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​The Salt on Her Tongue
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The first time Mairead noticed it, she thought she’d bitten her lip in her sleep.

That sharp tang—metallic at first, then briny—spread across her tongue as if she’d swallowed a mouthful of Atlantic spray. She sat up in bed, breathing through her nose, tasting the sea without moving her lips. Outside, the dark still clung to the windows, and somewhere beyond, the waves threw themselves against the rocks like fists.

It had been two years since she’d last spoken.

Not since the night Fionn’s boat failed to return. They said the storm had been sudden, a squall out of nowhere. But Mairead had heard the wind rising hours before the others did. She had pressed her hands over her ears and waited, as if shutting out the sound could change the ending. The Coast Guard found nothing—no boat, no body. The sea had kept him.

In the months after, her voice had simply... left. Words came to her mind, but they stuck in her throat, drying there like stranded fish. The village adapted to her silence, as villages do. The shopkeeper learned to read the flick of her eyes for “yes” and the stillness of her hands for “no.” Children whispered about the curse of the widow who never spoke.

But now, this salt.

The taste stayed all that morning.

While she pulled on her wool jumper.

While she buttoned her coat.

While she walked down the narrow road to the pier.

The fishermen were mending their nets, their voices carrying across the water. Old Ciarán gave her a nod without looking up from the rope. The gulls wheeled and screamed overhead. And still, the salt on her tongue lingered—fresh, wild, alive.

That night, it changed.

Not gone, just... different.

A sweetness threaded through it, like the delicate flesh of a scallop barely kissed by the pan. It took her back—not to anything she remembered clearly—but to a half-forgotten scene: herself as a girl, sitting on her father’s knee in a wooden kitchen, watching steam curl from a pot of chowder. Her mother’s voice in the next room, humming something without words.

When she woke the next morning, the sweetness was gone. In its place came bitterness, deep and green, like kelp torn from the seabed. The memory it carried was sharp: standing on the cliff above Slea Head, her wedding veil whipped horizontal by the wind, Fionn laughing beside her with the sea roaring approval below.

Each night the taste shifted.

One evening, it was the metallic tang of mackerel blood, and she saw Fionn’s hands glistening in the light of the setting sun.

Another night, it was the smoke of driftwood, and she remembered the fire they had built on the beach their first winter together, the way his face glowed amber in the dark.

Then came the salt of tears—not her own, but her mother’s—when Mairead had first told her she was leaving home for a fisherman.

The memories were not always kind. Some brought warmth; others left her curled tight in bed, as if bracing against the wind. But she could not stop tasting. Could not stop remembering.

On the seventh night, the taste was unlike any she had known: cold, clean, almost silver, like touching your tongue to a coin pulled from the depths. With it came a sound—not in her ears, but in her bones—a low, rolling voice that might have been the sea itself. It spoke to her without words, and she understood.

The next morning, she walked to the shoreline at low tide. She did not hesitate when the water reached her ankles, nor when it climbed to her knees. The village children watched from the pier, eyes wide, whispering.

When the waves touched her waist, she opened her mouth for the first time in two years.

The words that came out were not in English. Nor Irish. Nor anything the people on shore recognised. They were thick with vowels that curved like waves and consonants that broke like foam. Her voice rose and fell with the rhythm of the tide, each syllable pulled from the salt on her tongue.

Some swore the sea answered her—just once—before the wind carried the sound away.

After that day, the taste never left. It lived in her mouth like breath itself. She spoke sometimes now, though never in the old languages. Those who heard her said it was beautiful, but strange—like listening to a song you almost remember.

And when the storms came, the fishermen swore they saw her down by the shore, standing in the spray, speaking to the waves as if to an old friend.
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De eerste keer dat Mairead het merkte, dacht ze dat ze in haar slaap op haar lip had gebeten.

Die scherpe smaak — eerst metaalachtig, daarna zilt — verspreidde zich over haar tong alsof ze een mondvol Atlantische spray had ingeslikt. Ze ging rechtop in bed zitten, ademde door haar neus en proefde de zee zonder haar lippen te bewegen. Buiten hing de duisternis nog steeds aan de ramen, en ergens verderop sloegen de golven als vuisten tegen de rotsen.

Het was twee jaar geleden dat ze voor het laatst had gesproken.

Niet sinds de nacht dat Fionn’s boot niet terugkwam. Ze zeiden dat de storm plotseling was gekomen, een onverwachte bui. Maar Mairead had het windgeruis uren eerder gehoord dan de anderen. Ze had haar handen op haar oren gedrukt en gewacht, alsof het wegdrukken van het geluid het einde kon veranderen. De kustwacht vond niets — geen boot, geen lichaam. De zee had hem gehouden.
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