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Dedicated to girls,

and maybe crocodiles a bit,

but mostly girls.










What’s Inside a Girl








It was the same lady, but she wasn’t discussing sex this time. It looked like it. The lads were ferried off to separate classrooms, just like when we attended the gym and left with tampons disguised as lipstick, and cramps.


She stood before the class in a fox print blouse. The boys salivating, all waiting to see what’s inside a girl, the woman’s finger to curl around diagrams of fallopian tubes like lonely swans.


‘You’ve already had The Talk,’ she said. ‘That’s not why I’m here.’ She had the loveliest voice, really. It was born to instruct airline passengers to stay calm.


This time she wanted to talk about invisible girls. The class roared. Laughter bounced off the walls. The boys joked about sounds, smells, anything than can be blamed on a girl (a fair bit). The woman waited for her silence to soak through the room. Eventually, everyone stared at the whiteboard. Its church and its brothel.


‘How might you conduct yourself with an invisible girl?’ she asked. ‘Think.’


The students paired up to practise what they would and wouldn’t do, may or may not say, to a girl it would be easy not to grasp was there.


‘You don’t look nice today,’ the boys said, ‘I don’t know if I like what you’re wearing or not.’ They pulled out their chairs to let someone or no one sit. We watched them take care to tread on no toes and hold doors, waiting for something or nothing to walk through.


After the lesson, the laughter resumed. Most lads went to the bathroom, calling to no one and everything to stop looking at their junk. Some dawdled in packs after school, dry humping the rain, groping air.


Then, there were a few who pushed floppy hair behind their ears, half-expecting something to blow in, a breeze of breath. In crowds, we saw their voices fade to a lull, listening at what wasn’t being said. These are the boys we chose to walk home, footsteps inches from theirs. If anyone tried to hurt them, we’d cut them.


We’d stop by some nights and find them kicking stones outside the house. Their parents screaming inside, we stood so close to these guys they breathed cherry lip gloss through the fog of their fast-food uniforms.


Mostly, our hands were hovering birds willing their fists to uncurl. They scrunched up reports, applications, and we mouthed the names of our future babies. For years, we sat beside them on stoops, drawing naked pictures of ourselves in the air. And then, finally, when they seemed ready, we leaned in and whispered our names.










Fishtail








I see her daily at this time of year, mornings when the sun ripping through the clouds looks painful. Rosemary Walker passes our door carrying a suit in her arms. Dangling around her neck, shoes kick her breast with each step, knotted by the laces.


Once, I followed her, footsteps stuck in cobbles, slipping on algae. She didn’t turn around. She had eyes for nothing but the sealine, heard nothing but the tide. It was so early only the kittiwakes kept her company. So dead, she thought no one would see her lay the suit on the beach and place stones on the jacket and trousers to stop them dancing off in the wind. I saw her leave the suit on the sand and walk away, eyes glistening. This, I told no one. There are some things no one needs to hear.


The bedroom flutters, my father flapping fresh linen on the mattress. He snips a clot of late roses off the bush and sets a vase on one side of the bed. It’s almost dusk. I picture Rosemary roaming along the lane again, as she does, collecting the suit. Damp, glittered in shale, bird droppings like flowers on the lapel.


‘This one? Or this?’ my father’s voice hollows in the open wardrobe. He pulls out two dresses and holds both to his shoulders, hangers on the railing rattling like bones. ‘This was her favourite. We’ll go with that,’ he says. ‘What do you think?’


It sounds like someone’s dead. That’s what I think. My mother is half gone, no more than a few skirts in the closet, strands of hair in a brush on the dresser and scraps of lace in her button jar like foaming water. We lose her over and over.


‘I like the blue one,’ I say, but it’s the lemon dress my father hooks on the door for her to wear. He says it reminds her of the sunlight under the waves, a pale cloth above her she’ll dive up and shred.


I’m glad he doesn’t care what I think, about dresses, or anything else. If I’m honest, sometimes I think Ma won’t come back, and we’ll cut roses until the bush is a stump. We’ll keep wafting fresh linen on the bed and wearing our best shirts all day long.


Rosemary Walker is evidence such things can happen – a life can turn into pure waiting. Father won’t speak her name. If push comes to shove and he is forced to admit who sold him string, or got the last cherries at the market, he’ll say, ‘The woman down the lane.’ That’s as close he wants to get. We are too fortunate. Ma always returns at that dogend time of the year when the notion of summer crinkles and browns. She has to return, he says, the way salmon swim up-river to spawn. The day I was born is a compass in her chest pulling her North. There’s no way she’d leave if she had a choice. Never, he says.


Rosemary Walker isn’t so lucky. Every autumn she lays out her husband’s suit on the sands for him to slip on and stroll to her door, slick haired and shy as a man coming courting. He hasn’t done so for years. She lives down the lane, yet we avoid her. My father crosses the street, looking down whenever he sees her. Her eyes are mirrors full of too much he doesn’t want to consider. That one day, he could find himself carrying a clean dress through the door without a woman inside.





The sea is choppy, kittiwakes hark on overhead. I stare at the waves with my father, waiting for my mother to roll in. It’s almost dark, we’ve waited so long. I look back towards the lane, sand splashing my legs, pelting my face as my father runs, runs to my mother staggering out of the ocean. Naked, grit skinned and shivering, she takes a step and falls in his arms. The towel flaps around her like a wounded wing.


‘Told you she’d come!’ he says, ‘Finn wanted to leave! We came every night last week, but… No matter. You’re here now!’


He rubs her ruddy and holds the dress above her head. She stretches her arms, pearlescent buttons undone, pruned fingers struggling to make sense of the holes.


‘You must be freezing. Here, I’ll do it. Let’s get you home.’


He clamps an arm around her waist and we wander along the lane. It’s always the same coming home. He laughs, gabbling about the cottage and how much I’ve grown. Letting her know what’s different about us, and what’s the same. I keep my mouth shut. I didn’t once. I would launch myself at her, crying ‘Ma, you’re here!’ I’d pull at her hand and look up, urging her to fold me in her arms. I know better than that. I stand clear of the cool water of her blank stare, flinching face, the volume of our love too much to bear.


‘Everything’s just as you left it, except the bedroom. There was a leak in the roof, so I gave it a lick of paint,’ my father says, ‘Buttermilk. You’ll like it, I think.’


He grins while her footsteps wobble and lurch. I glance at my mother stumbling on the cobbles, her staggers steered. Without him, she’d walk into walls.


It’s always awkward for a few days. If she looks at us like strangers, we pretend not to notice. My father pulls out an oak chair for my mother and drinks tea. She watches him carefully, picks up her cup and sips, spilling drops.


‘I’m glad you’re back,’ he says.


She nods, ‘Glad.’


The words are slow, but it’s a start. I see the relief spread from his lips to his eyes. He looks at the floor rather than let me see them shine.


‘What was it like, Ma?’ I ask, ‘where you were?’


Father shakes his head. I know I shouldn’t ask but can’t not.


‘It… It… It… ’ she stops attempting to describe a life where there are no words but the ocean scribbling hushed sentences on sand and dragging them away.


‘It’s been a long day,’ my father says, ‘Time for bed, Son.’


I don’t argue. I lie in bed wondering what they’re doing downstairs. I try not to overhear him reminding her of words: Cup, teapot, kettle, spout, lid. The cottage suddenly brims with small stories, stories spill out of every object on the shelves.


‘You remember this jug we bought on honeymoon?’ I hear him ask, ‘Or this bowl? You once said it reminds you of the morning after our wedding. You made me porridge as I slept. Looking out at the dawn, you said, the hills were as green as the china in your hands.’


I scrunch the pillow around my face smothering her voice, so stilted and strange, searching for a reply beyond her grasp.





In the morning, she wanders around downstairs, lace on her nightdress frothing at her heels. I stare at her ankles. For as long as I can remember, her legs have fascinated me, the bits I can see. The only sign of scales is a lustre left on her skin, luminous as a bubble of soap letting go of the bar. Over the weeks, it fades until she’s fish-belly pale as everyone else, but this morning she’s dazzling. She crosses her legs and pours tea, knuckles so close to the pot a scald splotches her hand.


‘You’ll be back into the swing of things in no time,’ my father says. He makes a song and dance of complimenting the tea. Just right, for him, the colour of a doll’s hands.


Ma looks uncertain what the swing of things is, but some part of her remembers this room and what she’s supposed to do here. The sugar bowl is empty, other than for a glitter crust on the rim. She wanders to the pantry, brings the jar and pours.


‘There you go! You always liked a spoon and a half. Sweet tooth,’ he says. It sounds like a man saying I love you so much I want to leave the room.


‘Sweet tooth,’ she replies. Sprinkling sugar in her cup, she stirs it around and around, clanking the spoon on the china.


The knock at the door makes us jump. It feels like being caught practising an instrument we don’t play well enough for an audience. Ma flinches, knocking over the sugar. We stare at the door.


‘Just some nosey-parker wanting a neb, I bet,’ my father says, ‘There’s always one.’


He’s right. Whenever my mother returns someone stops by for a peek. No one for miles married water folk but him and Rosemary Walker, and there’s nowt to see there. Boys come for a gander, heads swirling with sea monsters. Girls selling jam crane for a glimpse of the woman who loved a man enough to swap her fishtail for legs. Both sorts of visitors are disappointed. They see only a confused looking woman and a man with fire in his cheeks.


Rosemary Walker is carrying a basket of eggs. She knocks once and is already scurrying up the path when my father opens the door.


‘I’ve got too many eggs,’ she says, ‘thought you might want some.’


She clutches the basket looking past him at my mother in the doorway, barefoot and licking sugary fingers. Rosemary takes a step towards her.


‘You can keep your bloody eggs,’ my father says, ‘we want none of it.’


The door slams, but she’s still with us for a minute, Rosemary Walker. The room fills with us trying not to guess what she really wanted. There’s something about her shy step towards us. It reminds me of a widow in the market stopping strangers who knew her husband. Grief washing out of her while people tell stories about the fisherman, flooding her face as soon as they leave. That’s what I imagine Rosemary wanted, just to be near someone who has something in common with someone she misses. It’s like the years I refused to wear socks and plodged into the ocean any chance I got, letting the waves tickle my small feet. It’s the closest to shrugging off her absence as I could get, I think, paddling in my mother’s sea.


I don’t say what I think. Father sweeps spilled sugar. Mother strokes the gritty table absentmindedly, the tip of her finger looping a fish tail shape into the grains.





It’s difficult to imagine her being anywhere but here after a few weeks. It always happens this way. She slots into our days, a part that’s been missing, leaving reminders why we need her everywhere. Over breakfast, my father strokes her seaweed smooth hands, discussing how she slept the way people like to talk about their own dreams.


‘I could feel you all night,’ he says, ‘curling and uncurling your toes against my calves all night long, discovering your feet!’


He looks at the miracles of her feet. She wiggles her toes, laughing, a flash of small teeth so sharp and white I remember how I used to rub rock salt on my own before bed, hoping to grind my blunt edges away.


He leaves for work and we wave. She moves around the house clanking pots and pans, clutching a cloth and wiping dust. She looks like any other mother. It doesn’t matter if we don’t really know what to say to each other. Or, if she seems unable to start a conversation and keep it going without me babbling, patching over the silence with sod all.


Everything looks righter than the rain she stands in most afternoons when my father is out. That first pit pat hits the birdbath and she rushes outside, looking up, fingers spread, head tossed back, rain streaming down her face.


I don’t breathe a word to my father about this. This one small moment when it seems we don’t exist, when there is only rain and her skin. It’s not so difficult to shrug off, if I try hard enough. Everything’s an adventure when she’s here, even the long nights. She gasps at the whoosh of fire catching the kindling, the swirl of water glugging in the sink and down the drain.


‘Look at that! Listen! Isn’t it amazing?’ she says. She’s so delighted by the ordinary sounds of the house we feel we’ve been deaf to our lives.


‘Do you remember the apple tree the day we got married, snowing on us?’ my father asks as she cleans the hearth. Ash drifts and falls on her hair. He pulls her up to her feet and dances with her, right there, in the lounge. He doesn’t care whether he looks foolish, or if his only music is her. In his arms, she follows his lead like a drunk, lumbering steps finding her legs.


I hum a song for the pair. Fight the thought that one day, when she’s gone, all of this will just be an anecdote he tells to remind me she was here, ‘She really couldn’t dance, could she?’ he’ll say, ‘No dance ever stuck. When she returns, we’ll have to teach her again. You could do it this time, dance with your mother. You’re getting tall enough.’


I can’t picture waltzing with my mother somehow. Whenever I do I think of something slippery wriggling out of our arms. I must stop thinking this way, let my parents just dance, I know. My birthday should help.





There’s always some planning that goes into my birthday. Ever since I was four, my father insists on us having a small party. Not because we’re party people, but because she is here like a point to be proved. He proves something by inviting my grandmother, his sister, her husband, and their twin boys. He proves something with the fruit cake Ma has been making all week, crests of icing a hundred waves rising to a peak. He proves all is right with the cloth she ironed for the table, barely scorching a finger, and with the fish pie we all eat until we’re fit to burst, butter dripping on our chins and prawns in our teeth.


‘That was decent,’ my grandmother sniffs, eyeing my mother, suspicious of anything not identical to her.


Ma nods, circling the table to fill glasses, scraping scalloped potato off my cousin’s plates. Too small to play with, they’ve fallen asleep at the table. She folds a cardigan into a pillow and slips it under blond heads.


‘I should bring cake now?’ she asks, looking at my father, following his lead.


‘Perfect!’


The candles are lit, she wobbles in carrying cake. Our faces gather around it peering into the flames. I blow and silently wish.


The guests all leave with slices of fruitcake, drained by politeness and trying to think of harmless and interesting things to say. Ma stands at the sink rinsing crumbs off the plates. My father wraps his arms around her and nuzzles her neck.


‘Told you it would go okay,’ he says, ‘everything was perfect.’


‘Not now,’ she pulls away, ‘I know I’m supposed to clean up first.’


She carries a bag full of fish skins and prawn shells out to the bin. Father waits, finally drifting to sleep in his chair. I pick a milk bottle off the sill and follow her out with it.


Ma sits alone on damp grass by the pond, skirt hiked to her thighs, fish skins in her hands. One by one, she drapes each skin in the water, smoothing it over her knees, calves, a shimmering patchwork of scales that won’t cover her legs. I don’t feel I should be here and see this. I slink around the side of the house, racing to the door of the woman down the lane.


Rosemary Walker’s kitchen steams. She brushes sand off the suit jacket hung on the door. The iron is fuming, waiting to glide across the crisp shirt she’ll lay on the beach in the morning. I tap on the door, breathless with wanting to know. She pours me water and pulls out a chair.


‘Did you know your husband wasn’t going to come back?’ I ask.


‘I knew it would happen one day.’


I have never been so close to the woman before. Her eyes are as grey as a winter day in a frozen puddle. Her voice is so small I look at the wool suit hanging behind her and consider the dead weight of the boots looped around her neck.


‘How did you know?’ I ask.


‘Little things. Everything.’


She places a glass of water on the table and tells me about Cary Walker taking off his shirt in an ice storm. Tells me he wouldn’t glance at the ocean, not even when the dog was missing. He refused to search a second longer once they reached the beach. She tells me of her surprise catching him outside. The coal forgotten, he stood by the scuttle winding a strip of bindweed between his fingers, twining it around and around his bare arms and legs, naked as the day he was born.


‘He thought he could live out the happy ending,’ she says, ‘they all do, but he couldn’t hack it on land. That’s when he started returning to the ocean in spring, washing in when winter comes around. Your mother’s the same. She was here all the time when you were born, you probably don’t remember. She started leaving when you started to walk.’


‘How do you stop them going?’


Rosemary shrugs. ‘You don’t, you leave the door open, in case they remember they’ve forgotten something and want to walk in.’


I hate her. She makes love sound like an oven left on in the kitchen. It sounds like a lost key someone picks up and leaves under a mat. She lets it be that.


‘You’re lying,’ I say, but I know she isn’t, not really. I know from her eyes, falling to my glass of water. I know by her sad fingers stroking condensation on the glass. I know my father told me a pretty lie, rather than admit his wife can’t stomach us full time. Like salmon swim upriver, or sorrow winds around a lady in a crowd, she’s compelled to return to us, he says. It’s such a beautiful story I can’t change a word. I won’t.


‘You’re a liar!’ I shout, ‘my father’s right about you, you’re a crazy old cowbag!’


I’m sorry for calling her old before I’ve finished saying it because she isn’t old really. Rosemary Walker’s no older than my father. All that’s different about their faces is that his is slick with hope. She has the lines of a woman who can recall being kissed worn into her lips. I race out, run along the cobbles and catch my breath at the gate. Outside our house looks as it should. The garden is neat, pond catching the moon. The living room is a small orange flicker. I stare at it for a long time until there’s no choice but to drift in.










The Day it Really Rained Men








It wasn’t a disco the day it rained men. They didn’t arrive wearing gold shorts, perfectly muscular and fully formed. No one danced in the street. They couldn’t dance at all. They were all so small and naked. Shivering, they clung to the train.


It was drizzly, rain flecked my coat. The lady sitting opposite me spotted it first. Folding a plastic headscarf, she said she didn’t have her glasses with her and asked, ‘What’s this…?’ Holding out a palm, she showed me the rain.


I leaned so close I could smell the lint in her pockets. The rain wasn’t the colour of fresh water. It was silvery, brown, golden and pink. Each drop different. Each was a man. Some sat on our shoulders. Some pooled into clusters, rolled down our arms like children sledging on a hill.


‘It’s men,’ I said.


‘About time.’ The lady unbuttoned her coat and splashed a handful of rain down her blouse.


Other passengers were starting to notice. The carriage shuffled. Women squinted. One little girl shook an umbrella over her mother’s bag, determined to carry as much of the rain as she could.


‘Look, teeny men! If we take one home and feed him maybe he’ll grow.’


There were plenty of us who did the same. We collected the rain in bottles and jars we put on our sills, dropping in scraps of pizza, lasagne and beer. The rain remained the same size whatever we did.
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