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Praise for
The Alternatives


‘I wish I knew how Caoilinn Hughes has managed to write a book of such depth and gravity that is also so gripping and relentlessly funny. A tale about sisterhood, a novel of ideas, a chronicle of our collective follies, a requiem for our agonizing species, The Alternatives unfolds in a prose full of gorgeous surprises and glows with intelligence, compassion, and beauty.’


Hernan Diaz, author of Trust


‘Caoilinn Hughes is one of the most intelligent, surprising, and delightful writers around. The Alternatives made me laugh, cry, and think. Any one of the Flattery sisters would have made a compelling story; together they are glorious, as is this novel.’


Louise Kennedy, author of Trespasses


‘Caoilinn Hughes’s beautiful new novel uses a fairy tale premise – four sisters, orphaned in their youth, each brilliant in her own way – to explore some of the most pressing issues of our time: the environment, politics, and how to live in the world. The Alternatives is both a book of ideas and a gripping read, formally audacious yet deeply humane. Superb.’


Rumaan Alam, author of Leave the World Behind


‘Intelligent, impassioned, and wholly satisfying.’


Kirkus (starred review)


‘Caoilinn Hughes has written a novel so full of verve that one gains energy from reading it. The prose is a delight, and the force of the author’s intelligence would be overwhelming if not for its warmth and wit. The Alternatives is so intimate, so lovingly rendered, I was sorry when I got to the last page.’


Jing-Jing Lee, author of How We Disappeared


‘The Alternatives is fizzy, brainy, and brilliant, always at the service of a drama of great emotional power. Caoilinn Hughes is an extraordinarily gifted writer.’


Joseph O’Neill, author of Netherland


‘Hughes’s elegiac romp into our collective crises erupts in gorgeous language and sizzles with wit, yet is undergirded by pathos. A shapeshifter of a writer, she can draw any character, any foible with crystalline precision.’


Diane Cook, author of The New Wilderness


‘Simply brilliant . . . The dynamics of the sisters’ interactions and the easy way they anticipate each others’ needs while slipping into decades-old roles are the novel’s highlights.’


Booklist (starred review)


‘The Alternatives is vintage Caoilinn Hughes – sharp, funny and philosophical, and very much a novel for our times.’


Carys Davies, author of The Mission House


‘There’s no shortage of fine young Irish novelists working today. And any such list must include Caoilinn Hughes, whose third novel in only six years, The Alternatives, is yet another example of her gift for illuminating the dark places in the lives of dysfunctional, but deeply sympathetic, families . . . The Flattery sisters . . .in all their charming chaos, are vivid and appealing characters in this bighearted, wise, and frequently sharply funny novel.’
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Part One.






1.


The air is mild for October. Nothing shivers. Nothing smokes. A gentle westerly whistles at the panes of the lab windows like an unwelcome uncle, determined to raise the hairs on some young neck. Twenty necks bend to observe the experiment: a Perspex prism known as the “squeeze-box”—the size of a narrow aquarium—is filled with thin layers of coloured sand. The ends of the box are movable, so that its contents can be compressed to demonstrate the effects of tectonic convergence.


Thrusts. Faults. Folds. Belts. Excuse me. Olwen presses a fist to her mouth to stifle a burp, and a few students snigger. Lo and behold: geologic processes for the puny human attention span.


There is something very bodily about Olwen Flattery that the undergraduates find wildly amusing. Moments earlier, she’d used a shard of slate to scratch her inner elbow psoriasis, and a puff of dead skin particles danced visibly in the ventilation. She placed the shard back in its tray and, with her chalky fingers, lifted out a teeny-tiny sanitised kidney stone for the undergraduates’ scrutiny. Moving this kidney stone involved a person’s hospitalisation, she tells them. Just imagine the force it would take to move a mountain! And we’re not talking about violent, sudden processes, like an earthquake shouldering up a mountain range. No. These forces are so incremental and immense, so imperceivable and unstoppable, that there’s no halting their progress. They’re underway right now, as we stand here, on the shifting foundations of this institute.


The students scan their pals for clues as to how to feel. They have learned to take what levity they can from these light and flaky moments, as Olwen’s lectures so far have been something of a shock wave.


We’re a wreck, she says. Ireland is one big crash site, where the ancient continents Laurentia and Gondwana collided like two humoungous cruise liners . . . long before the nouveau riche were evolved to populate them. The wreckage cuts stupendously across this island, from Dingle in the west to Clogherhead in the east. The island was underwater back then, so that story didn’t make itself known for millions of years. And here we stand, sifting through the evidence of that collision in our desk organisers, all of us above sea level . . . for another decade or two, anyways.


Several students begin to agitate in the pause that follows. It’s hard to read the undergraduates—to know what’s getting through, what with the scarves cobra’d around their mouths and their minimal eye contact. They all seem hungover, or stoned, or just returned from a silent monastery meditation retreat in Bali they spent their loans on. But they also seem deeply unnerved, and it’s not paranoia.


How information is delivered seems to be more consequential than the information itself, Olwen thinks. She is losing her strength to hand it over gently. But a teacherly muscle memory prompts her now—having pushed—to pull:


Have any of ye seen it?


She makes eye contact with each student in turn, in case—as first-years—they need drawing out. Shawna, an exchange student with the gall of a parking enforcement officer, asks:


Is it here in Galway? Because car rental in this country is a joke.


It’s not in the immediate vicinity, Shawna, but—


I saw the Rock of Gibraltar, Eric offers out of nowhere—a very tall student, with asteroidal confidence.


Olwen hears the clock on the wall tick forward a cluster of seconds all in one go, like heart palpitations: harmless, but horrible. If you tell me you flew down to see the Rock of Gibraltar, Eric, when you haven’t taken a bus to Dingle to ogle our own monumental bodies of rock . . .


In the pause that follows, Eric takes a seat and runs his fingers through his gelled hair, leaving striations that seem almost infrastructural, as if water might collect in them. Olwen is grateful when Fionnuala—not technically a mature student, but she has a lot of cop-on—cuts in with something likely to be relevant:


I went to Edinburgh during the summer—


For the festival? Geraldine clenches with envy.


Yeah, says Fionnuala, but we took a day trip to Siccar Point. She glances at Olwen.


You did not! Olwen replaces a chunk of granite she’d been using as a stress ball back in the specimen tray, readying herself to shake Fionnuala’s hand.


Fionnuala smiles. It was a little tricky . . . to get out onto the rock. But it was worth it.


Olwen looks around the group. Does anyone know what historic expedition Fionnuala was honouring, trekking out to Siccar Point on Scotland’s weather-battered coast, when she could’ve stayed in Edinburgh town to watch Shit-faced Shakespeare?


Everyone laughs a bit, releasing some pressure.


Do you want to say, Fionnuala, what you saw there? And who saw it first!


Fionnuala pulls at a mini harmonica pendant, travelling it back and forth along the necklace chain. By the end of year one, Olwen will count herself a failure if she hasn’t replaced that pendant with a hand lens.


Fionnuala acts a touch more flustered than she is: Em . . . so, James Hutton, I guess back in the seventeen hundreds? Found these rock formations. These really crazy layered rocks, kind of like pastry . . . or maybe I just associate Scotland with pastry!


Sedimentary rock, like the strata of coloured sands—Olwen gestures—in our squeeze-box experiment.


Exactly, yeah. There were horizontal layers like that, and vertical sections too . . . side by side, or on top of one another, at right angles. And the vertical rocks and the horizontal formed in totally different ways, in different time periods. And Hutton basically looked at them and instantly understood plate tectonics. Or a theory that led to it? Or . . . was it just that he knew that the centre of the earth was molten rock, and that that was how new land was made? Instead of, you know, God making it. Fionnuala keeps glancing to Olwen for confirmation. Because before that, she presses on, he could see erosion happening and couldn’t understand how all land hadn’t been just . . . washed away by the weather. Like, how was there anything left? And the only explanation anyone knew for new land was God. But when Hutton saw those rocks, he knew they were evidence that the earth was billions of years old, instead of thousands. Because the formations would’ve taken . . . yeah, a really, really long time!


At Fionnuala’s unsure expression, Olwen nods with the restrained pride of a surgeon confirming that they got it all, that the patient has plenty of life ahead. She points to a laminated poster on the wall labelled Geologic Time Scale, which breaks the history of the planet into units of time, from lengthiest to briefest. The unit of time you’re talking about, she says, for a really, really long time, is an aeon.


Geraldine, with a cynicism out of sync with the affirmative badges on her backpack, says: What’s the bet Hutton didn’t publish his theories ’cause he was afraid of the pope?


He did one better than publish his theory, Olwen says levelly. He published findings. First, he went cantering up the highlands to find irrefutable evidence to bear the theory out. Physiological manifestations. Brute facts. He found his proof at the meeting point of two rivers, where pink granite—igneous rock, intrusive rock, spewed up as magma and cooled slowly—was mingled like cream in a soup of grey sandstone, sedimentary rock, accumulated over time on an ancient seabed. Thusly—as last year’s undergraduates loved to say—Hutton was able to throw the Judeo-Christian chronology of the earth out the lab window.


With a leery expression and a briny smell, Geraldine wafts the damp hooded towel she wears as a cape to help it dry from her morning sea swim. I’m pretty sure non-Western cultures knew the earth was billions of years old before some . . . equestrian Scot in a ruff.


That is a fabulous topic for a dissertation, Geraldine. I’m not the expert you want for that, but call in to me during office hours and we’ll talk interdisciplinary options. Olwen waits until Geraldine nods. I’d take a guess, though, Olwen says then; I’d take a guess . . . that a few of them cultural theories, about cycles and eternity, involve higher powers. And Hutton’s point was that no higher power was needed to create dramatic landscapes of deposition and compaction. An active fault is a great rejuvenator. The earth is in a continual geological process of destruction and repair, destruction and repair, as long as there’s still heat at the heart of it. As long as we stay near enough the sun, which drives so much surface geology. But before ye go thinking the destruction around us is part of a natural process . . . Oil took millions of years to accrue, till we started boring holes in rocks and throwing in matches. And now, in under two hundred years, we’ve burned up nearly all of it. Europe’s endemic forests took millennia to flourish. In five thousand years, we’ve destroyed ninetynine percent of them. In Ireland, we went the full hundred. And soil! Ye know soil? That’s been around for a while. Until we discovered the burger. We ruin a lot of soil to grow a burger. If we keep up our hijinks, we have fifty years of farming left.


A student at the back holds up his watch and calls time of death for the class. He is alternately shushed and supported by those around him. Had that been too much, too soon? A mood ring changes colour on Fionnuala’s finger as she tries to prise it past the knuckle, unsuccessfully. Olwen had one of those once, an eighteenth-birthday present from one of her sisters, along with the note: “This is a mood ring. If it’s mostly blue on you, it’s not broken. I stole it so you can’t return it sorry. Love you. Maeve.” Olwen had heeded its warning—that she needed to do better at seeming buoyant to her sisters, whose guardian she had suddenly become. She wore the ring with the stone turned towards her palm.


She tries again:


Hutton showed us that we can read the landscape like a book, if we know the language. Its story begins a long, long time ago—or a really, really long time ago, she says, with a wink at Fionnuala. The girl is kind enough to smile, as at a rose seller, without buying the romance.


Let’s fast-forward, so. Geraldine: take a firm hold of that handle and give a push at my signal, will you? Olwen stands ready at the other end of the squeeze-box. An Italian student called Luca asks if he can film the experiment. Olwen briefly delights in the idea—envisions the video being slow-mo’d and replayed repeatedly—but then, they’re already so far removed from the earth, here on campus; another lens will only remove them further from physical reality. Isn’t her job to minimise that distance? To solidify reality, with all its unendurable stresses?


Who can tell me what Luca is really looking at when he looks at that screen? she asks. And don’t say anything smutty!


Luca’s eyes dart leftward to his posse. Being first-years, their friendships are tentative. A few of them pull faces, implying an in-joke that probably doesn’t exist. They shift back and forth like so many pairs of jeans being riffled on a clothes rack. Fionnuala, also bejeaned, troubles the wheels of her wheelchair and says, Electrons?


Olwen pouts at the vinyl floor to think about this for a moment. Actually, she says, that’s not wrong. You’re taking physics, Fionnuala? Don’t let Dr Brearton get spooked by the new safety regulations, and keep it all tidily on the page. If he’s on form, he’ll be injured by study week. She clicks her tongue. They’d have told Nikola Tesla to put manners on the sparks flying. Giddy murmuring spreads in response to this, but it seems to be prompted by the mention of study week, not about her call to pedagogical panache. The students do tend to focus on the wrong measurements—grades, likes, bits per second. Hours remaining. Olwen tries not to feel let down: they’re the ones who have been let down, she knows too well, and yet she has to remind herself.


The answer I was after? About Luca and his phone? She pans the room for something glinty. The answer, young scholars, is rocks. (A few students sit up straighter at this new title: scholars.) Luca holds in his fist seventy-five of the one hundred and eighteen elements known to man, she says. There are more elements in that phone than there are in Luca’s body. Fancy rocks. Rocks plus time. Carbon carbon carbon. And every text message involves more of it. Where would we be without it? We’re Stone Age people still. We only have tooth-whitening kits and Duolingo to mark us out as modern.


Ahh . . . it’s OK? Luca asks, his brow scrunched. To make a film?


Olwen nods and turns to Geraldine, still grasping the handle of the squeeze-box with admirable fortitude. We have lights, we have a camera. We have the means to speed up geologic time. Let’s observe how a seabed deforms under the pressure of a drifting continent. Let’s close the ocean.


All twenty students crowd in, aggregating their odours like a chemistry experiment. As both ends are pushed, compressing the sand rainbow inside, someone whispers, ASMR gold! Olwen knows this has something to do with porn. She wouldn’t object to a bit more gasping. Now. See how the folds are—


A scream rips into the room from the hallway. Olwen halts mid-sentence. Geraldine stops the compression. All twenty heads turn to the door. Another scream explodes right outside their lab. An awful, throat-shredding scream—not of panic or terror, exactly, or even bodily pain . . .


Stay where you are, Olwen says, and marches to the door.


What’s she doing? Shawna says. She needs to lock the door! Help me block the entrance! Shawna directs a few classmates to lift a table by its ends.


Stop that! Olwen says, turning back to the class. It’s not—You’re not in danger. I mean, you are . . . but not from this. I know what this is. As she addresses them, another penetrating scream describes itself as plain, brutal torment. Do this poor lad a favour and stay put, she says, closing the door after her.


In the corridor, several doors are open, as teachers and students peer out to see what’s going on. A few people crowd around a young man who is gurning on the floor, his hands knuckled at his chest like a city pigeon’s claws. He is dry-eyed and ashen. He doesn’t seem to register Olwen as she kneels beside him, removing her cardigan to tuck it beneath his head. All right, buddy, she says. His body is so clenched and rigid with the effort of screaming that his head is several inches off the ground, making it easy to slot the cardigan underneath. She tells him she’s phoning his support person—she’d saved the number as Screamer Support—and while she’s waiting for the call to connect, she urges people back to their classrooms. Some students have their fingers in their ears. He’ll be fine, she says. It’ll pass. The support person answers, and in no time she’s hurrying down the hall, throwing her braids behind her shoulder in a gesture of sorry habitude. Thanking Olwen, she returns her cardigan and cradles the young man’s skull with her palm. Olwen had seen her do that before and thought it was to stop his head from banging, but it must be for some other reason. Of course. It’s not epilepsy. It can’t be so easily relieved with material or chemical or logical cushioning: there is only the preverbal clutch; the hold; the exhausted, eventual submission. Olwen is still kneeling there as the support person speaks quietly and slowly—saying his name, then counting to ten, saying his name, counting to ten. Students from another class, having collected their belongings, file past him funereally.


Olwen had first witnessed this boy in the spring, and since then she’s thought of him often. The involuntary screaming struck her as reasonable: a mind responding to its overwhelmed environment, like the atmosphere expressing its excess heat through storms, sea surges, torrents, pissy showers. Here he is screaming out a cyclone, bursting his young blood vessels. He’s a second-year now. Fair dues to that perseverance.


No cause for panic, Olwen tells her class upon her return. He’s in good hands. Try to block it out. Or imagine it’s the drama students!


A lot of respiratory sounds come back at her in protest. Some confused questions. Is it Tourette’s? Is he psychotic? In between the screams, Olwen insists: His distress is the same as yours or mine. Just, the vocalization is a nuisance for him. But he’s used to it. It’s not the first time. He has his support person with him now. It’s better for him if we ignore it. The undergraduates are frowning, milling about like waiters at closing time, but Olwen powers through her own designated happy hour. She looks to the squeeze-box, but it can’t be reset. The damage has been done. Now, she says, will we watch the experiment back on Luca’s phone? Ye were distracted. When you see one of these grand structures in real life, I want ye to be able to knock yerselves sideways with your powers of identification, to have no doubt in your minds as to whether—


The screaming redoubles, and the whole group flinches.


I’m leaving! Shawna pageants her satchel strap over her head and across her torso.


Ah, Shawna. Stay. It’s temporary. All this is fleeting! That’s the point! We have to—


Another scream tears through their exchange. Without waiting for it to end, Shawna utters a strained laugh as she exits. A pal of hers retrieves her backpack and apologetically sidles doorward. Someone suggests they switch rooms. No, Olwen says, we need the lab. The lab is where it’s real. Where it’s tactile and comprehensible. This is where we can test and observe what we learn in lectures and seminars. If I tried to book a new lab, we’d lose half an hour. We don’t have that time to lose. The lad outside? He knows that.


Eric leans dangerously against a table of polarising microscopes. Eh, Olwen? To be fair, we’re not going to learn anything with someone spazzing out in the hall.


Don’t use that word! a mature student called Anushka berates him. She glances unconsciously at Fionnuala, then blushes furiously.


Eric! Olwen plants her fists onto her hips. She’s right. Don’t say spazz. And more important: don’t underestimate the value of your being here, whether you’re learning or screaming or clenching yer sphincters. This may be the last time in your lives when your intentions are good and unambiguous. Your intentions here are to learn: to come to some degree of understanding and wisdom about the earth, how it got this way, where it’s going. You cannot afford to lose a minute’s worth of that intention. Do you get me, Eric?


Eric rolls out his lower lip in purplish consideration.


They should call an ambulance, someone says.


Luca watches the door as a bowler might watch a bowling ball course the gutter.


The undergraduates are a strange assembly. They are neither blame-worthy nor are they culpable. They are neither capable nor are they rubbish. They do not put their confidence in anyone outside their own earthly realm or socioeconomic generation, nor do they have any general confidence in themselves. Already, Olwen likes them a lot. Their expressions of discomfort suggest that they cannot block out the screaming any more than Olwen can block out their discomfort. She sighs at them like a bus. One that had best take them somewhere.


An idea strikes her. She sets her gaze on Fionnuala’s wheelchair. What’s the battery like on that thing? Would it take you five k and back?


Fionnuala tucks her chin to her chest. What . . . ten kilometres? Yeah. Unless I’m carrying groceries or collecting boulders or something. Why?


And it can manage earth? Not this manufactured stuff? She stamps her foot on the vinyl floor.


Fionnuala shrugs. It got me to Siccar Point.


Ah, you’re going far! The rest of you: do ye know the city bikes at the hospital? The Coca-Cola greenwashing bicycles? Thirty seconds’ walk from here. Ye know them? We’ll depart from there at—she checks her watch—ten past twelve sharp. We’re going to use this next hour to put the notion of an hour in context.


We’re going on a field trip? Geraldine asks.


One last shrill scream from the hall, timed like a bell. The class jolts into action. Coats are shrugged on. Bags are flung over shoulders. Natura non constristatur, lads! Olwen says, encouraged. Nobody asks where the field trip is to, she’s glad to notice, or how long it’ll take. They just pack up and make for the road.


∼


Having retrieved her own bicycle from her office, Olwen is the first to arrive at the bike station. I’ve spare inner tubes, tyre levers, Allen keys, and a pump, she tells Eric when he arrives, thinking he’ll be the sort to go in for technical talk. Squinting, he points to his ear to indicate he’s on the phone. She’d missed his earpods—like the ones her sister Rhona goes around in, so none of the world can get into her head, unless she permits it. A minute or two passes before anybody else turns up, so Olwen becomes invested in Eric’s sales pitch. He works for a call-centre startup that lets him clock in in five-minute increments via an app, which records calls while the app is in use. He offers to do some research and call the customer back, but his offer must be turned down, because the conversation ends with a note of defeat.


Were they stingy? Olwen asks.


No, Eric says. She actually had some valid concerns about our nuclear policy, and—


Who’s our?


Greenpeace, he says, returning the earpods to their case.


Eric, you’re full of surprises. Good on you, working for Greenpeace.


Nah, the client changes every week. Next week’s Christian Aid. Last week was the AA Motoring Trust.


Olwen lets a loud lorry pass and tries not to exude as much gloom as it does. With that business head on you, why are you doing earth science?


Eric looks into the middle distance and spots a couple of classmates arriving. Olwen senses something alter in his demeanour, as if he’s swapping out whatever he wants to say for an easier script.


It’s like doing an arts degree, he says. Kind of a non-choice, but good for the soul. Or something?


Olwen thinks of Nell, her philosopher sister—sick, single, arts-degreed, adjuncting her thirties away, shuffleboarding between Connecticut campuses, without health insurance, if ostensibly happy—and she frowns at Eric. If it’s apathy you’re selling me, Eric, I’m not buying it. You’re doing it for a reason, and you can’t name the reason yet, and that’s fine. At this, she sees a slight flush cross his face.


Fionnuala appears with a friend called Rachel: a sophisticated young one who likely plays the oboe or the French horn. Rachel’s only exchanges with Olwen to date have been about humidity. Olwen glances at the sky—so low as to lend the outdoors a bunker quality—and hails the benefits of fresh air, particulate matter be damned. Olwen sizes up the piddling turnout: Fionnuala. Rachel. Eric. Geraldine. And an accident-prone lad called Berat, who could capably direct the rebuilding of a superconducting rock magnetometer, but who you wouldn’t trust to catch the change handed to him at a till.


Berat, you know we’re not insured for trips beyond the campus?


Berat nods. Once, when Olwen spotted him using the printer’s industrial-grade stapler to mend a rip in his trousers, he offered up the apologetic information that his mother and brother had both taken out life insurance on him.


Technically this isn’t class at all, she tells them. It’s extracurricular. Entirely nonmandatory.


Berat clutches the bike at arm’s length, his body and the bicycle forming a precarious triangle.


So, this is us. We six voyagers! I won’t keep ye long. We’ll just sneak in a few million years before lunchtime. We’re going down past Blackrock Beach. It’s three miles. Twenty minutes or thereabouts. And we’ll ride on the pavement wherever there’s no bike lanes, since we’re not . . . insured, she says, glaring at Berat.


Geraldine suggests to Eric that she’d rather buy him a pint than support Coca-Cola, if he’ll let her ride sidesaddle. It’s a single-speed, Eric says flatly, and it’s vintage. Geraldine turns to Berat and suggests that he let her ride his bike, and he can perch on the crossbar. He can sit comfortably on her towel-cape, she says, lifting off the cape to reveal a spaghetti-strap vest. It’s all Berat can do to close his eyes and back onto the crossbar.


What doesn’t kill them, Olwen thinks. It seems wrong, though, to voyage out with so few youngsters in tow. She sends a text to her partner’s two sons: I’m with a few of the undergraduates on bikes. We’ll be passing St Enda’s. If ye fancy mitching, be at the school gate in 9 mins flat. Then she mounts her bike. She doesn’t check for a response, and the rest fall into line behind her. As they approach St Enda’s school, the two boys glide in out of nowhere to join the troupe, glancing back at their school with the giddy mortification of culprits.


This is Cian and Tommy, Olwen shouts. Now we’ll have a job to keep up with them.


Cian is eight, and he wears the expression of someone who has just laid down a winning gin rummy hand. Tommy, ten, has the crestfallen posture of having overlooked a lot of cheating. They resemble their father in their freckles—a darker brown than their hair—and in their strappy physiques. Tommy has had a growth spurt, so his backpack looks reasonable, whereas Cian’s is Sisyphean, and it’s hard for Olwen not to try to relieve him of it, despite his mettle. They have their mother’s amber eyes, so Olwen can’t look at them without seeing their loss. Cian still has several baby teeth with cavities from the fizzy drinks relatives poured in ridiculous quantities while his father didn’t have the heart to stop them. Despite their experience, they are both still children, and the undergraduates are wary of what their presence means for the ambitions of this outing, but they nod sociably.


As they descend Threadneedle Road, the ocean silvers up to them like a platter licked clean of hors d’oeuvres. The wind of an hour ago has died off completely, and to Olwen it feels as though they are moving through nothing. No weather. No atmospheric mass. No dark matter. The boys, she notices, are moving easily through the world, moving of their own accord. When did this happen? When did their grief change into something travellable? She no longer needs to lay her hands on their backs to push them through it.


At the end of the promenade, Olwen leads them onto a narrow path past Blackrock’s diving board, populated by fluffy-lipped lads in threadbare boxers who lob one another into the water like scraps of bread. She leads her troupe along the coastal path, past a caravan park, and across a sandy inlet to a cliff. On the way, Fionnuala had insisted that they go right down to the base of the cliff instead of viewing it from afar. If Berat is willing to lose his fertility for the sake of this field trip, she said, being lifted a few metres is the least I can tolerate.


∼


The bikes are now jetsam’d about the sand and shingle. Dry, rotted seaweed exudes its pungent smell. The students sit and stand and hunker variously, their backs to the ocean. They crane their necks to scan the cliff for something field-trip-worthy. The cliff is barely more than a mound of compacted dirt, with none of the structural formations they’d been expecting. Cian has busied himself extracting tools from Olwen’s field trip daypack: a geology compass, a rock chisel, an all-weather notebook, and pencils. He hands Tommy the compass charitably and keeps the hammer. Olwen plonks herself onto a limestone boulder and leans on her knees. She inhales deeply, rasping as if the air is full of grit she must strenuously filter. This is for effect, to put the younger people in a state of concern and care. Once she senses their attention fixed upon her, she collects a mop of seaweed, tears off an arm, and begins to pop its air bladders.


These make one new air bladder per year, she says. Like the rings of a tree. There’s . . . seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven here. So this yoke is older than Cian and Tommy. Now. I’m going to ask a question. Don’t say the answer, you two, OK? Only nod if ye can answer the following: do ye know what that is, and how it got here?


The boys follow Olwen’s gaze to the cliff and back again. Tommy nods. When Cian begins to say It’s—, Tommy grunts at his brother, wide-eyed, and shakes his head exaggeratedly.


Of course ye do! Ye’ve a firm grasp of the world around ye. Olwen winks at Cian and then says, My dear University of Galway bachelor of earth science undergraduates: what is this landform, and how did it come to be?


A lot of frowns are exchanged. Geraldine mouths to Eric: It’s a cliff, like!


Coastal erosion? Rachel says.


At least she didn’t say humidity. Think bigger, Olwen says. Not the last spring tide, but the last geological epoch. Bear in mind, she tells them, Cian and Tommy know the answer, and they’re younger than this seaweed.


Yeah, but come on, Eric says. Their mum’s a scientist!


Well, actually, their mum was a florist, Olwen says. She ran her own business. Without needing to look, she can feel the boys’ ease with these stated truths.


When she’d first met them four years ago, Jasper’s sons had seemed like ruptured tyres for which she could only offer a paltry repair kit; she had to be careful what terrain she steered them onto. When their handsome father caught Olwen staring at him in a Starbucks, she had blurted out: Nice plans for the day? We’re going to Mass, Jasper said, gathering the boys into his shadow. To Mass . . . on a Tuesday? Olwen asked. You believe in something all week long? No, Jasper said, not at all, actually . . . but we thought we’d try sitting beside people who do. See if . . . And he’d trailed off. Their drinks were ready simultaneously, so Olwen pretended to be walking in the same direction. Passing the Spanish Arch, she showed the boys fossil evidence in its walls. This limestone is three hundred and fifty million years old, she said, running her palm along its flank as though it were roadkill, still warm. Limestone’s composed of organic remains. Amphibians, reptiles . . . human bodies! She flashed spooky eyes at the boys, but it was she who was spooked, by their wounded, haunted expressions.


But OK, Olwen says to the undergraduates, I won’t pit the generations against each other. The conundrum we have before us is called a drumlin. A landform Ireland is famous for. From the Irish droimnín. Little hump. It’s a record of a series of glaciations in Earth’s history. An epoch called the Pleistocene. Right above our heads was ice heavier than you can fathom. Heavier than all the data centres on the planet, and all the freshwater we’re ruining to cool them. Fionnuala: Would ice be lighter or heavier than water, if we’re talking the same volume? Lighter. Thank you. Fionnuala is our resident physicist, she tells the boys in a whisper. Like Olwen, the boys haven’t taken off their helmets; they are a team within a team. And no harm to be helmeted, as long as Berat keeps stacking stones into what might be a cairn—a landmark for someone who has lost their way. So! she continues. Twenty thousand years ago, the ice above our heads would have been home to woolly mammoths and giant beavers . . . until the planet warmed and the glaciations ended. When the last ice sheet was in melt phase, retreating northward, it sculpted this. She gestures to the drumlin. A hard boulder—likely granite—would’ve lain at the glacier’s base, just there, and as the ice slid across the boulder, bits of debris fell off behind it. What was left was this kind of . . . boob shape. You see all that stuff—pebbles, cobbles, sediments held together in a matrix of sand and mud? All that fell off the glacier. To see it now is to be reminded that our balmy atmosphere is temporary. It would’ve been temporary anyways, mind, because ecosystems are dynamic. But nature would have let us have a few millennia yet, if we’d been chill and sound and reasonable. Instead, we’ve been needy, grabby, arsony narcissists.


The boys smirk at Olwen’s curse adjacency—they know how she is when she gets into the swing of it, goes off on one—but the undergraduates are unsmiling. Why? Possibly because of that we.


We’ve fast-forwarded through the habitable-Earth episode, you see. We’re nearly at the closing credits. Processes that should take millions of years are playing out over centuries. Decades. We flush nitrogen-phosphate topsoil into the sea and strain the remaining soil for minerals like it’s a teabag. We impound rivers and change the sediment flux. We push glaciers up and out of existence and acidify the oceans. We sign the depositional record as if it’s a guest book at an Airbnb . . . after we’ve trashed the place. The drumlins we’ll leave behind will be made of Lego astronauts and Kalashnikovs and radioactive chicken bones and Jesus-in-a-manger figurines. Olwen tosses the bladderwrack she’d been holding onto the smooth, weathered stones. What use are our powers of identification, I wonder, if a drumlin—overnight—becomes a slag heap? No wonder we overdo it on the afternoon gins.


A pair of gulls scream past, their radish eyes seeking out a sandwich. The boys trail them, but the undergraduates’ attention is trained on Olwen. What can she feed them but the truth? Going by their vigilant expressions, they suspect it is spiked.


Rachel, the meteorologist in the making, clears her throat. Dr Flattery?


Olwen.


Rachel clears her throat again. It feels like you’re saying that we’re—after glancing at the boys, she edits the adjective—a powerful species.


You don’t need to say it feels that way, Olwen says. You know it. That’s a well-observed and peer-reviewed fact. We’re geomorphic agents, changing the earth more than all natural processes combined. More than weather! More—


And if we made all that destruction happen, Rachel says, doesn’t that mean we can make a different sort of change happen?


Chatter breaks out among the students, about reforesting and degrowing and eating plants and electrifying. Olwen might have added greased lightning! to their chorus, but instead she looks to the sky, where those herring gulls are doing their darnedest to make up for the invertebrate shortfall. Thirty years ago, when her baby sister Nell was a toddler and already obsessed with the sea and everything that lived by it, there were ten such gulls for every one there is now. Once, they were a force to be reckoned with.


Who remembers the Geologic Time Scale from the lab? Olwen asks. What was the unit of time Fionnuala wanted for “really, really long”?


An aeon, Fionnuala says, without missing a beat. The liquid crystals in her mood ring have shifted with the temperature to an unsettled orange.


That’s the ticket, Olwen says. An aeon. That’s the biggie. Billions of years long. One size down from an aeon is an era. Hundreds of millions of years. The Palaeozoic Era lasted two hundred and ninety million years, for example. Shorter than an era is a period. A period is tens of millions of years. Last and least, the smallest unit of geologic time is an epoch. Not tens of millions of years, but only a few million. The Pleistocene, also known as the Great Ice Age, was an epoch. And what we’re looking at, she says, nodding to the drumlin, is proof that it happened.


And now’s the Anthropocene, Eric says, popping the calcium in his knuckles for a small applause.


Berat mutters, What?


Eric says, It’s a new period of time—


Epoch, Fionnuala interjects, and then covers her mouth. Sorry!


Geraldine cackles. Cian and Tommy skitter, too, at Eric’s popcorn knuckles.


Eric lifts his chin at Fionnuala. Cheers. It’s a new epoch, brought on by old people. Eric rolls out his lower lip again, this time more resigned than curious.


Go on, Olwen says. What else do you know about the Anthropocene?


Anthro means human, Eric says. Or Anthropo.


It’s Greek, Geraldine says. It means “man.” And “cene” means “new.”


If Geraldine has ever seemed like a humanities scholar who’d had a spliff and got lost in the corridor, she does now.


A tumbling sound draws everyone’s attention to Berat, who’d been engineering his hapless cairn and is now furtively nursing his shin.


We tipped the system, Eric says, standing up when his phone rings. His height makes the act of standing seem confrontational.


She’s actually calling back, he says, looking to Olwen. Do you mind if I—


By all means! Olwen says, amazed. She shakes her fist in the air feebly. Always be closing.


The phone call saves her from challenging Eric with the fact that the Anthropocene hasn’t yet been formally ratified by the International Commission on Stratigraphy; that some of her colleagues would insist that crediting humans with effecting an epoch is tantamount to gaslighting. Where do we get off, thinking we’re so grand? Yes, we might be the agent of change between epochs, but we do not constitute an epoch. All we are is a boundary event. Olwen can feel the muscles around her mouth straining, like coastal infrastructure that won’t hold much longer. For now, she doesn’t situate this moment in deep time for them. She doesn’t tell them how soon the drumlin they’re studying will be underwater. How long before the ancient story written there will be lost.


Instead, she hears herself ask a ridiculous set of questions: Will we be a line in the rock, do ye think? A band of pandemonium in the squeeze-box? A chapter in the landscape for future earth science undergraduates to study . . . in the next era?


In the silence that follows, Olwen spies teenagerly expressions on Cian’s and Tommy’s faces. Had she used the wrong tone, for something that was meant to be an encouragement? Olwen pulls at her clothes to let in a bit of air, and says truthfully: A geology education from the nineties didn’t prepare me for the fact I’d be taking my students to the beach in October, in spaghetti-strap vests. If I’d known, I’d be on the floor in some hallway screaming too.


Rachel pivots to the boys, anxious at the doomy lessons. Her throat makes a popping sound, like a jar of pickles being opened, but Olwen gets her words out first. The ozone levels were stabilising, she says, when I was a fresher. We were awful naïve.


Olwen scans her students to try to glean what’s compacting their brows in this unfamiliar way. She had meant to expand them. To show them that death has always been part of life on this earth. Everything changes and dies. Their time might be brief, but that’s all the more reason to be in it: this real, definite, reliable, incompressible, unquenchable Earth.


Cian has retrieved his lunch box from his pack. Olwen watches as he peels the tinfoil deftly from his sandwich so that it forms a tray beneath the fluffy white bread, then tucks his thumbs under the bread to lift it to his mouth. Absolutely everyone’s eyes are on him, on the complex structural process. When a slice of pale orange cheese flops out of the ascending sandwich, Cian snaps his gaze skyward for gulls. Breathing heavily through his button nose, he lowers the sandwich back onto its foil. He collects the cheese from the ground, showers it clean with his squeezy water bottle, pats it dry on his jumper, then sets it back in the sandwich.


Tommy, who has been watching everyone watch his brother as if their grades depend on it, says: Can we go back to school now?


∼


They do. Olwen’s class disperses upon their return, and her afternoon is dizzy with pointless meetings. Disputes about the faculty’s strategic plan to do this and that. Tension between the such-and-such subcommittee and the student advisory board. Collective mourning over a research grant whose rejection means the loss of several PhDs—a rejection that will return each researcher to their private, sheltered, performance-review-sufficient caves; a rejection that will moot further collaboration. Inertia is go! Olwen crows to her colleagues, summarising the proceedings; they chortle but don’t include it in the minutes.


The final meeting of the day begins as Olwen is switching off her office light to go home.


Do you have a minute?


It’s her colleague Markus, whose shirt, gridded blue like graph paper, is untucked, indicating a major crisis. Olwen has the urge to take hold of his shirttail and play Xs and Os on it.


For you, Markus, I have a “hot minute,” as my sister Nell tells me is a unit of time in America. Olwen recrosses the heat threshold of her office. The heat comes on automatically from the first of October, which was two days ago, and the college hasn’t adjusted this for global warming, for fear of sparking fury among the fury opportunists. Speaking of which, she says, I was—


The comments are in from Nature Geoscience, Markus says.


Olwen scans his expression. Will you take a drink?


No, because I’ll be pulling an all-nighter on the appeal. He hands her his phone.


Olwen reads the letter aloud in the Kent accent of the suspected editor:




Thank you for submitting your manuscript to Nature Geoscience. Please accept my apologies for the delay in getting back to you, which was caused by recent staff changes. This delay is all the more regrettable as I am sorry to say that we cannot offer to publish your study.


This manuscript, despite its quality, contains too much analytical work and scenario assessment to constitute a Comment or Perspective piece. It would be better considered as a research paper. The longitudinal data gathering is to be commended: such slow work can be systematically disincentivised, given the possibility of failing to arrive at statistical significance after two or three years, and the publishing outcomes often demanded by the academy.


We do not doubt the significance of your findings on the reshaping and erosion of these three sites due to climatic change. They certainly contribute to the Anthropocene and Great Acceleration debates. The scenarios analysed provide useful indications of potential trends.


However, we did view more sceptically your central argument, that erosion exacerbated by climatic change is disappearing the surficial geologic record. That while there is some regulation in the extractive industries to protect sites of geologic significance, there are no such measures or mitigation attempts to protect the geologic record being erased by the effects of climate change. While you provide indisputable evidence for this erasure, I am sorry to say that, in our view, this is not a problem in need of address. Rather, it is simply the creation of a new geologic record.


The material dispersal, drift, and dissolution of Quaternary landforms you cite as case studies are creating the record for future geologists. Yes, it will be a record that displaces previous records. But a flood-induced mudslide cannot be compared to the excavation of a quarry, as the former is a natural process. At the risk of oversimplification, the movement of earth surface materials is a straightforward matter of geology. What is happening to these materials—coastal decay, wetland extension, river basin spread, mountain range erosion, the extinction of life-forms, and so on—will evidence the conditions of this geologic period/epoch.


For these reasons, we are unable to conclude that the paper provides the sort of significant conceptual advance in our understanding of geological processes that would be of immediate interest to a broad readership of researchers in the community. We feel that the manuscript would be better suited to a more specialised journal, whose readership would benefit from the detailed case studies and the novel methodology and modelling employed therein.


I hope you will understand that our decision in no way reflects any doubts about the quality of the work reported. I hope you will rapidly receive a more favourable response elsewhere.





Olwen opens a filing cabinet and takes out a couple of gin miniatures. She throws one to Markus, so that he can’t refuse, and uncaps her own.


I love this stuff, she says after draining it. Beara Ocean Gin. It’s almost saline. Marine science’s finest.


Do you have time to talk through how to adapt it now? Sorry, but I won’t sleep tonight otherwise.


No, she says after a pause. We won’t be bothering with that.


I’m sorry?


Markus watches Olwen put on her helmet, clip the chinstrap, then tighten it. His own jaw hangs loose.


Try a lower-tier journal if you like, she says. Or rejig it to fit into parameters someone will like. By all means. Different set of reviewers. Softer terrain.


Markus shakes his head rapidly, as if to make the apple fall from it. I can’t go a rung down! I need a top-tier publication this year. For tenure track. It’s one of the criteria in my performance review. Not just a paper in submission, but accepted.


Glancing morosely at the light switch, Olwen sucks at her teeth.


We can protect the integrity of our research, she says, or you can play the game. You can duck and dive in whatever direction is beneficial. I’ll have to leave you to it. I’m not feeling sporty.


∼


Olwen now relays the events of the day to her partner, Jasper, the pair of them spinning slow circles on his office chair while rain hisses at the window in the navy blue evening. Jasper is a video editor and producer; his home office is an amphitheatre of monitors and stage-lit glow. Electro house music intz-gnnnnnz from the headphones around his neck. Olwen isn’t one to sit on laps, but she’d spotted a flirty comment on one of his videos and teased him: OBSESSED. Jasper you’re an alchemist. I wish I could—He’d wrestled her onto his lap and spun the two of them around so fast she couldn’t finish reading the comment. There was no need to be coy about his admirers, she told him. He should avail himself of every chlamydia-free opportunity. Monogamy is an onomatopoeic word, she said—it’s as boring as it sounds! But he’d shut her up with beardy, hungry kisses until both their heads spun. It had been easy for him to laugh off such suggestions four years ago, when they were first together, because he knew it was her way of telling him she wasn’t trying to replace his dead wife. There could be no such thing. The last time she’d brought it up, he thanked her for the free pass but said he’d like to continue trusting his instincts—which was to love the fuck out of her exclusively, if that was OK—and that, no matter what, she should feel free to trust hers.


Now, with each slow rotation of the chair, they see each other in their window reflection. Olwen feels older than she is. Jasper looks older than he is. But he is so well recovered from when she met him, from when she first moved in. She can’t but marvel at the absence of bruising on every inch of his skin, and in the vast majority of his anecdotes.


Tommy reckons your students are scared of you, Jasper says. He thinks it’s the hammer you carry around. One of them nearly called social services—


Ah here!


—by the sounds of it—


You’re the one who’s making them cook dinner! Olwen slaps Jasper’s face, quite hard, then kisses the bristly cheek. It feels of lichen.


Jasper presses his face into her neck. I hope we’re stocked up on Gaviscon.


Guess what they’re making? Olwen bites her lower lip.


What?


Baked beans and sausages with the packet potato farls. Jasper glances at one of his screens. Yum!


They’ve nearly stopped spinning when Jasper pushes off the ground again, and they swirl like a planet and its addict moon. He’s happy with their trajectory. He is amazed every morning that the day seems like a possible project, that the turn of it proves fulfilling; he is amazed every evening when Olwen completes her steady orbital course only to be there again, drawn back to them, still. He doesn’t feel the atmospheric drag, as Olwen does, or dwell on all the debris falling. She has tried to talk to him . . . but she doesn’t want to undo the work they’ve done here. What would be the point, for her to see them through to this safety, only to declare it unlivable? She hears herself speaking, as if she’s watching them from the threshold:


And I said to them: would you not think of a vegetable? And Cian said: the sausages are made of vegetables! They’re just brown ’cause it’s all mixed together! God he’s awful cute. And then Tommy got in a tizzy, saying potatoes are vegetables and beans are too he’s pretty sure and they’re in tomato sauce and it’s tomato ketchup so basically all they’re cooking is vegetables! Now . . . the fact is, he’s less cute, but he’s accurate.


Oof. The wrath of Tommy is the worst kind of wrath.


Don’t I know, Olwen says. She breathes in deeply, considers their rate of deceleration on the chair. The wrath of Tommy belongs to the boy she’d heard about—the boy he’d been before she’d met him, before he was bereaved. It makes him sort of a stranger to Olwen now, but one she is very glad to have cooking her dinner.


The fire alarm hasn’t gone off yet. Olwen sighs.


Jasper sniffs and rubs his nose. Well, I don’t blame you having a drink after that day, he says. If I heard a screamer in the hall, I’d be with that American student, barricading the door.


Olwen thumps his arm. You would not.


I would! You’re the first responder in this house. I’d push you through the door, then barricade it.


The room seems to bounce; Olwen realises it’s because she’s laughing. She feels the warmth of Jasper’s body as he reaches around her to respond to a producer’s message on his screen. You won’t bother with adapting the paper, then? he asks. Is it because they said it’s just a research paper? Haven’t you and Markus been at that one for months? You should appeal.


Freeing her arm from behind Jasper’s head, Olwen turns to watch what he’s typing. She sees a window full of tabulations; another, larger one, of steady work coming in, which he has the will to do; and more, she sees Jasper, sees that he is well. Her vision softens at this long-awaited scene. She moves around it, to capture its buttermilk glow. Then she turns her gaze to the real, rain-drizzled window, where their bodies are reflected as a Venn diagram.


It’s not an adaptation they want, she mutters. It’s concessions. As if we’re politicians. She presses her brow, which feels mulchy. Quick-tempoed, snare-heavy music bickers from his Bluetooth headphones. Jasper is thinking it’s not like her not to retaliate. She can feel him think this. They’ve done all the hard graft! It was such a lot of work! They’d been meticulous. The findings are substantive. They should challenge it. How about an even bigger journal? Science. PNAS. As if to contradict him, she says: What’s another research paper? What’s another ten research papers, bent over backward? She hears the rattle of cutlery from the kitchen. Or is it the music? A sensation slides up her back, like a tide that slips in while you nap and wets your towel. When she gets to her feet, the feeling travels in the opposite direction. It had been his hands on her body, she realises, wanting her to stay . . . wanting to make them eclipse one another. A lovely, obstructive phenomenon. Black flecks glint across her vision. Obsidian rapidly cooled.


She frowns. Do I smell burning?


∼


Deep in the night, the whitewater noise of a sound machine keeps Jasper sleeping. Normally Olwen thinks it a shame to null the howly west coast weather, but tonight she’s glad for the barrier the sound machine puts between her partner’s peace and her own tossing wakefulness. She gets out of bed, pulls on layers of fresh, wrinkly clothes from the laundry, and pads around the house, getting the feel of the darkness. She won’t turn on the lights. She wants neither to reignite the day that has been nor to start the new one. She does, though, want a drink. On the rocks! she says to the lamp, smacking its shade like a shoulder. She catches it before it falls. On the rocks, she says.


One freezer drawer is dedicated to chopped homegrown rhubarb. That had been Maeve, the chef, taught her that. She scoops into the rhubarb with a crystal tumbler and jiggles the glass for the dull, dulcifying thuck. Groping from the kitchen to the lounge drinks cabinet, she enjoys the hug of her woollen socks. There is nothing like a pair of snug-fitting, finely woven socks. Shoes, next. Nothing like having a pair of shoes on, and going somewhere in them. She was a little late in learning that herself. On account of having to keep her sisters alive. Ah, she’d done well. She’d done wonders. And it’s been a while now, really. Long enough.


Her throat contracts at the cold gin as she pours it. Frozen rhubarb cracks and thickens in the glass. What with the sound machine, it’s hard to know if the rain has stopped.


It hasn’t.


Standing at the back door, she watches the suburban florescence make ash of the droplets. Rain comes down on everything, and everyone on the street has a vague sense of how it will go up again and down, up again and down, describing the guttering as gin describes a gullet. As to how it stays clean . . . we’d all confess ignorance. Ah, they’re all fine without knowing. Aren’t they? Olwen knocks back her drink and chews on it. The batch of rhubarb she’d planted had been a sour one. Those plants do better higher up. At altitude. Olwen browses the night for its pinnacle. Trees regulated to neighbourly heights nod and shift around, perfectly spaced, perfectly orderly, their branches tucked in like guests who regret coming to the party. Olwen salutes them. She’s brought the bottle to the threshold, she notices, so she refills and thinks of a toast. To ten more papers? she whimpers. She is panting, but she cannot see her breath.


Can we go back to school now? Tommy had asked. What presence of mind. What a gut! That boy has some knack for gauging when to step back from a patch of land . . . when a subsurface fault could cause it to subside.


En route through the bewildering house, a splash of gin into the glass to wash it of vegetable fibres. Before swallowing, she thinks to transfer it into a Thermos, then adds just a finger’s worth or two, for the journey through the house to the garage, where she shuts herself in before flipping the light switch.


In the jumble of belongings and equipment, amid the suburban freight and affluence, slow as the lights are to illuminate what’s there, Olwen sees almost at once what she’s come for. Where to, now.
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