move.

         Oscar struggles free of the rapist’s cronies.

         ‘He raped her.’ Oscar is pointing at Juliet, as if he were accusing her. ‘Didn’t he, Juliet?’

         Juliet is staring at the fragment of tooth near her feet. She nods, weakly.

         ‘No,’ says the rapist. ‘No, wasn’t like that,’ he says. ‘I … She …’ He sits up, drooling blood, and grabs the leg of her jeans. ‘You know it wasn’t like that, Jules.’

         She jerks her leg away. She knows exactly what it was like. She doesn’t know what to say. In a few hours, she will be kicking herself, thinking about the snappy fuck-you comebacks she could have hit him with. She knows this moment will bury itself into her brain, that it will live more clearly in her memory than the rape itself.

         Oscar stamps on the rapist’s fingers.

         ‘Let’s go, Juliet.’ He plucks her pint from her hands, and tips its remainder over the rapist’s head. Oscar drags her from the pub, back to their home.

         They sit on the sofa and ice his swollen fists with a bag of frozen peas. Juliet is on the verge of a panic attack. She is a balloon filling with air, stretching to burst.

         ‘Christ, I feel so much better,’ Oscar says. ‘He won’t be doing that again, will he?’ Oscar seems to expect a response 20from Juliet; he looks up at her with a small smile on his face. ‘Will he?’

         Juliet has a text from Sarah-from-Work, simply reading:

         what the fuuuuuuuck jules?!??!?!?!

         And then a moment later:

         Fuck nvm I just got more deets from bf, im so sorry

         But also what the fuck??

         Oscar??????

         Hyper-aware now of the speed at which this will spread through their wider friendship group, Juliet gets a DM on Instagram from both the tattoo artist and the barista. The tattoo artist’s message begins: hey really sorry whereas the barista’s opens, and likely closes, with: mental fucking bitch.

         Her phone pings again, and again.

         ‘Whoa,’ says Oscar. ‘What’s that about?’

      

   


   
      
         
            She’s Always Hungry

         

         
            
               Thou shalt have a fishy

               on a little dishy

               Thou shalt have a fishy

               when the boat comes in

            

         

         
            *

         

         ‘Play it again, and I’ll gut you,’ said our Mary’s Samuel. He had his knife in my face, and he tried to slam the lid of the piano down upon my fingers. I pulled back my hands before they were crushed, like a hermit crab beneath a shoe.

         The pub was lively tonight, but I was not. I was dragged along. I did not want to drink or play darts, or weep over lost brothers. The pub was claustrophobic – once a cottage like any other in the village; I felt anxious when all of us were crammed inside of it. I went to the piano so I could sit quietly on my own, keep my hands busy with something other than drink. I could only play one song, so I played it over and over again.

         ‘Mary Mountjoy’s Sammy doesn’t want his fishy,’ said Violet Fisher’s Daniel. 22

         ‘Our Kitty’s John has played that flaming song fifty flaming times, and I won’t hear it again,’ said our Mary’s Sam. He turned his ire back to me. ‘You trying to wind us up?’

         ‘No. It’s the only tune I can play off the top of my head,’ I said. I did not care for my cousin, who was rough and quick to anger. He did not care for me, because I was meek and mild – a mother’s pet.

         ‘Then let someone who can play properly have it,’ he said. Our Mary’s Sam pulled me up and away from the piano by the collar of my shirt. ‘Where’s Rosie Andrews’ John?’

         Rosie Andrews’ John got up from his table with his pint and a mean smirk. He played piano well, but he loved to prod a sharp stick into a soft spot. He opened the lid of the piano, and keeping his eyes to our Mary’s Sam, he played, and sang loudly.

         
            
               Come here my little Jacky

               Now I’ve smoked my baccy

               Let’s have a bit of cracky

               till the boat comes in

            

         

         ‘Dance to thy nanny,’ sang Rosie Andrews’ John. ‘Sing to thy mammy.’ He was laughing, and the rest of the pub joined. We all laughed at our Mary’s Samuel. Our Mary’s Samuel went red as guts. He stomped towards the door with his knife still drawn.

         ‘You off home, then?’ I asked. 23

         ‘Off away from yous. Wind-up merchants, the lot of you,’ he said. He was one-foot out the door – then, a snigger. He stopped, turned around, marched back over to Rosie Andrews’ John and stuck the knife in his back. I don’t think it had been Rosie Andrews’ John who’d laughed, but it seemed like Our Mary’s Samuel was past the point of sensible thought, growling like something rabid, like he wanted to stick his little knife into each and everyone of us. Betty Hardy’s David took the initiative – smashed a glass over Our Mary’s Sam, bloodied his head, knocked him to the floor.

         We tied his hands and took him to the Mothers. We dragged him through the village, past all the little cottages. Some of our good women looked out from their windows and doors. They shook their heads but did not ask what we were up to. Men’s nonsense, they knew.

         All the cottages were arranged in circles around the Mothers’ longhouse – our Mary’s Sammy was spared no dignity on his journey.

         We rapped on the door and were greeted by Mother Perch – who was unmoved and unimpressed. She ushered us inside with a click of her tongue.

         ‘I told you all,’ she said to the other Mothers. ‘We should shut that pub when the sea’s rough. A rough sea—’

         ‘Wets a man’s brain, we know,’ clucked our Mother Mountjoy, as she scooped up our Mary’s Samuel.

         Mother White tended to Rosie Andrews’ John’s back, while Mother Andrews saw to our Mary’s Samuel. She 24called our Mother Mountjoy to come over. He was still unconscious and the top of his head was wet with blood. He was balled up on the wooden floor, twitching. Mother Andrews and our Mother Mountjoy moved him to a rug.

         Mothers Hardy and Perch spoke in hushed tones – I could tell they were arguing about the pub. They did not like the fights the alcohol brought, and they did not trust a space with no women there to keep things under control. But it seemed that it was good for us; the men seemed happier when we had a place to be with one another.

         Having seen the bickering, the drinking, the violence first hand – I did not trust the pub. I would not defy our Mother, but inside of myself, I agreed with Mother Perch.

         Our Mother snapped her fingers in front of my face and scolded me for eavesdropping.

         ‘Why did you have to wind up our Sammy, so?’ our Mother asked me.

         ‘I didn’t know he was getting annoyed, Mother. I can only play the one song.’

         ‘I’d think hearing any song enough times would drive a man mad,’ said Mother Fisher. She was the oldest Mother. She was also the smallest and her hair was the longest and whitest. Violet Fisher’s Daniel spoke up for me.

         ‘If I can, Mother … and Mother Mountjoy – your Kitty’s John really only played the song a few times – then it was Rosie Andrews’ John that pushed him over the edge.’

         We looked over to Rosie Andrews’ John, and he nodded.

         ‘I was winding him up, I’ll admit to that. But not so 25much I deserved a knife.’ We all nodded, all the men. ‘With all due respect, I think it was your Mary’s Sammy who was in the wrong.’ He hissed while Mother White worked the little knife from his shoulder. ‘In my opinion, anyway.’

         The Mothers looked at one another. They made faces at each other, and they made gestures with their hands. Mother White shrugged, and Mother Perch clicked her tongue. None of them seemed happy with one another. I got the sense they wanted us, the men, to leave.

         Our Mother sighed. She bent down to our Mary’s Sam, and picked a small piece of glass from his hair. He was still knocked out, still bleeding.

         ‘Well, we’d best get my Mary. And,’ she looked over to Mother Andrews, ‘best fetch your Rosie, too.’

         They sent me to fetch Rosie Andrews and our Mary. I got them together and explained what had happened. I was worried they would be angry at me once I told them I’d been playing the song too much. But they said I had no need to worry, nothing to apologise for.
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‘Darkly hilarious.’ ‘Totally wild." ‘Delectable.’





