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      We were asked, at one point, to describe Sans. PRESS in terms of what we'd be in a forest. After cycling through a number of very tempting lies – gorgeous flowers, long-living trees, exciting animals – we ended up landing in the only thing that rang remotely true. A handful of mushrooms, we said. You know, the kind you find when you lift up a rock?

      Because, if we've strived for anything so far, it is to be the weird ones in the clearing. If we've been doing it right, we hope to be keeping you – our readers – on your toes, no matter if this is the first of our collections to reach you or (can you believe it?) the seventh.

      And, very true to name, Stranger is our weirdest one to date. I'd be doing ourselves, you, and our writers a disservice if I tried to fit all of these stories under one label, one neat bow that ties the whole thing together, so I won't. I'll tell you only to think of a bunch of mushrooms you found under a rock. They might make a delicious meal, or they might be unthinkably poisonous; they might be ancient or brand new; beautiful or downright disturbing; they might thrive under darkness or be steadily fighting to reach the light. The only think you can really know by looking is that you can't look away – they're fascinating, they smell delicious, and they're calling for you.

      And what echoes behind all of the stories in Stranger is the persistent challenge of trying to know others – and the reminder that it might be equally impossible to fully know ourselves.

      In this latest collection, there are doubles that reflect the worse in us, and doubles that smooth hard edges; transformations brought on by true belief or by scheming plans; and unexpected bonds that come from the shadows, from inside or from beyond! Once again, the hardest part of putting Stranger together was having to pick from all the mind-bending (in the best way!) works we got to read.

      As ever, we are so grateful to every writer that trusted us with the work, the lecturers and booksellers supporting our project, the Arts Council and every single one of our readers!

      Welcome to the woods – follow the trails, look under rocks and forage for mushrooms! Just, you know, mind the poison.
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      Please be advised that discussions of death, grief and sexuality may be present throughout the book.

      
        
        Harvest of Shadows: injury detail, large scale death

        The Starving Feeling: drug misuse, mental distress

        Rent: body horror, violent death

        Haire: injury detail (of an animal), serious illness (referenced)

        Them: body horror, large scale death

        The Treachery of the Heart: injury detail

        We Came Travelling: sexual abuse (implied)

        Satellite Office: war (referenced), blood, injury detail

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into an enormous insect.”

        The Metamorphosis, Franz Kafka

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “They did not speak, they did not bow, they were not acquainted; they saw each other; and, like the stars in the sky separated by millions of leagues, they lived by gazing upon each other.”

        Les Misérables, Victor Hugo
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      I first met my sister the morning of Daddy’s burial. She was lying in a ditch near the chapel, her skin all scraped by thorns, little wounds spitting crimson driplets of blood on the foliage around her. I wondered if she had risen through the earth to find me. We looked a lot alike.

      Aren’t you only after going and falling into the ditch, I said to her.

      Not fallen, she said, just unable to stand. And I’ve a funeral to attend.

      I held my hand out to her and she wrapped her wet fingers around my wrist. The ditch was sodden with the runaway water of a nearby river. A thorn cut shallowly into her right cheek as I raised her, leaving a long interrupted trail like a sewn hem on her face – her face, which was also my face. She adjusted the strap of the old, mud-caked leather satchel she had thrown over one shoulder, the kind Daddy used to carry his woodworking tools in.

      Is it your father who’s dead, I asked her.

      ‘Tis, she said.

      Dead this Monday past? I asked.

      Being buried today in the church just behind us, she said.

      In which case, I told her, your father is my father, and the two of us are sisters.

      We walked hand in hand to the chapel where Daddy’s old stone body lay in its burnt-sugar box, handmade by the man himself. We were late to the party, so the priest was reciting his sermon already, and I wanted to tell him it was no use, ‘cause if Hell was real then our Daddy was already burning there.

      The only place he’s going is into the soil, said my new sister.

      The two of us laughed sharply. The priest lost his place.

      By this time, some of her blood had wet the cuff of my white blouse and I felt at once that we were close, as close as two people could ever be, and I didn’t know her name but I felt that she could not be a stranger but truly my sister, a woman whose face I shared, my half-sister: a term which suited us fine since we were two halves of a whole, one babe torn apart by King Solomon. When the Mass was over Daddy went out on the shoulders of the funeral director and her three sons, and when he was lowered into his lowly plot my sister and I both bent our backs and spat on the head of his coffin.

      After the burial we went into town, and only once we were sat in Delia’s cafe did we let go of each other’s hands. She was covered in dirt and she smelled of it too. I told her I’d pay this time, no worries at all. I ordered a fruit scone with butter and cream and blackcurrant jam made in-house, and a cup of tea with no milk and no sugar, and she asked for the very same. I shook my head in disbelief while we ate at how I, who this morning had no one, had now myself and everyone. Our mothers, we discovered, had even given us the same name, “Geraldine”, through sheer coincidence and lack of input from our father.

      I can’t believe, I said, I can’t believe he never told me about you. I can’t believe I’ve gone my whole life not knowing I had you. And we’re so alike, you and me, aren’t we? Looking at you now, I said, it’s like looking in a mirror.

      A mirror, indeed. Our noses bent sideways in different directions. I wanted to ask her how she’d broken hers.

      It’s amazing he spoke to you at all, she told me then, and my heart broke for her. Which is better, a body and soul all lost at sea or a ghost in the house, a heart buried in the garden? I suspected this was not the first day Ger had mourned her father. She said he just planted her one day, and was gone.

      And your mother, I asked, is she living or dead? Was it from her you found out about the burial?

      Dead, said Ger.

      And mine, said I. God, we’re so alike, aren’t we?

      She moved in with me that evening, into the boiling attic bedroom above my own, above the fruit and veg shop our father had owned. She hadn’t much to bring with her, only the clothes on her back and her leather satchel, and the clothes were now mud-stained and ragged. No matter, I told her – we were both the same size. I gave her the pick of my clothes. I dragged the heavy chest of drawers from my bedroom out into the hall while she bathed, and I left it at the foot of the attic ladder, so the two of us could more easily share.

      It feels like home, she said when she climbed into her room for the first time, wearing my spare set of pyjamas.

      Where have you been living until now, I asked her.

      D’you know something, she replied, I can’t remember.

      I said it’s a pity himself had to die in the middle of July, because the attic was hot, hot, hot; too hot in the summer by half, hence why I’d since taken his room, meaning she’d be in my childhood bedroom. Ger wasn’t to worry at all, though, because the shop downstairs was a cold concrete slab of a place, and air-conditioned as well, so we’d be nice and cool at work the next morning.

      Can I really come and work in the shop? She asked from the top rung of the ladder, her torso twisting like a wizened tree trunk to look back at me.

      Of course you can, of course you can, I said. It’s our shop, Ger, left to Daddy’s kin.

      I’ll take your bag, I said then, because she was clearly laden down by the weight of it, and the strap looked close to snapping. She told me in harsh and certain terms that I wasn’t to touch her bag ever. Ever. Sisters are like that, I hear: dramatic. I wished her sweet dreams and got ready for bed. I fell asleep that night with a smile on my lips, thanking God and all who’d listen that my father was dead.

      When I snuck out early the next morning with grand designs for breakfast (Ger would have what I’d have), I was surprised to find her already up and dressed and standing in front of the chest of drawers, running her knuckles across the varnished dark wood. She wore a long sleeveless sundress, beige in colour like the bare walls and contents of the house itself. Her skin was all clear of scrapes and bruises. She looked part of the furniture already.

      Tell me about this, she said, still absently stroking.

      The chest of drawers? Daddy made them. They’re legacy pieces, I suppose, made to outlast him. He even grew the trees himself. He was green-thumbed.

      Hence the greengrocer’s, she said. Her palm paused to hover over a swirling pattern of curls and vines he’d drawn in pale, inlaid wood.

      Yes, I said, and on that note, you’d want to change your clothes, my love, into something more sensible. That dress will get destroyed downstairs. Breakfast?

      I can hear him in it.

      Breakfast, Ger?

      She did change eventually, into jeans and a rough-hewn tartan shirt she must have found in the bottom drawer, and after she came downstairs with that full-to-bursting satchel hung around her neck we took breakfast together in the garden. I baked warm fruit scones and made crunchy bowls of muesli, all served with tart yoghurt and glistening red jam and thick clotted cream, with freshly-squeezed orange juice to drink in tall glasses.

      Your father made these, my half-sister said, of the wooden table and chairs we were sitting on. She drank her muesli from the bowl, both hands cupped around it.

      I must admit I was rankled by this, because I’d handmade the scones and the juice and the jam and so forth and she’d made no such remark about them. I told her I’d sooner burn the chairs and the table, but times were hard and furniture cost money.

      They’re made from the same tree as the chest of drawers, Ger told me.

      I’d sooner get rid of them, I repeated, and I took a very deliberate sup of orange juice.

      Oh no, Geraldine, not these ones. They’re his legacy, remember.

      She ran the pads of her fingers across the surface of the table.

      Ger stayed back to wash the dishes while I went down to open the shop. I’d closed the place for Daddy’s funeral, and just one day of closure had left it feeling haunted. The bare concrete walls of the back room were cold and dry despite the heat outside, and when daylight sept through the open doorway and into the windowless darkness my eyes played a trick on me. I saw the unfamiliar shape of my father where, the lightbulb soon confirmed, there were only cobwebs and stiff waxed coats on hangers. I gathered some empty plastic crates and left the room quickly.

      My half-sister was, like me, a good worker, and after we had the shop set up I spent some moments just looking at her lovingly, and she back at me. Eventually she had to flip the door sign on my behalf from “closed” to “open”, or I might never have done it.

      I’ll never be lonely again, I said, and then Fintan Prendergast was in the door with his empty bottles for refilling.

      Fintan was an absolute fossil of a man with a penchant for my home-squeezed juices. He stopped quite abruptly in front of Ger and looked her up and down.

      ‘Who’s that?’ he asked me then, pointing at her.

      ‘My half-sister Geraldine,’ I replied. ‘We call her Ger.’

      ‘She’s like your father,’ said Fintan, his ancient jaw bobbing up and down, chewing on himself.

      ‘I also look like my father,’ I said.

      ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘but she is like your father.’

      And he left with nothing. I told Ger that a gentle breeze would bend Fintan Prendergast out of shape, so she wasn’t to take his attitude to heart. She said it didn’t bother her. Later I caught her standing in front of the mirror on the wall beside the counter, eyes searching our face for the traces of a dead man. She was still looking at herself when it came to dinner that night, at the distorted reflection in her silver soup spoon, which was entirely stealing her attention away from the carrot and sweet potato soup I’d prepared.

      We look terribly alike, don’t we, Geraldine? she said to me. She sounded miles away.

      We look the same, I told her. It’s amazing. I’ve never felt so close to a person.

      Yes, she said, and she slipped the clean spoon into her satchel, preferring instead to lap up the soup with her tongue, like a dog. I’m glad to have found you, she said.

      I saw our father’s ghost today, I found myself telling her, feeling foolish but knowing I shouldn’t hide such things from her, from myself. I saw him in the corner of the back room downstairs.

      He’s in the soil, she said.

      Soup dripped down her chin.

      The following day, Ger woke early to make our breakfast. The salty smell of frying meat permeated the house, and I found our chest of drawers wide open and rifled through. My clothes were strewn about inside. I pushed each drawer tightly closed to prevent any grease getting into the fabrics. My hands lingered for a moment at the top, searching for whatever special quality hers kept finding in the wood. I felt nothing more special than the taut rigor mortis of a dead tree. It never seemed fair that so cold a man could make something so beautiful, when beauty should surely be warm. I looked back through the open doorway of my new room, his old room, dark and a bit hazy through the frying pan’s smoke. I looked up into the open attic above my head and I thought of the rafters there, damp and creaking in the summer heat.

      That night I climbed the ladder and slipped into the bed beside my sister, the two of us smelling of earth. She slept like a corpse, flat on her back. I dreamt of roots, and woke up with dirt on my eyes.

      Time travelled slowly with Ger at my side, always in my clothes, always with that bag on her hip. At night we slept parallel and perfectly mirrored. Our voices and manner of moving became so alike that I sometimes forgot we were separate people at all. I had to look hard at the bend of her crooked nose, which leaned a different way to mine, to remind myself that we were on opposite sides of a mirror. We stopped speaking once we knew we could read each other’s thoughts. I smiled at her often, to show her she wasn’t like Daddy, as Fintan Prendergast said – she wasn’t cold and distant like frozen deep soil; she was a sun-baked river at summer’s end, warm and fresh and lively. As time wore on she took over the cooking. She caught meat in the fields nearby, and I never told her not to; I welcomed the break, welcomed being minded. I brought her vibrant fresh vegetables from my garden. She peeled off the skins with her sharp nails. At night we slept like mirrors, slick with sweat in the hot attic room, a heavy leather satchel in between us.

      When Fintan returned to the shop in early August, finally lured by the siren song of crisp apple juice, Ger was in the back room and I at the till. Their first interaction had left her wary of customers, so we typically were only ever apart when a person came through the shop door. In that sense, I suppose, she was a bit like Daddy, though his was a selfish reclusiveness which left me more often lonely than alone. I’d learned the family business that way: through neglect. I had to, or we’d have had no money. He never sold his carpentry.

      Fintan came in, anyway, heavy head swinging around on his thin neck, eyes wide and cautious. He held four empty milk bottles in hand, ready for refilling. I retched and coughed up a wet thing, like a clump of earth, onto the counter, and quickly wiped it away.

      ‘I was wondering if you’d ever be back, Fintan,’ I joked. My voice was a bit strained. ‘I’m drowned in juice.’

      ‘Is she around?’ he asked me, whispering, still hovering at the threshold.

      ‘She’s in the back there,’ I said.

      He hurriedly filled his four bottles to the brim with the fruit juice I kept on tap by the door. Scuttling across the room, he hauled them onto the counter and took his time rooting around in his pockets for money.

      ‘This building is cold,’ he remarked. A single bead of sweat crept down his long nose.

      ‘It’s nice in this heat, isn’t it?’ I said.

      ‘That woman is like your father,’ he warned.

      I gave him more change than he was owed and started separating the bottles into two canvas carrier bags. With a very serious look on his wrinkled face he dragged one bottle towards himself and unscrewed the lid. Holding it steady with both his shaking hands, he brought it to his lips and took long, deep gulps of the sweet liquid until he was gasping for air.

      ‘You’re an artisan,’ he told me breathlessly.

      ‘Thank you, Fintan,’ I said, smiling. I screwed the cap back into place and packed the bottle away before pushing the bags towards him.

      He looked long and hard at the dark smear of dirt on the side of my hand.

      ‘She’ll bury you, that one,’ he said, and left.

      He moved slowly out the door with his heavy bags, too proud to ask for help, too stubborn to accept it if offered.

      When the bell rang to announce his departure, Ger came out of the back room with two great sacks of spuds thrown across her shoulders and three more in her arms. The satchel bounced gently against her hip as she walked. She moved weightlessly. All ten of her fingernails were black with dirt. She set the bags down near the window and tore open the largest of them. When she bent her back to dig through it, sunlight caught the contours of her strong neck and arms, squeezed into an old t-shirt of mine that fit her perfectly not long ago. I covertly squeezed the thickest part of my bicep between my fingers, and what I felt there was soft and loose on the bone, looser than I remembered it being back when I knew myself by touch and reflection, and not just by the face of my sister. I stood in front of the roughly-cut mirror on the wall and examined the grey skin of my shrunken cheeks.

      Through the mirror I watched Ger pick a dirt-caked potato from the heavy white sack, a great round stone-like thing, and sink her teeth deep into its raw flesh with an almighty crack. She turned to me and smiled, her mouth a gaping hole. I let her know I was feeling unwell and I hurried upstairs to vomit black bile on the floor of Daddy’s bedroom.

      At dinner I sat in silence on one of the first chairs my father made, both me and it unsteady. I studied Ger’s movements while she stood over the stove with her back to me. I watched her scrape the skin from vegetables with her nails, blood forming under them where a sharp bit stuck, blood dripping into the boiling pot of water when she didn’t wash it off her skin. I watched her tear some anonymous animal to bits with her hands. I saw the hard muscle in her body where I had only thin skin and soft fat and creaking bone, and I saw the unreserved speed with which she moved from here to there, like she knew the place better than I ever could, like she didn’t need to hesitate or tiptoe or close doors quietly or move in a way that was any bit apologetic at all. And the bag, the bag, the bag still hung around her neck.

      I got up and pulled down on the strap. My sister whirled and slapped me hard across the face.

      That night we slept apart for the first time, she in our father’s room, I in the muted beige sweatbox of the too-hot attic. What little sleep I stole was plagued by visions of roots and the dirt that encased them, growing everywhere, seeping into all there was. The sound of shattering glass announced the morning, as Ger took a hammer to every mirror in my house. I brushed black soil from the sunken hollows of my eyes and cheeks, and the sharp points of tiny stones tore at my skin. Climbing down from the attic, I found Ger standing over the chest of drawers, lovingly stroking the surface with hammer still in hand.

      Who was this stranger I’d taken into my home? Who was this person who was so like me and so unlike me? With the mirrors gone she was my only reflection, and I was sure we were rapidly growing in opposing directions: she was stronger, more beautiful, more forceful by the day and I was shrinking, I felt it, in body and soul. She cooked for me, cleaned for me, spoke at the till for me now, for she’d learned – or had taken – that skill from me too, and I was in the attic, in the rafters, in the hot, hot dark alone again, lonely and quiet and bored, thinking of Fintan and what he’d do when his fruit juice ran out. She locked the doors the day she broke the mirrors. I couldn’t leave, and each morning I woke with dirt on my eyelids, dirt bursting out of my mouth. I reeked of decay.

      I saw her now at meal times and that was it. The kitchen these days was dim and reclaimed by nature, all covered in wet dirt and fungi, so we always ate in the garden, which was her preference anyway. She was radiant in the sun, but the heat made me weak. My bones always creaked like the rafters upstairs. Some days I could hardly see through the wet clods of dirt packed over my eyes.

      One evening, when the summer was nearing its end and the wind was cooling, she sat me down at Daddy’s table and served me a bowl of soup. Lumps of earth and stone floated around in it. She picked them out of hers with her fingers. I could hear her strong jaw crunch down hard on the rocks. Her whole body, even that ever-present satchel, shuddered with the effort of it. In front of us, in the small stretch of grass that made up her back garden, the sapling of something reached up from a long and unsettled mound of tilled soil, stealing the light from my slowly-dying vegetable patches.

      What’s that, Ger? I asked.

      It was the first time we’d spoken in weeks. I no longer understood her face, so I couldn’t read her thoughts anymore. If ever I could.

      It’s a tree, my love, she replied. We’re green-thumbed.

      She smiled at me. Her chattering teeth were blood-stained. The strap of that bag dug chokingly into her throat. I wondered if a soup spoon could cut through old leather.

      She went to work the next morning, locking the front and back doors and all the windows behind her, while I searched for knives. I told her I was looking for mouse droppings but I needn’t have lied because the knives were all gone, all of them. Ger always cooked with her fingers and hands; she got rid of the knives a long time ago. Any axe or good tool was in the shop downstairs. Choking on the globules of earth that came up through my throat like phlegm, I snatched two silver spoons from the sink and lurched into the hallway. I opened wide the chest of drawers our father had made. I picked out the beige dress she’d worn that first day and I held it to my breast, burying my nose in the fabric, seeking some fresh scent that wasn’t death, damp, decay. Pale spots of mould dappled the hem.

      I took the dress in my fists and ripped it apart seam-by-seam, and when they were all ripped I tore into the fabric itself, reducing it to rags. I reached into the drawer for the next garment, and the next, and the next until I was red in the face and choking on the stones inside me. I’d sewn these seams myself in many cases, some seams of shirts that once were his. I dropped each pitiful rag on the floor and laid hands on the heavy wooden chest that was built to outlive me. With the tail end of my soup spoons I carved into the varnished wood, carved deep and clear lines, gouging and splitting the surface with terrible shapes that sullied the cool, careful craftsmanship with red-hot ugliness.

      When I finished I sank to the ground, spent, and sat there with my head against the chest’s frigid surface until I had the breath and the strength to get up and close the attic ladder. I went into Daddy’s bedroom to sit, to wait. On the floor beside Ger’s bed, a mound of dirt and stone covered the dry pool of my vomit. I craned my neck to look through the small latticed window above the bedframe. Outside on the road, old Fintan Prendergast was shuffling quietly away from my shop, four empty bottles in his hands.

      The door closed heavily when she returned around four o’clock, the skinned carcass of some creature dangling from her fist. She dropped it with a thud when she saw what I’d done. I watched her through her bedroom door, watched her stand at the chest of drawers and start to weep. She ran her fingers erratically over the criss-crossed slits I had carved. She looked more like me then than she had in some time. Throwing her arms out wide, she fell upon that thing they so loved, hardly aware of me behind her, even when the wooden bedframe groaned as I pushed myself to standing. Ger didn’t startle when I placed one open palm on the back of
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