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What would you give for a treat like me



On the twelfth day everything started to smell like sweets.


We’d already lost the Murdocks – the two children burrowing into a pile of dead leaves late on the third day.


You said you thought they were making a den for themselves and smiled until they started eating the earth. I thought maybe this was a thing children did, until I saw your grimace. I’d never really understood children, didn’t know how to reconcile their loud, chaotic, sticky messes with my own well-ordered childhood. You loved children, as though extreme youth by itself was enough to trigger your affection. I didn’t see the appeal. They weren’t quite people yet, were they?


Get up outta that, the dad – Greg, maybe, or Gary – said. Stop yizzer messing.


But the children stuffed leaves into their ears and mouths, down their pants. Dirt to their foreheads, clumps of it in their hair. Worms and woodlice curled from between their lips. The mother – Anne, maybe, or Alison – started to scream.


A few of us hushed her. This was before. If it’d been even a few days later half a dozen hands would have clamped over her mouth in seconds.


Alison and Greg grabbed their children by the armpits, tried to hoist them up from the soggy ground underneath the tree, but they were rooted, wouldn’t rise. Their eyes shone, their teeth masticating leaves and mud, their little fists still stuffing earth and insects and deer shit down their gullets and up their noses. Wet, choking noises; shining eyes.


STOP THAT, Gary yelled, and yet more of us made shushing sounds. The children’s panting and scuffles, the high, desperate keening coming from Anne’s throat. I looked to the front of the line, to the leaders, to those who’d been walking the longest. They exchanged sombre glances, shook their heads. The first few started to move on, more quickly than before.


You watched the Murdocks pull at their children, stick fingers into their mouths and noses to scoop out the mess of mulch and spit, to quell the strangled noises behind their smiles. You took two steps towards them but Bet stopped you with a raised arm.


Keep walking, she said. You know the rules.


I angled myself between the two of you. I said, Don’t worry. We know. I took your elbow and you followed.


The Murdocks stayed behind, the children now mostly mud and mulch, bright eyes laughing, small bodies stopped by tight-packed mouldy leaves.


When I turned back – we were still turning back, then – Greg was covered in a greenish fur, hunched in front of his children like a mossy boulder. A shape a lot like Alison was growing into the ivy vines on the tree her children sheltered under.


We hadn’t talked about children in months, but after the Murdocks that old conversation circled us like the midges that clouded with the sunset, whined around our faces on tinny wings, impervious to the slaps that made our ears ring.


When we made camp we lit citronella and sat close, our hushed voices around the fires no louder than the insects.


Maybe I started it. Sal had a bit of whiskey left and she passed it around. I suppose we were all a bit shaken. When I closed my eyes I could see brown mulch between milk teeth. My own throat felt choked.


I think I said, in an attempt at buoyancy, Aren’t you glad we didn’t end up trying for a kid, before all this.


You spat your mouthful of whiskey into the fire – dragon spit, high, hot and hissing – and didn’t say a word to me until two days later, after Johnny.


Five years ago, winter. Snow up to the windowsill. You wanted to light a fire but we only had peat briquettes, no firelighters. You tore the sports section out of the paper, twisted it into long newsprint plaits like the cheesy puff pastry things you’d just pulled out of the oven. We were drinking hot whiskeys with honey, cloves stuck in the lemons like coffin nails. We hadn’t seen another soul in five days apart from through the living room window. The country practically shut down. Shops ran out of bread as people stockpiled. Schools and colleges closed. Children screamed in delight through the estate, snowballs flying past the windows.


You took the whiskey bottle by the neck, blocked half the hole with your thumb and sprinkled the twists of newspaper with single malt Jameson. After that, the fire lit fast.


We sat on the floor in a fort of cushions and blankets, the fire blazing, the darkness outside brighter than normal winter dark, waning moon reflecting on white ground. In the untouched snow of our garden, the neighbours’ kids had made a couple of snow-women. One was taller than the other. One had short, spiky stick hair. They were holding stick hands. Their shadows stared in through the open curtains at us, cold mirrors.


You laid your head on my shoulder and watched the whiskey-sprinkled fire. Do you ever think about kids? you asked.


You mean, about having them? I said.


You laughed. No, I mean eating them.


No, I said. I’ve never wanted kids.


You were quiet so long I thought you were sleeping. When you spoke it was so low the spits and crackles of the fire almost drowned out your words. What if I did?


I pretended I hadn’t heard.


Johnny was the eldest of us, which didn’t mean he was the slowest. He’d been in the army as a youth, then worked as a gardener until well after he’d started collecting his state pension. He identified every edible plant and fungus we added to our rations, knew the best way to treat insect bites and nettle stings. He was a bachelor, not mourning anybody in particular. He was in turns taciturn and jolly, and I liked him.


On the sixth day, when we’d put maybe a hundred kilometres between us and the Murdocks, he started to slow. He raised each leg as though it weighed twice what it had the day before, and the imprints his feet left in the spongy ground grew deeper.


Sal doubled back to check on him, which spoke volumes about his value to the group. Sal didn’t double back for just anyone.


It’s nothing, Johnny barked. Keep walking.


Sal raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. She joined Bet up front, walking sticks beating back overhanging twigs and vines.


We were further up the incline so could see it when it happened: the moment Johnny went to raise his right leg and it refused. He tipped forwards, straight as a plank of wood, and landed face-first in the moss. Those closest to him hurried to help but he grunted at them to get back. Voice muffled. Earth and moss and leaves.


One of the young lads – Aiden, maybe, or Adrien – nudged Johnny with the toe of his hiking boot, rolled the old man over on his back with some difficulty. Johnny stared, unblinking, up at the sky between the trees, his body suddenly so heavy he sank as we watched into the damp ground. The only part of him that wasn’t solid gold were his dentures.


When we made camp that night nobody spoke. You hadn’t said a word to me for days so this didn’t make a huge change. But when Bet called lights out, instead of rolling away from me in our shared sleeping bag, you curled into my back like a comma and cried into my hair.


I miss you, you whispered. I miss you.


I said, I’m right here, but pressed against my back I could feel you shake your head.


Four years ago, spring. A shower of cherry blossoms drenching the pavement. Your hair was growing out. It fell into your eyes, and you kept blowing air up onto your forehead from pursed lips. Pink petals falling on your shoulders.


The market had opened and I carried a canvas bag full of organic beetroot, leafy greens, boxes of early strawberries, cut flowers. We’d shared a crêpe from the little van and I could still taste the lemon and sugar at the edges of my mouth.


On your phone, a picture of your niece, a baby. Rolls and folds of baby skin. Round cheeks and sparse hair, a gummy smile.


Couldn’t you just take a bite out of those thighs, you asked me. Isn’t she just the most beautiful thing.


You are the most beautiful thing, I told you. You, with cherry blossoms on your shoulders and lemon sugar on your tongue, hair falling into your eyes. You laughed and told me you loved me.


That night, naked in bed with the covers kicked off, tongues tasting a lot less like lemons, you told me, I’m going to marry you someday.


I traced the dip of your hip, your waist. I wouldn’t put it past you.


We’d be happy, you said. Wouldn’t we?


We’re happy now.


You laughed. Can’t you picture it, though?


Picture what?


You made a screen of your two hands, stretched your arms so I could see our imaginary future from where I lay naked beside you. You and me, you said. Buying fresh fruit at the market. Our little children sneaking berries from the bag so that by the time we got home the basket would be empty, their faces pink and giggling.


If you want to have all the food gone by the time we get home, I said, we should just get a dog.


You’re allergic, you reminded me.


I’m allergic to kids, I said.


You didn’t laugh. Just think about it, you said.


Okay, I conceded, just so the conversation could close, just so it could be you and me again, naked in bed, with no imaginary berry-faced children between us. I’ll think about it.


After Johnny, one of the other women – younger than us, early twenties maybe, the look of an art student about her – disappeared into the woods and didn’t come back. We couldn’t call too loudly through the trees. We’d learnt that, at least. Two days beforehand we’d lost Melissa; we knew what happened when we could be heard.


You’d liked Melissa. Enough that I could feel a sharp splinter of jealousy under my nail. She was in her forties, divorced, her son in tow. He was older than the Murdock children had been, less indecipherable. He didn’t speak much, stayed close to Melissa, often walked holding her hand, which you told me was unusual in a boy his age. You said he must have seen some horrible things.


We have all seen horrible things, I said.


You liked the boy, too, tried to engage him in conversation, showed him how to tie knots the way you’d learnt in Girl Scouts, seamed long grasses with a thumbnail for him to blow into, making a sound like a quiet bird.


You’re good with him, I heard Melissa tell you one evening. You’d make a great mother, you know?


I looked away quickly because I knew you’d look right at me, could feel your gaze heat the skin of my left ear.


You whispered low but it carried. It’s too late for that, now, you said.


It’s not too late, Melissa answered. Women have always had children as the world ended.


That evening you were almost cheerful, gathered the small group of children around the fire and taught them a game that seemed too complicated for people so young. It was an almost silent game, but for the giggles – the children hadn’t giggled in days – and involved a series of gestures that bounced the game back and forth around the circle. Crossed arms to block it, fingers pointing to pass it on, palms pushed up to send it to the other side of the circle. The adults watched with rare smiles. That night, there were fewer nightmares.


In the morning when we packed up camp, Melissa’s son was gone. Tucked into his sleeping bag in his stead was a wolf cub, lanky and grey. When Melissa tried to catch it the wolf streaked into the woods and she stood at the edge of the clearing and screamed a name the cub surely no longer recognised. The forest fell silent.


Move out, Sal hissed. Now.


We left anything we hadn’t yet packed behind.


You took Melissa’s arm and whispered, He’ll follow, don’t worry, he’ll follow from the woods.


Melissa tried to speak but her voice flopped out of her like a fish, fell flapping to the ground. Melissa stumbled, tripped over her own legs. Legs fusing together to form a fin.


Your look of horror was so familiar. So was the way Bet came and unclutched your fists from Melissa’s jerking form.


Keep walking, Bet said. You know the rules.


Melissa couldn’t walk. We left her behind to dry-heave fish into the bushes. When I turned around – I was one of the only ones who still turned around – a small, grey wolf had nosed out from between the trees, was tearing into the still-flopping fish with its sharp teeth.


Three years ago, autumn. Crisp leaves, trees on fire. You’d brought me home, you called it, brought me to where you grew up. Back then, it was mostly fields of sheep, the winding river leading to the beach, sea dotted with surfers in thick wetsuits, flat feet in soft rubber boots balancing on their boards.


Now, there were no more sheep, no fields, and we’d walked for weeks without seeing a river, although we thought we could hear water, sometimes, thick and churning, far away. Even the rainwater we collected when we made camp tasted sludgy, earthy, smelled just like the trees.


Three years ago the trees were hard bark and bright leaves and you brought me to the river where you went fishing with your grandparents as a child. We sat on the bank and shared a thermos of tea, chocolate digestives. You told me stories of you and your brother and sisters slipping into the water, accidentally letting the cows out of the field across the river, climbing the trees up on the hill by the mobile home campsite, sneaking into the playground with the seesaw you could fly off at the top if you didn’t hold on.


It sounds like a childhood from a book, I told you. The Secret Seven or something.


Wasn’t your childhood like that? you asked.


My childhood was books about childhoods like yours, I answered. Ballet and violin, neatly parted hair, the same diets as my mother. My tidy body in well-pressed clothes in the mirror; other children outside the windows.


Later, done fishing, and having caught nothing, we picked wild blackberries from the bushes along the river, fed them to each other and kissed them out of each other’s mouths, faces stained purple as though we’d been gobbling live things, bloody-lipped. You pressed me up against a stile hidden from view and unbuttoned my jeans. I came at the beckon of your berry-stained fingers.


That night, in the bed of the B&B, after a pub meal of steak and chips, too much bad wine, I said, I’d do anything in the world to keep you.


You smiled, you stroked my hair. I know, you said.


In the morning you had the number for the IVF clinic already saved in your phone.


On the tenth day our group was halved. It happened all at once. We were walking through the endless sameness of damp and mud and low-hanging vines between slick-glistening trees, two dozen of us, or thereabouts, led by Bet and Sal, the thwack of their sticks and the squelch of their boots our marching metronome. Our supplies were dwindling, the packs on our backs so much lighter than when we’d started. The wind in wet leaves and the constant grumble of empty stomachs. Then the sounds changed, the constant footfalls knocked off kilter. It took a few moments to realise this was because almost half of those footfalls had stopped.


Not again, you breathed, and I reached for your hand. It was only Bet and Sal and the Callaghans in front of us. Behind us, the Murphy sisters, a burly man who called himself Hawk, and two of the young lads. Behind them, nobody.


One of the young lads started swearing softly, retraced his steps for a few metres, turning in wide circles to try to see between the trees. A crunch; an awful, tiny cry. The young lad went white, lifted a foot. On the heel of his boot, a splash of bright blood, bits of gore dripping from the sole.


Don’t move, he whispered, frantic. You’ll step on them.


The other young lad and the sisters, who’d been about to join him, stopped. The young lad bent one hand to the ground and scooped up two small people. Barely the size of his pinkie finger, now, and shrinking fast. I thought I recognised the parents of some of the children you’d been playing the gestures game with around the fire. The tiny figures clutched each other, grew smaller and smaller. Around us, the forest went quiet.


Bet didn’t have to say the words. The young lad dropped the tiny parents beside their bite-sized children and the other tiny figures who had been part of our group, and he, like the rest of us remaining, turned to keep walking.


That night there was no fire. The wood wouldn’t take. There were no games to play. You didn’t go to comfort the remaining children, crying hungry in their tents, the other adults, the young lads. Your face was thin and pinched. I took you in my arms and gave you the last of the food I had left. You broke it in half to share, and you kissed me with dry, cracked lips.


I would do anything, you said. To keep you.


I whispered into your hair, I know.


Two years ago, summer. Parisian street hot in the sunlight. Leafy boulevard, the metro entrance arching overhead. You had your hair tied up in a silk scarf and I told you you looked French. You laughed and said French women didn’t have freckled, sunburnt noses.


The round, iron table we sat at side-by-side overlooking the street was filled with food: a plate of oysters, a bucket of mussels in white wine sauce, bowls of skinny chips, scallops in brown butter, white bread rolls.


I had always loved watching you eat. You did it with such abandon, neck arched, eyes half-closed, an almost erotic act. You loved food, and through your enjoyment I learnt to love it too. After years of restriction, my mother’s pursed lips when she spoke of sugar and carbs and bad fats, I learnt to love the foods I’d never eaten growing up: real butter melting on thickly sliced sourdough toast, creamy pasta with crispy bacon, fat chips, apple pie. I grew into my breasts, my hips, and I loved how you held me, how you begged for the weight of me on top of you in bed, pressing you, gasping, into the mattress.


We climbed the steps of the Sacré-Cœur, calves aching, stomachs protesting. From above the city was sparkling and so were your eyes.


I’m going to marry you someday, I said.


I wouldn’t put it past you, you answered. Still, you were surprised when I took out the ring.


That night you swallowed me like an oyster, like a buttered scallop. I thought I knew your hunger. Your hunger for my body. Your hunger for my love. Your hunger for the happily ever after you’d dreamed up in your plump and messy childhood.


I thought, why not give you what you wanted? What was just one morsel I couldn’t yet stomach compared to a lifetime of your hunger? If this was what it took to keep you, I would help to put a child into your hungry belly.


After that you got hungry. We all were, our stomachs echoing in their bone cages, but for you it was something else. I saw it in how your eyes roved over the children. I saw it in how you licked your lips. At night in our tent you pressed your teeth against my flesh. It was difficult to stifle my moans.


In the morning, the young lads’ tent was empty, their pillows filled with pearls. We pretended not to notice that the two large bullfrogs by the smouldering fire had human hazel eyes. We told ourselves the young lads were the pearls.


Bet dashed the frogs’ skulls against a rock and Sal stuck them on a spit. That afternoon, we walked faster and for longer, the groan of our stomachs quieted, a spring of energy in our step.


When the paunchy middle-aged man who called himself Hawk stumbled over a tree root and fell into the wet, sucking forest, we didn’t hesitate. We threw ourselves on the patchy old bear who blundered out from between the trees in his stead. The smell of slow-cooked meat filled our no-longer-empty backpacks, clung to our clothes for days.


The Murphy sisters started to pitch their tent close to ours when we made camp, took to greeting us warmly in the morning. The youngest had finally stopped crying. You didn’t ask where their parents were or how long ago they’d been lost; maybe you already knew. Maybe you’d already befriended these girls, the last sweet teens we’d ever see.


You told me the eldest reminded you of yourself at her age – sixteen, I thought, maybe, or seventeen – tough and spunky, spark of mischief in her eye. It was difficult to see mischief in the low, green damp of the forest, but it was true that the older sister was stronger than the younger, got on with things. It was she who swung her whole body off the bear’s neck, dragging it down so Sal could drive a pointed stick through its eye to its lumbering brain.


She watched us, the oldest Murphy sister, appraisingly. She asked, Do you think things will ever be the way they were before?


You placed a hand, unconsciously, on your belly, fuller now than it had been. I could see you thinking of Melissa, of how she had said it wasn’t too late.


You said, No. But life goes on, even if it looks different to the way you’d hoped, or thought.


It was the younger Murphy sister who crumbled, late in the afternoon of the eleventh day. We thought, at first, that she’d started crying again. Her face crumpled, her hands made fists. The older sister stopped, tugged at the arm of the younger. It broke off at the shoulder, stiff and gritty in the older sister’s hand.


The muggy air around us suddenly smelled like baking, yeasty and sweet. Each droplet of drizzle from between overhead leaves landed like little craters on the younger sister’s skin. Sugar dissolving. The last piece of her to turn to gingerbread was her hair, and each strand scattered slowly into crumbs.


No, breathed the older Murphy sister (the only Murphy sister, now).


Sal had stopped, turned back. Keep walking, she said. You know the rules.


Bet snapped a finger off the younger Murphy sister.


The older sister shrieked.


The rest of the bear meat would last us another week at most and we hadn’t had anything bread-like in months. The Callaghans opened their backpacks to stuff the hard biscuit inside but the remaining Murphy girl picked up her stiff sister and hissed at the lot of us. The forest fell silent.


Sal said, We have to move, and Bet led the way.


The Callaghans followed, the baby reaching around in its tight-wrapped sling, desperate for a taste of gingerbread, that dry hardness that you told me was good to soothe teething gums.


You stood, unmoving, staring at the girl you’d said so resembled you at that age. Your look was fierce but hers was feral. Yours was hungry but hers was starved. In the handful of seconds I held your attention, taking you by the elbow to pull you on, the eldest Murphy had melted into the forest with her sugared sister, and was swallowed up by the trees.


One year ago, spring. Muggy skies. The drizzle had started, although we didn’t know yet that it wouldn’t stop. The tall, damp trees had started to grow. They didn’t yet block out the light. They didn’t yet cover the country. But they were there. Growing. Transforming. Consuming.


We had booked a sweets cart for the wedding. The kind with striped awnings, jars of bonbons, little plastic scoops in rainbow hues to dip into dolly mixtures.


You said your nieces would be our taste-testers, although I thought children became hyper after eating sweets, grimaced at the thought of sugar-filled toddlers destroying the white seat backs of the wicker chairs, puking over the floral arrangements. But you were so happy, enticing the children over early with lollipops and liquorice until you were the centre of a flower made of tiny chubby petals, your nieces in pastel dresses ready to bounce up the aisle before us, showering the path in confetti.


At five in the morning, the last women standing, we bid goodnight to our more stalwart partying friends, our drowsy, drunk family, and filled our arms with sweets, sat up to greet a murky green dawn with sugar on our fingers.


You fed me strawberry gummies and I barely bit them, swallowed them the way we’d eaten oysters in Paris. That slick slide down our throats in tandem, the deep kisses that followed.


Let’s have a baby, you said, and there was no world in which I could refuse you.


On the twelfth day everything started to smell like sweets. The swamp scent of the forest turned hard and sugary, a chemical bite to the warm air. My mouth watered. We kept stopping, turning, twisting our faces to catch the source of the smell.


Keep walking, said Sal, but even she could sense it, licked her lips and seemed surprised to taste the salt.


You said something, softly. I inclined my head to hear you better but you didn’t repeat the words I thought I’d heard you say: We’ll know it when we see it.


When we made camp that night you asked me, Are you still glad we didn’t try for a baby before all this?


How couldn’t I be? I asked, gesturing at the tent walls around us keeping the forest out. What kind of a world is this to bring a baby into?


I keep thinking, you said, brushing the tangles from your hair, tying it back into a plait like Sal’s, thick and ropelike, yours now newly streaked with grey, that if we’d only had another month. If we’d only made it to the appointment.


I said nothing.


You think we dodged a bullet, you said.


I repeated Melissa’s words, although I knew there were no IVF clinics any more. It’s not too late.


It’s not too late. You said again what you’d said to the eldest Murphy sister. Even if it looks different to the way I’d hoped, or thought.


We were woken by one of the Callaghans’ screams. I had never been able to tell them apart, besides the baby. Both parents were bald and bearded, wore lumberjack shirts under a large backpack and a baby carrier, respectively. Both spoke mostly to each other and not often to us, although you approached them frequently, offered to rock the baby to sleep when its parents’ eyes were drooping, heads nodding late into the night. If the baby had a name I didn’t know it, although I’m sure you did.


Maybe it managed to get its hands on a morsel of the youngest Murphy sister. Maybe it had somehow reacted to that sweetness. When the Callaghans emerged from the tent to the rest of us watching – surrounding them, but at a distance, cautious, now, ready to leave anything we hadn’t packed and keep walking – the baby wasn’t flesh and fat, sparse hair, gummy mouth. All of it was falling apart. The flushed brown of its face paled and cracked like cement before the weak sun shone on the still-packed crystals, just about in the shape of a small child. The smell of sweets was in the air but the baby was all salt. Slowly, before our eyes, it disintegrated, white and shining. Out its parent’s arms it poured to the damp ground, the pile of salt soon translucent, dissolving into the mud and moss. Soon after, the Callaghan parents dissolved into puddles of their own. Only the last of the dust of the finest salt crystals lingered in the air.


Bet and Sal and you and I packed up the rest of the camp and kept walking.


The smell of sweets followed us for days.


On the fifteenth day, we awoke to find twin rose bushes growing in the remains of Bet and Sal’s tent. One red, one white, the topmost branches intertwined. You took my hand and we breathed in the scent of candied flowers, crystallised sugar glinting in the drizzle. They may have looked like salt but they were so sweet.


On the seventeenth day, we walked into the clearing, and saw the house.


Gabled roof of biscuit brown, the gutters icing ridges. Ice-cream wafer shutters at the windows. Long tongue of liquorice leading us in the door. We took off our boots and our socks slid on the caramel-lacquer floorboards, their shine reflecting the spun-sugar sofas, the cocoa-bark table, the hard candy stove readied for roasting.


We’ll know it when we see it, you said. And you laughed and laughed.


Into the house came the children. I didn’t know them at first, but you did. You recognised them right away, welcomed them with open arms. Two mounds of mud and mulch, smelling of damp dead things, earthworms in their ears and woodlice between their teeth, eyes still shining. They came first, tracked muck over the shiny floorboards. A lone, scraggly wolf cub skulked in later, when the sun went down. In the darkness, tiny children, each no bigger than a thumbnail, climbed over each other to reach the low front steps and clamber across the threshold. Not long after them came the gingerbread girl, brittle biscuit fists full of salt.


The stove fire burning. A sweet feast on the table. Two empty plates.


I shut the door behind them. You opened your wet mouth wide.


Come in, little children, you said. Come inside.





Flowers



The first time we kissed it rained flowers for a week, beautiful and biblical until the gnats and the worms and the clumps of black soil landed in everybody’s hair.


The priests had a field day. Billboards sprung up outside the town’s three churches: GOD LIVES, MIRACLES ARE REAL. As if they hadn’t ever properly believed it to begin with. As if they too had been looking for proof all along.


The hippies all thought it was some eco-magic. Mother Earth talking to us at long last. But the Earth has always had flowers (even if they don’t ordinarily fall from the sky) and we knew this wasn’t anything miraculous. Just two girls falling in love. Nothing magical at all.


Mam says she knew the day that girl came to town that she would be trouble. There were crows all crowding up the telephone lines, sign of sudden change. When she opened a fresh packet of Brennan’s sliced white bread that morning there was a little mouse inside. Perfect tunnel chewed through the whole pan.


‘Unwelcome guests,’ spat Mam, and she threw the mouse at our cats. She isn’t cruel, my mam. She just gets what’s going to happen and doesn’t have much patience for the meantime. Besides, cat food isn’t cheap.


Before that girl arrived the whole town was a meantime. For fewer than two thousand souls there were two schools, two shops, three churches, three sports pitches and five pubs, which really speaks for the town’s priorities. We got our books from the county mobile library, twice a month on Tuesdays. We waited for the bus to bigger towns in the rain rather than shelter in the little wooden shed beside the bus stop. That’s where the statue of the Virgin Mary is. It’s more important that she be kept dry.


I knew one day I’d cut my hair, wear big boots and crop tops with words splashed over the chest like I’d been ripped open and the words were my heart. I knew one day I’d have friends who’d stomp in the pit at concerts with me, who’d throw themselves fully clothed in the sea, who’d tattoo hearts and stars on our thighs with India ink, who’d read aloud with me on rainy days. I knew I’d fall in love with somebody and the world would open up to greet us. I knew one day I’d live somewhere where nobody cared that that somebody would be a girl.


But in the meantime my hair was straight down past my shoulders, parted in the middle, the same way it’d been since I was five. Weekdays I wore my school uniform and on weekends I wore my sister Orla’s old jeans and Mam threw out any t-shirts I ripped up or wrote on. In the meantime the only person I knew who went to concerts was Orla and the only person I knew who had a tattoo was Mr McGahern, the school caretaker. In the meantime my friends would have rathered watch a GAA match than read aloud, and the most adventurous they got was going to see a Saturday matinee in Mayo Movie World. In the meantime I’d no idea what it felt like to be in love but I’d a fairly solid notion about how this town would feel about it when I did.


‘Just keep your head down,’ Mam said. ‘Give them what they expect.’


My mam’s always known I’m not what they expect. Too restless, too wanton, too wild, too used to longing. I want so much it cuts my breath sometimes. I’ll never be satisfied. She says she knew it from the day I was born, a small red squall, never quiet. She knew it from how salty her milk became to feed me, from how the fairy cakes she baked for my birthdays rose twice as high. From how I’d cry enough to salt the soup every day after school. From how even the classical radio station would start playing Sinéad O’Connor the second I walked into the room. From how my clothes would all mysteriously dye themselves black and purple in the wash, how footballs deflated in my fingers, how my father’s hair went grey before I turned five.


Years ago I’d’ve been called a changeling but in the year of our Lord 1995 I was just a mess of a girl.


A mess the new girl walked right into on the second week of the summer holidays when she followed her grandfather into the market in the main hall of the biggest church in town.


My mam was selling her roses to the hippies. ‘Good for love,’ she whispered, out of earshot of our neighbours or the priests. ‘One small spoonful of this in tea to ignite true passion.’ She slipped a small vial to the hippies under the palm of her hand. Motherwort, peppermint and angelica, if I had to guess. The women’d be coming to her for pennyroyal in the next couple of months.


‘They sell condoms in the supermarket in Castlebar,’ my sister Orla said in an undertone as the hippies left the church. One of them nodded silently in her direction. Maybe they wouldn’t need Mam’s pennyroyal after all.


Orla was back from college for the summer and getting in Mam’s hair. Every morning when Mam woke up she’d unwind her long brown plaits and brush out Orla’s chewed-up biros, her lecture notes, stray beads from her many bracelets, the clinking change she kept in her pockets. They fought all day like a pair of housecats, all hiss and no claws. Mam’s admonitions kept getting stuck in Orla’s throat. Every night before bed Orla’d cough out crickets and corrections, scatter them out the back door before chugging a blend of lemon and honey hot water to ease her throat for the following day. It had only been two weeks and already we all knew it was going to be a long summer.


The hippies left in their cloud of rose and incense and out of that cloud she emerged, hair blown all blonde into her eyes from the breeze outside and big boots biting at the bottoms of her cut-off jeans.


I watched her make the rounds with her granda, trailing half a step behind him, hands in her pockets, as he greeted the farmers, the primary school headmaster fundraising for the under-10s Gaelic football team, as he bought some of the clams Rory McDonnell’s boys drove out past Westport to dig for, and some of Mrs Leary’s soda bread. I knew her granda’d never come to my mam’s table but we were set up right next to Mrs O’Rourke and her granda’s always been partial to one of the widow’s apple tarts.


She smiled at everyone. That’s what got me. At first glance she looked as if she might actually be happy to be here, in this echoey church hall filled with camping tables covered in vegetables and ugly cakes and snap judgements. The neighbours saw her too-short jeans, her messy hair, the leer of her lips and they knew her better than I did. City kid, they stage-whispered to those few who didn’t, single mam, made of notions. Shower of pins on her denim jacket. Probably vegetarian. Worse than the hippies, the neighbours thought. Thinks she’s too good for us.


At closer look her smile was a slice of lightning.


The first time we looked at each other was a tornado. Twists of wind crashed through the church doors and set Mam’s roses flying. Tables overturned, glass shattered, eggs smashed across the floor. Everyone either fell or took cover, except the two of us. Only souls left standing in the wake of the storm.


The town shook itself, laughed nervously. The neighbours righted the tables, counted the vegetables, cleaned up the eggs.


Mam said, ‘Tess!’ sharp as teeth. My name’s an easy one to hiss but this was cut glass rather than a snake.


I looked away from the new girl for a second and Mam held something up, stabbed it in my direction. A mouse tail. Tiny, thin and grey, it lay right across my palm like a scar.


Unwanted guests.


But when I looked back at her there were petals from my mam’s roses in her hair and she was laughing. And she was still looking at me.


The first time we spoke it caused a landslide. Stones skittered across the road beside us and whole chunks of earth slid with them. Half the street was swept away.


Shopkeepers rushed to the road, grabbed at the signs outside their shop doors so they wouldn’t be carried off in the rubble. Buggies overturned and small children forced their feet to hopscotch over uneven pieces of pavement. Parents threw out their arms to balance them. Old ladies crossed themselves, flattened their backs against the steadiest walls. They didn’t see us hidden in the archway between the church and the florist, her leaning up against the cold wall, shoulder to stone, me twisting my fingers together with nerves.


She asked my name.


‘Tess’ turned part of the footpath to pebbles.


‘Emer’ broke car windows so that glass sparkled in the gutters.


She asked how long I’d lived here (my whole life), I asked how long she was staying (all summer) and the roads unwound like ferns before us.


When we’d talked so long the pavement was cracked and unsteady all along the street, what was left of the road sprouting tufts of dry earth that flew into car windshields like tumbleweeds, she blew me a kiss to say goodbye. A single petal fell slowly from the sky.


There was a small cluster of hippies in front of the house when Mam and I got home from mass on Sunday. They did that sometimes, lured by the thatch on the roof, the red door, the roses, the herb garden around back. Glimpses of Mam in her dungarees with her hair in a silk scarf, tailed by five cats. Most days she just shooed them away, but sometimes she’d sneak one into the front room for a tea leaf reading at fifty quid a pop.


The town mostly ignored the hippies because they were tourists passing through and they boarded in the O’Malleys’ B&B and they bought the Aran jumpers and apple tarts and Mrs Gorman’s knitted baby booties even though to my knowledge none of the hippies ever had any babies, not that they brought with them anyway. It was fine to be different if you weren’t from here. Even Mam got more leeway than the real locals, though she’d lived in town for over twenty years. Her daughters, however, counted as local born and bred, and were expected to act like it.


No slogan t-shirts, no ripped jeans, no – heaven above forbid – lesbianism. The year before, Young Rory (as distinct from Rory, his father) had left town fast after the GAA lads found him kissing a boy from the other team behind the clubhouse the night after a home match. Blood on the collar of his team shirt on the morning bus to Dublin. He hadn’t been back since.


Orla stuck her head out her bedroom and hissed at the hippies, who scattered.


When we walked in the door Mam said, ‘What have you done now?’ and the mouse tail in my pocket twitched.


Orla shouted from upstairs, ‘Did you catch fire in the church again, Tessie?’


Mam shook her head as if to dislodge a fly. Three of Orla’s earrings fell out of her hair and clinked onto the kitchen table.
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