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Advance Praise for Sugartown


‘Unsparing and affectionate, this crackling debut tears through the landscape of the Irish Midlands with rawness, candour and humour that will make Caragh Maxwell’s voice immediately known.’


ANNE ENRIGHT, author of The Wren, The Wren


‘Sugartown is a very real and penetrating account of modern Ireland, and of one woman’s struggle to escape the somatic pain that she reels in. I have never felt quite so unsettled and immersed in a narrative. Deeply affecting and startlingly real, this unsettling fiction delves into loss, loneliness, the complication of blended families, addiction and growing up in Ireland with an originality that is refreshing and terrifying. A gut punch of a rollicking ride.’


ELAINE FEENEY, author of How to Build a Boat


‘Caragh Maxwell’s debut novel Sugartown captures the zeitgeist of a generation coming of age in post-boom Ireland, not in Trinity College but in a stagnant town with limited prospects. The prose is exquisite; the narrative beats with the thrum of the bass then devastates in tender heartbreaking moments. Utterly compelling, authentic and raw, this an astonishing debut and Caragh Maxwell’s voice is one we should be hearing.’


UNA MANNION, author of Tell Me What I Am


‘For all the grit and heartbreak of Sugartown’s landscape, Caragh Maxwell is a subtle writer and her authority as a stylist is lightly worn. The prose is exquisite, understated, yet blazes with insight in a way that few writers can achieve. Maxwell is the most naturally gifted young writer of her generation and Sugartown is a stunning debut.’


EOIN McNAMEE, author of The Bureau


‘Sugartown is hugely enjoyable. A book full of memorable scenes, with a remarkable ending that eschews the lure of neat resolution in favour of messy, life-like truth. A triumph.’


CARLO GÉBIER, author of The Innocent of Falkland Road


‘This is such an absorbing read; shocking and brutal at times, but incredibly tender at others. Fans of Megan Nolan or Niamh Mulvey will love it.’


NIAMH HARGAN, author of The Break-Up Clause
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To all the Mullingar girls – don’t stop.





I


No one came to collect me from the airport. I took the express bus from Dublin all the way to town and then used the last twenty available on my debit card to get out to my mother’s house, hidden up a side road on the outskirts of civilisation, heaving with bags, breathless by the time I wrestled them from the boot of the taxi. The driver tried to lend a hand and I waved him off, distrust motivating me, burning my cheeks scarlet as I fumbled with the heft of my big suitcase. He’d had to drop me at the end of the road; the meter was climbing and I stopped him at eighteen, petrified it’d tip past twenty and I’d have to ask someone in the house to cover the rest. Also, he gave off bad vibes and I didn’t want him to know exactly which house I lived in. Surreptitiously, while pretending – poorly, I was no actress – to take a selfie, I’d snapped a photo of his driver badge and made a note of his car brand and registration number and sent it to Doireann, my best friend. If I go missing this was the taxi I was in xoxo. She gave my message a thumbs up and I felt a little better. The driver asked me several times if I’d be okay waiting there on the side of the unlit road as the sky darkened, did I have someone coming to meet me? I reassured him yes; I even pretended to take a phone call from my concerned father, hoping it’d scare him back into the taxi. He peeled out of the ditch slowly, and I could see him watching me in the wing mirror as he got ready to re-enter the main road. I kept a polite smile plastered to my face until he was out of sight, my blood pressure drumming underneath my collarbones, a sheen of sweat breaking on the back of my neck. Then, I gathered up my bags, popped the handle on my suitcase, and started the ascent of the big hill, the suitcase wheels catching on the loose gravel constantly, skittering pebbles against my heels.


I tried to play out my next hour and my walk slowed with every passing scenario. My mother, instantly hennish and gesticulating; JJ, as quiet and country as ever; my sisters, a big fat question mark because I didn’t really know them at all. I hadn’t seen my sisters in five years and I doubted they remembered me as more than a peach-coloured blob-person in the background of a faint toddler memory. Lily, who was three at the time, might have been able to recall the shape of my face, the sound of my voice. Emilia knew about ten words when I left and none of them were Saoirse. I’d never even met Gracie, who’d been kicking Máire in the bladder as I boarded the flight to London. They were eight, six and five respectively now. My mother had been so miserable raising me that I assumed she’d never wanted children in the first place, but I was wrong. The way she doted on them was almost sickening. She did the Baby’s First... books with each of them, immortalising them with handwritten memories of the birthing process, first bottle feeds, first tastes of solid foods, a lock of hair from their first haircuts pressed lovingly between the thick, stiff pages, their first baby booties pinned to the back cover. I thumbed through Lily’s once and spent a week in bed afterwards. I didn’t know why at the time. Before I muted her account, Máire’s Facebook was like a shrine to them; all three lined up on church steps or a bench at Dublin Zoo or on a towel on a French beach, dressed in subtly matching outfits – she’d never be so tacky as to buy them all the same – with captions about how these days were the best days. About how being a mother changed her life for the better. About how Lily’s spelling was MENSA-level impressive, how Emilia’s Irish dancing skills would have her front-row one-two-threeing for Michael Flatley one day, how Gracie’s ability to spoon-feed herself mashed potato would put Gordon Ramsay to shame. It was just me she didn’t want.


I hadn’t expected Máire to be home; when I told her my arrival time she’d sighed and hummed and hawed and threatened to move things around so she could pick me up, and instead of reducing myself to begging I said I’d make my own way back. She broke through the Venetian blinds when I knocked on the front door, lifting the gaudy, heavy brass knocker shaped like the tail of a fox hanging from the mouth of a beagle. It was disgusting. James would’ve reeled back until his chin disappeared into his neck and his upper lip hit his nostrils, militant in his PETA-brand veganism. I used to find this level of passion alluring. Now I was just sad for all the rashers I’d refused to eat over the previous three years and embarrassed that I’d said nothing when he compared dairy farming to the Holocaust in front of our coworkers in the pub. My opinion of him had rapidly lost opacity until it was glassless and I could see him, watching me squat on my suitcase and wrestle with the zip, offering no help, and I could see him. I could see the last half-decade of my life squashed up and thrown on the ground like a cigarette butt, stepped on by his battered black Converse. I bought sausage rolls while I waited for my flight back home and devoured them. The pink Play-Doh meat oozed out from between the yellow, crusty pastry, and my insides flipped but I kept eating, one after another, until my lips were greasy and my tongue was thick. I vomited them back up mid-flight and, once the nausea settled, blocked and deleted James on every social media account I had.


Máire, my mother, answered the door in a swoop, the winged arms of her patterned kaftan gracefully floating to her sides, her blonde hair coiffed and piled to deliberately look effortless and messy. She was so swift that the blinds were still shivering as she went to hug me. I awkwardly let my carry-on bag fall to my hip to accept; the smell of hairspray, bleach, and expensive perfume was a time machine. I wanted to be five years old again. I wanted to be held and soothed and tucked into bed. My bones felt like splintered bamboo, weakened and bendy. I’d left the flat for the last time at half four that morning and hadn’t stopped since; I was tired, and probably heartbroken. She pulled away, and I had to catch myself from stumbling. The minute I stepped across the threshold I knew I’d come on the wrong week. It was the very worst week of the year to be living with my mother, beating out Christmas week by a country mile. It was the week of The Great Spring Clean.


The Great Spring Clean was an annual ritual in my mother’s house; it usually took the guts of seven days and fell conspicuously across the Easter midterm every single year. God help you if you were spotted with idle hands. Husbands, children, and visitors alike were armed with rubber gloves, dusting cloths, Pledge cans, bin bags, and a list of tasks to be done. Generally, you were instructed to start in your own bedroom and work your way around to the common areas, and at the end of each day, it gave Máire visible pleasure to survey the work done. Each bedroom, in her opinion, needed a bin bag full of donations and a bin bag full of rubbish and if these weren’t produced, she’d come into the room with you and start throwing away things that she deemed no longer fit for use. More than once I’d hidden jeans, cardigans, teddy bears, books, and other favourite items at my Granny Maher’s house until the purge was over and it was safe to bring them home again. It was probably the one week of the year that, even in all the throes of teenage angst and ire, I would quietly obey my mother. The Great Spring Clean was something she had to do. She couldn’t bypass it, couldn’t reset herself until every ounce of clutter and cobweb had been banished to the wheelie bins. It was like witnessing a blood-frenzied snake shed its skin. The year my father moved out she even hired a skip and threw out armchairs, dinner plates, mattresses, lampshades, anything he’d ever liked or slept on or eaten off or touched. That time I’d scavenged a large flannel shirt of his, a photo of the three of us in the hospital the day I was born, and a Harp pint glass he used to drink two fizzy vitamin C tablets out of every morning. All three items had made the journey to and from London with me; the photo was pressed between the battered pages of The Great Gatsby, my favourite book, and the pint glass was wrapped in the flannel shirt to stop it from shattering. I didn’t tell him I was coming home. I did try to, once or twice, pulled up his number, hit call and then immediately hung up, typed out a text and deleted it again. It had been nearly a year since I’d heard from him, one of the longer stretches we’d gone without speaking. I always called eventually, guilty and sad. I guess I wanted him to look for me first this time. I couldn’t ask Máire what to do. She would have preferred to forget he ever existed at all. But there I was, every day, the slope of my nose and the jut of my chin reminding her.


It was a Thursday, so Máire was through the worst of it. By then, she was usually replacing all the furniture she’d pulled apart, putting tables back in their corners, cushions back on their sofas, curtains back on their rails, all hoovered, dusted, laundered, pressed. The wardrobes and cupboards would all have a little echo in them, their contents significantly thinned and scented with Febreze. I picked my suitcase up and placed it gently on the hardwood floor, conscious of marking it and starting off on the wrong foot. The hallway windows were bare and stretched from floor to ceiling, illuminating all the steps of the big pine staircase that led up to an open-sided landing, off which sprung door after door. It was like stepping into a show home or a sitcom set. Signs of humanity were minimal but visible; a bucket of water and vinegar next to a sweeping brush with a squeegee masking-taped to the handle. A wall with an assortment of family photos, one of which, I was surprised to see, was a school photo of mine from when I was about seven. An IKEA coat rack mounted to the wall, shrouded in pink vinyl jackets and hi-vis vests and bike helmets and what seemed like dozens of scarves – but even this had order, organisation, my mother written all over it.


—No shoes in the house, pet, I just had the floors done.


I nodded and pried my boots off one by one, leaving them together outside the front door. She took a breath then, and her tight smile relaxed into something closer to real.


—Come on into the kitchen and I’ll pop on the kettle.


The kitchen was less put-together, but this wasn’t unusual; it followed the pattern. Bedrooms, bathrooms, hallways, kitchen, living room. Baskets of delft and glass and cutlery sat out on the kitchen island, all in neat stacks, ready to be inspected for viability. Already she had a box on the floor for the charity shop containing plastic toddler cups and bowls, and another box for the bin containing chipped mugs and scratched silverware; stuff not fit for anyone, in her opinion. Not even the needy. She made tea and I looked around. Two-door fridge-freezer, induction hob built into the counter, wood-burning stove, intricate mosaic backsplash, double-paned patio door, an actual patio beyond the door. She’d married up when she married JJ. This was not the house I thought of as home.


The house I still thought of as home was a cramped, damp bungalow named Hill Lodge by the landlord who also happened to be my auntie’s husband; assurance that we wouldn’t be turfed out. It had three bedrooms and one bathroom and a tiny patch of scrub garden that bordered a field full of horses. I’d loved it. Then Máire had met her second husband. JJ was fine. He was thoughtful and masculine and had a good head on his shoulders. His family were nice people. He was twelve years older than my mother. He had a good job as a quarry foreman, a parcel of land outside of town, no kids, a bald spot, and a penchant for boot-cut jeans. Before he’d proposed to Máire, he’d asked me for my permission and I’d said yes because he made her happier and more stable than I’d ever seen her. She didn’t take to the bed once after she’d met him. She stopped taking turns at starving herself or skipping showers, instead consistently remembering how to be a functioning human. She quit smoking cigarettes. She stopped waking me up and confiding her anxieties in me late at night. The trade-off was my own happiness. I was fourteen and dramatic. I was spending court-ordered weekends in my father’s flat, the divorced-dad energy of the place sad and suffocating. I loved Hill Lodge. It was my Eden. I loved it so much that when my mother married JJ and started to build their dream home, I privately and sometimes publicly cursed them into the ground. We’d moved into Hill Lodge when I was eleven, my entire lifetime before had been spent hopping from grandmother’s house to mouldy flat to other grandmother’s house to piddly bedsit. My bedroom was a small rectangle with brown, pansy-shaped water stains on the walls and the ceiling that, no matter how many layers of purple paint we rolled on, would bleed back through again and again. I papered the moist plaster with hundreds of posters, Kurt Cobain and Eddie Vedder and Courtney Love and Chris Cornell, a shrine to a music genre rapidly approaching dad-rock and something I would grow out of once I moved away – although, on a bad day, my Spotify would look like the inset of a nineties grunge compilation album. Once, I put a deadbolt and padlock on either side of the door to stop my mother from snooping. She took a Black & Decker cordless drill to the screws the same day. By the time my bags had been packed for college, my mother and her new family were filling the last of the cardboard boxes to take to the new house. She would never assign me a new bedroom, and I would never ask for one.


I’d stayed in the guest room before, for a month. After I’d dropped out of college and gone a bit insane. Máire had to come get me from the student apartment I shared with Doireann. She’d had to pack up all my things for me as I was catatonic. She put me in the car and drove me back here. She ran me a bath and washed the weeks of bed-sweat off me, untangling the mats out of my hair with a gentle hand. She put me into this bed and made me tea and toast and scratched my back until I fell asleep. She never asked me what was wrong because she knew. She was fond of a depressive turn herself. She brought me to her GP who put me on antidepressants. I never took them. I booked a flight to London instead.


That evening, I sat at the kitchen table pushing lumpy, yellowed mashed potato around a plate while my stepfather asked me questions about London, and Lily, Emilia, and Gracie butted in every now and again to show or tell me something before being reprimanded by the ever-militant Máire, tea towel in one hand while the other pointed at her target in a threatening manner. She’d managed to cook a whole roast chicken and all the vegetables with about half a foot of free counter space, some of the glass-filled boxes stacked atop one another, just begging to be bumped into and smashed to bits. When JJ asked why I had to leave my apartment, my mother answered for me – save that for another day. I’d had to tell her the truth when I’d asked to move in here, knowing the humiliation would make me more pitiable. She put a hand, still clammy and warm from washing dishes, on the back of my neck in what I initially assumed was a comforting gesture. What followed was a swift and puncturing pain; she’d gripped a pimple on my hairline between her thumbnail and index finger, squeezing until it burst. I hissed and pulled away, slapping a sleeve-clad palm to the site of the pain. The pale blue wool came back with a pinprick of blood.


—Jesus Christ, Máire.


—You have to suffer to be beautiful. Anyway you’d never have seen it yourself. It was like a second skull emerging. You’re welcome.


She was rubbing her hands together under the tap then, washing my detritus out from under the whorls of her fingerprints. I had a tissue up my sleeve, which I pressed to the back of my neck several times until the white stayed unsullied. I rinsed my plate and excused myself, climbing the stairs to their guest room, noting the steps that creaked.


The guest room was like something from a middle-class wet dream, and my bags, slumped against the foot of the mahogany bed frame, were akin to a dirty crisp packet in an otherwise crystalline block of ice. Máire had put all my things into storage, she informed me – really she’d just bagged it all and stuck it up in the attic, most likely taking the opportunity to throw away things of mine she’d never liked. I wasn’t too hurt at the thought; if I’d really cared about any of it I would’ve brought it with me. I opened my big shell suitcase to dig out pyjamas, the lid slapping against the wood floor in a way that made me wince, and the smell of the apartment blossomed from thin air. Onions and garlic frying, pink Surf fabric softener, a little hint of damp from the bedroom wardrobe. It hurt to remember – the stiff curl of our cheap, overwashed bath mat under my bare feet, the dip in the mattress on my side, Blonde by Frank Ocean playing gently on James’s record player while we smoked a joint in the semi-darkness, the lilt of his indistinct accent, rough from smoking, like honey and pepper.


I pulled on my pyjamas and shut the light off, crawled into the cool, white sheets, pulled medically taut to the mattress, and cried, quietly, as the state of my life came into focus. Just as sleep started to come, I heard someone climb the stairs, stop outside my door and put their hand on the handle, the weight of it making the metal squeak ever so slightly. Then I suppose they thought better of it and walked away.
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A couple of days after I got back, my lamp was delivered. The postman, overly chatty, hands like shovels, was surprisingly gentle with the box.


—You’re a new face. Friend of the family?


—No. Long-lost daughter.


I spent the next three minutes trying to disengage the box from his hands while he asked me all manner of questions; where was I before, what was I doing before, am I in college or what, and am I JJ’s daughter or who sired me? That was the one that made me straighten my spine, grip the box with both hands and pull, thank him for the delivery and shut the door in his face.


In the kitchen, I slit the parcel tape open with a paring knife while my mother watched me from her perch against the cabinets.


—Get stuck talking to Kevin?


—Bit nosy, isn’t he?


—And a mouth like Galway Bay. Did you do next-day delivery on something?


—No, it’s my lamp I posted from England.


Carefully, I lifted it out, thick with a layer of bubble wrap, packing peanuts escaping the box and scattering themselves across the kitchen island. Máire watched as I unwrapped it, the ochres and crimsons and golds of the glass shade coming into view. Once freed, I twisted the brass-vined base around with one hand under the natural light from the window, making sure there were no scuffs, no dings, no cracks. It was perfect. The breath in my chest came loose and my shoulders relaxed. Máire’s eyebrows were quirked.


—Where in the name of God did you dig that thing up from?


—Do ya not like it?


—It’s as ugly as sin. Keep it in the room.


—That was the plan.


The guest room had a lamp on either side of the bed, bone-coloured porcelain cubes with rectangular shades that made the light too bright. I replaced the left-side one with my own one, stole its bulb to throw red tones against the dull ivory of the wall. The lamp did not blend into the room by any stretch of the imagination. Among the coolness of varying shades of cream, the sleek edges of the furniture, even the faux-rustic floorboards, it stuck out like a sore thumb wearing a sovereign ring. And I loved it. I loved it just as much as the day I bought it. I’d been worried that I’d get it back to Ireland and look at it and see only James, our apartment, the hallway table next to the coat hooks that held incense and keys and my lamp, always on past six o’clock in the evening, its uterine light comforting.


—So that’s it then?


—Don’t start, Saoirse.


—Don’t start, Saoirse? Don’t fucking start, Saoirse?


I wanted to be angry but already my face was wet with tears and my nose was beginning to run. Betrayed by my own secretions. James was maudlin-faced and stoic, his arms crossed against his chest so tight that I could see the flesh mottling as the blood flow was cut off. We were sitting across from each other, me on the sofa, sinking into the end with the broken box springs, him on the arm of the big leather armchair, my armchair, putting creases in the blanket underneath him.


—Look, you’ve a week to get yourself sorted. I’ll stay somewhere else. But when I come back next Friday, you need to be gone.


—A week? Sure where in London do you expect me to find a place to live by next fucking Friday? What’ll I do with all my stuff, all my furniture?


—Saoirse. Point to one piece of furniture in this room, in this entire flat, that you own.


I’d glanced around defiantly at first, and then a little desperately. Then I remembered. I stood up and crossed the room, into the cramped hallway, and picked up the lamp. I’d bought it out of the back of somebody’s Ford Focus at a car boot sale the summer before. It was one of those imitation Tiffany stained-glass lamps, the nicotine-chic shade reminiscent of the old wallpaper in my Granny Maher’s house. The base was wrought with brassy vines, ending here and there in a hardened, tarnished blossom. I’d paid the Focus driver fifteen pounds for it, taken it home and scrubbed it with Brasso and a baby toothbrush until it was gleaming. It was my favourite thing in the flat, probably, I now realised, because it was the only thing of mine on display. James’s face remained stone when I re-entered the living room, sniffling and clutching the lamp like it was my newborn child, trying to set my own face in passivity despite my leaky eyes.


—You can keep it. I never really liked it anyway.


—Oh, how very generous of you to let me keep my own lamp. You’re some fella, aren’t you. Some fucking prick.


—Yeah, I’m always the prick, aren’t I? Well if I have to be the prick, this is the last time.


—What’s that supposed to mean?


But he didn’t reply. He just sighed in that tone he took when I did something naive or stupid or otherwise displeasing, a tone he’d been building and perfecting over those last few months in particular. The end of our relationship wasn’t exactly a shock, but I’d been living in dread all the same because it meant I’d have to leave. His parents owned the apartment. I never signed a lease because I was too shy to push for it and I really, really liked him. The roommates-to-lovers trope hit us hard; we snuck around behind the back of our third flatmate, snotty Helen the politics student who didn’t like me because I put her cast iron pan in the dishwasher my first week there. I did replace the pan and bought her a bottle of wine to say sorry, but she never really let it go. The sneaking around made it better, more intense; we’d shag on the dining table, the sofa, in the tiny shower stall of the one bathroom we all shared, all of the common areas, whenever Helen was at work or class, and I took a secret glee in it when she was being a covert bitch to me. She moved out not long after we became official, and that’s when we did the car boot sale run – to fill all the little chasms Helen’s things left behind.


James could have afforded to live alone. He could have afforded to buy anything he liked for the flat. The housemates and the car boot sale rummages were a deliberate choice. His parents may have owned the apartment but they didn’t know he was subletting; he wanted to be independent of them, to make it on his own. So he pocketed mine and Helen’s rent each month and spent it mostly on ketamine and vinyls. He’d never get caught because they didn’t care to visit him. We’d bonded over that initially. The mutual heartsickness of parental alienation is responsible for many terrible relationships.


The lamp was making me feel a bit better about my situation. When I turned it on at night it was like wrapping myself in a big heated fleece. It made the room mine during the hours it was turned on, and by its light I re-read Gatsby, using the photo as a bookmark so every time I opened my page, my own blank baby face stared up at me from between my parents, younger than I was now, something inscrutable in their expressions.


I was owed one more wage from the pub and then I was destitute. I spent my first mornings back flicking through employment websites, cringing a little at the number of postings requiring a degree and more years of experience than I’d been an adult. Still, I threw a CV at anything I might have remotely had a shot at – secretary, bar manager, customer service expert, sales representative. Each posting required me not only to attach my CV but to painstakingly type up the details contained in the CV into neat little boxes with letter counts. I could only apply to two or three at a time before I felt the tension begin to grow in the tendons of my fingers. Then I’d shut the laptop and sidle downstairs, trying already to avoid my mother, whose skin I seemed to slip under so easily. She didn’t even need to voice her annoyance; she’d just throw her eyes my way or place her cup on the glass-top table with a chink sound that made me bristle, and I’d stop to take stock of whatever it was I was doing, analyse it to see what it was that vexed her. Sometimes it’d be forgetting to turn the boiling kettle away from the wall so the steam didn’t get trapped beneath the underside of the cabinet, or leaving the back door open for the dog while he did his business outside. Once, I’d singed popcorn in the microwave, and she’d sighed and slapped around the kitchen in mule slippers, dramatically throwing open the windows and doors while waving a dishcloth. I wondered what she thought about when she looked at me. What I made her think about.


The girls were, despite my mother’s coolness and despite my own attempts to blend into the wallpaper, in awe of me. They liked to loiter outside my bedroom door and pretend to play, hoping to catch a glimpse of me or stop me on my way out and ask me things like do you like my nail polish I did myself? before wiggling a little chubby hand at me, sparkly enamel smeared and dried all over the cuticles of the fingers. It was a struggle sometimes to be around them, to see how much Máire doted on them. Although I had at least a modicum of foresight, enough to know that this level of helicopter parenting would serve them no better as adults than her neuroticism had served me. As it was, they stepped on each other’s necks to please her. If Emilia left her dirty socks kicked under the bed, Lily would run and tell Máire. If Lily fed her toast crusts to the dog under the table, Gracie would point and screech Lily’s feeding Max! You said not to and she’s doing it! There was no loyalty among them, no coven of little witches that might protect one another, encircle one another, keep one another’s confidences. Sometimes I wanted to gather them around and teach them the importance of loyalty, of sisterhood, but who the fuck was I to impart sisterly wisdom when I was the least involved of all of us? Plus, our sizable age difference made it uncomfortable in a moral way. I wasn’t going to be the creepo teaching kids how to keep secrets from adults. All I could do was look on and try to fit in around the weird matriarchal tenets Máire had built her household upon. But by God, did she make it difficult. For at least the first fortnight I felt like nothing short of a serf invited up to stay at the Big House by my generous, stately landlord while my wattle-and-daub hut was being reconstructed after a freak storm blew it to smithereens. I didn’t know how to act around them, any of them. They all seemed to run on a set track while I crossed back and forth, up and down, zig-zagging, sometimes throwing them off their course.


Máire worked as a GP’s secretary part time; every morning, before nine, she got the girls up, dressed and off to the local primary school without fuss. On Thursdays and Fridays she busied herself with her hobbies; reefing weeds out of her flowerbeds, power-walking the back roads, going for a swim in the pool of the town’s nicer hotel, taking herself to brunch, meal-prepping for the following week. The lack of fun in her schedule was palpable, but it kept her largely away from me, which meant less opportunity to bicker. The girls got up, went to school, came home, got in and had a healthy snack pre-prepped by Máire, sat at the table and did their homework, and fought like cats when Máire wasn’t there. JJ’s mother Dolly, a woman who by all accounts was as sweet as she was ancient, babysat them after school. She was in her late seventies, but spry, and never stopped moving the whole time she was in the house; cleaning, straightening, baking, folding, humming, helping. JJ went to work, came home, ate dinner, fell asleep in front of the TV. On weekends they all went to the girls’ extracurriculars together; Lily had horse riding out at the Lakeland stables, and Emilia and Gracie had Irish dancing. JJ, to his credit, apparently attended both every week without fail. My father never even bothered to drop me off at a Cúl Camp. Their time was managed, predictable, with no room for spontaneity, which was how Máire liked things to be. The more she could control, the less chance of something terrible happening. She couldn’t control me in the way she would have liked, so instead she chastised me until I fell into step without really realising why. It only took her two goes at me for me to remember to turn the boiling kettle away from the cabinets, only one glare to shut the door after the dog. She took advantage of my fish-out-of-water position. I couldn’t figure out where I fit in at all, so I just kind of floated around, pretending to get my bearings.


I was never mean to my sisters. I didn’t want them to remember me as mean. I always humoured them, smiling at the way their faces developed a little blossom of pink when I listened with an interested expression to the babble that would stumble out of their mouths in their excitement to communicate their very important ideas to me. Lily had been wary at first, and for that, I felt sorry. The guilt gnawed at me when I thought of how coolly I’d disregarded her before I’d left, bad sister buzzing behind my eyes, neon and jarring. So I overcompensated, naturally. The Friday after my lamp got delivered, I was sitting at the breakfast table watching some vapid Instagram reel of a girl with overly tanned hands making a ridiculously decadent hot chocolate, melting a Hershey’s bar into a mug of milk before stirring in a heaving glob of Nutella and topping it with a mountain of whipped cream and metallic sprinkles. The hot, dark liquid oozed over the side of the mug like sewage and I made a move to scroll on, sickened.


—Whoa.


I jumped at Lily’s voice behind me, turning a Jesus into a Janey before it got the chance to leave my mouth.


—That looks lovely, doesn’t it?


—If you can tell me one new thing you learned in school today when you come back this evening, I’ll make hot chocolates.


I had to go to town to meet Doireann and I hadn’t asked for a lift yet. I was dreading it. I dumped the last of my tea into the sink and washed my mug quickly as my mother descended the stairs. I’d already turned her Keurig on in anticipation, placing her cup beneath the spout and popping the cappuccino pod into the top, leaving a Belvita breakfast biscuit next to it on the counter.


—Oh, aren’t we feeling very thoughtful today?


—I know, I outdo myself.


I paused for a beat before forcing the words out of my mouth.


—Could I get a lift to town with you this morning?


She left me hanging for a good ten seconds before telling me to hurry up then, and I speed-walked to my room, drying my hands on the sleeves of my dressing gown, as she leaned back on the counter and left lipstick prints on the edge of her cup.


I had her drop me off at the top of the town, next to the statue of the two monks. The car was uncomfortably quiet once the girls got out at school, Lily holding Gracie’s hand to walk her to the Infants classroom, Emilia with one knee-high sock already sinking down into her shoe. I envied them. I envied their lack of terrible knowledge. Even at Gracie’s age, I had begun to understand the inevitability of suffering. My mother liked to say I had an old soul. I suspect it had more to do with the way we were living, just the two of us and occasionally my father, my mother having a perpetual emotional breakdown, me absorbing it all quietly, dutifully, like the walls of a padded cell. I stood in the shadow of the monks, smoking, surveying. The central stretch of the town was visible from here, beginning at Texas Department Store and ending on a leftward curve towards Main Street, cafés and boutiques and myriad faux-upscale shopfronts littering the sides of the road, all interchangeable, miraculous if they lasted a year each before closing and being replaced by something equally as ambitious. The paint might have changed but the shape of the town stayed ever the same underneath all that fuss; a snake full of elephants. I watched cars roll up and down the little bit of a hill and ran my tongue against the back of my teeth and let the rollie filter burn a blister to the inside of my lip on my last drag, using the pain to clear my head before taking off.
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