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A NOTE FROM THE EDITORS

Sam Blake & C.L. Murphy

A WhatsApp group of Ireland’s leading female crime writers, fondly termed The Irish Murderesses (a nod to Margaret Atwood’s Alias Grace) was always going to be an interesting conversation:

Would someone recommend a good accountant, please?

Who’s going to the Murder One festival?

How would human hair change if left in a freezer for eighteen years?

Has anyone read this book? It’s brilliant!

Argh, copy edits …

And one day – What are you afraid of?

The conversation lit up – ten, twenty, thirty messages: heights, fire, death, water, being seen as we are, clowns – oh yes, I hate clowns too – losing our minds, losing our children, being buried alive, AI – yes, we are all frightened of AI – daddy long legs, driving, anaesthesia …

One of us was away that weekend and came back to 123 messages – about fear. We all laughed together, and then Sam said: We should do a book. It’ll be great – a collection of short stories focusing on what we FEAR. That’s the perfect title.

We should.

We definitely should!

Cath, aka Kitty Murphy and C.L. Murphy, said: Let’s make this happen.

And Sam said: We’ll need a spreadsheet.

(Cath loves spreadsheets.)

The replies came with excitement. Short stories, we said. One each. We pick a fear, play with the twists …

The group was thinking now. Ideas growing. Plots forming. That’s the thing about crime writers: we like resolution, to unravel the puzzle; picture thirty Miss Marples, mugs of tea in one hand, phones in the other, texting.

We realised our fictional tales of fear might help others with their real fears; this book could have genuine impact.

The next morning, Cath started to list the writers and their chosen topics. She talked to Sam. ‘We can do this,’ she said. (She’d already made the spreadsheet and it seemed a shame to waste it.)

Sam looked up from the book she was writing: ‘Once we have a list I’ll talk to the publishers – we’ll launch it at the Murder One crime writing festival. But we’ll need an intro … This is a book full of women. How about if we ask a man to write the intro? But not a crime writer, as we have that covered …’

Then she had a light-bulb moment. Sam had been chatting with Mr Fear himself, Emmett J. Scanlan, who plays Jimmy Kinsella in Kin. He’s also appeared in The Fall, Peaky Blinders, Breakdown, In the Flesh, Guardians of the Galaxy, The Tower, Ten Percent, Harlan Coben’s Fool Me Once and MobLand with Tom Hardy, Pierce Brosnan and Helen Mirren. She texted him – he was on the road heading for the Cotswolds, filming MobLand. He texted straight back, saying yes without hesitation.

The fears, and the stories, from the authors in the WhatsApp group flowed in. Sam asked another friend, a writer whose short stories she loves, Cecelia Ahern, to join us. And Dr Marie Cassidy, the incredible woman who has had a guiding hand in so many of our books, who launched Sam’s debut, Little Bones, many years ago and now writes fiction of her own.

Terror and fright, every story playing to the things we most dread but coming from the safe hands of those who know how to spin a yarn.

We could do this, so we did.

The only question was how we would pay everyone. ‘What about if we don’t?’ said Cath. ‘If we’re doing this, how about we do it for charity? No one gets paid – not us, not the writers. We each give our story for free, for Women’s Aid.’

Everyone agreed this was a brilliant idea.

Fear, like love, connects us.

The shiver of darkness, the twist of a well-written horror story, the sudden sight of a spider or a hidden canker that can rip through us all at some time in our lives, destroying, hurting.*

Thirty-two great stories donated by thirty-two great writers, all of whom know what it is to be afraid.

And you, the reader, who make our job possible. And who, in buying or borrowing this book, will make the lives of women who live in fear a little bit easier.

Thank you.

Sam and Cath

*Some of these you might like to read with the light on. Don’t say we didn’t warn you.




FOREWORD

Emmett J. Scanlan

It is with savage honour and staggering surprise that I accept this invitation to write the foreword to this collection of stories from thirty-two immensely talented women. I was once told, or maybe I read it somewhere, that courage isn’t doing something without fear, it’s doing something despite fear.

We all feel fear. ‘The page’, or in my case ‘the mask’, can be our way of facing it, embracing it. The trick is not to be a prisoner to it.

With that said, what is fear? Where does it come from? For me, fear is that little voice inside my head, that insidious little prick that dances in the shadows. The one that celebrates my misses when I don’t get the job and, as you’re about to find out, questions my abilities when I do get the job.

It was September 2023, Tenerife, week three of my six-week shoot, and I was on the set of the latest Guy Ritchie movie – an experience I didn’t take lightly as I strutted around drenched in gratitude. Here I was, this forty-four-year-old Irish man working with a hero to many, and one of mine … ‘Never too late,’ I told myself. ‘Ever.’

The experience was everything I hoped it would be and everything I didn’t anticipate it to be. It was, in short, utterly remarkable. I absolutely loved the controlled chaos of being on Guy’s set, because chaos it certainly was. It was beautiful to watch Guy at work, to watch him direct. Or, better still, to watch him teach.

Anyway, I digress. Like I said, I was three weeks deep into filming and we still had no idea what the title of the movie was or what it was about. Why? Because anything I got script- wise was soon done away with and rewritten in the moments before cameras started to roll. And I gotta say, I savoured the unpredictability of it. Don’t get me wrong, I love structure too. There’s a safety in that. But chaos, as scary and as titillating as it can be, is the only place I know of where real magic is born. And Guy knows that too.

My character had yet to speak at this point. In every day, but yet to speak. So when the day arrived that I was to say actual words, albeit scripted words (and we all now know how watertight that shit was), I was twitching with excitement.

This was going to be my peacock moment, I told myself. My opportunity. I had to show Guy what I could do. Sure, the script was gonna change, but the foundation of the scene was still sound. The foundation from which the script was gonna be built, the words eventually cemented and, lord forbid, character made. My character. Mick Dunne.

‘Emmett, we need to change you out of that costume and put you in something else.’

‘What?’

‘Guy has changed the scene. It’s now gonna be Christian and Kojo, not you and Kojo.’

And just like that my ‘moment’ was gone, the potential of a character yet to be born, adopted by my now good friend Christian.

And let me tell ye, that stung. I knew in those seconds of digestion that it wasn’t personal. But it did little to stop my thoughts. It did little to stop the ever-so-subtle fear that I’d probably been masking from day one from extending its tentacles around my brain and gently squueeeeeeezing.

The first thought that came into my head was He doesn’t rate you, Scan – Mr Ritchie thinks you’re shit, followed quickly by You don’t belong here, they’re on to you.

The third thought in as many seconds was You’re doing that thing again. You’re beating yourself up again. STOP!

Silence.

What the fuck?

I couldn’t believe how quickly I’d shut the whispering down. But how? Maybe it was the three weeks of coming on set and not knowing if I’d be used or not, needed or not. This particular working environment meant I had to mentally let go and surrender to the gaffer’s process, to his flow, at the end of every day. And I did – with an impish, delighted smile on my face, I did. I knew if I didn’t adapt I wouldn’t survive long … but that’s our job as actors. To adapt, to be chameleons in our environment. Maybe it was the training of that muscle of surrender that, unbeknownst to me, gave me the ammunition to sit in the space between my thoughts, to catch myself before I fell. Had this been day one maybe this story would’ve been different. Maybe.

Not wanting the fear to return, I quickly thought of a non-resistant thought. A non-resistant thought is like it says on the tin: a thought you have no resistance towards. That could be thinking about a morning walk through your favourite park, playing with your pet or simply the ability to breathe air into your sexy fucking lungs.

For me it’s the unconditional, and I find my unconditional in my kids. It’s the fastest way for me to short-circuit my bogus wiring. I immediately thought of my baby daughter Fiáin-Luna’s chubby face when I’d FaceTimed her an hour previously. I thought of her toothless grin, her three chins, and instantly I was happy. Instantly. Once I’d found my own smile by milking the thought of her smile, amazing things started to happen.

After a couple of minutes Christian came over and we started talking about spirituality while playing each other’s character playlists and dancing like maniacs. Not long after that our sound guy, Arthur, joined us and the conversation turned from spirituality to drinking spirits, which then turned to recounting tales of bad trips and drug-fuelled youth. Before I knew it I was crying laughing at their horror stories as they were at mine …

By the time I stepped on set in my now new costume to do my very best Marcel Marceau acting, I had zero fucks. Literally zero. I couldn’t change the fact I was surplus to requirements on that day, so I focused my attention on the stuff I could change, the stuff I could influence. I got out ahead of the momentum of that negative chatter, which in previous times would have snaked its way into my thoughts for a good day or two. I’d be bitching to anyone careless enough to listen. But not this time. This time, I got out ahead of it.

I GOT OUT AHEAD OF IT!

And if I walked away from shooting that movie only having gained (for the most part) the sudden awareness of negative momentum; if I’d walked away only having learned that its existence and its strength is only in keeping with the attention I give it, then that would have been enough.

As happiness would have it, I got more than that. I got my moment. Whether it makes the final cut or not is irrelevant. I got my moment. And that moment was, in hindsight, all of it.

Thank you, Guy. Thank you for my bucket-list moment.

(Sidenote: fuck fear.)




TRUE AND JUST

Cecelia Ahern

‘Sarah Barry is guilty of first-degree murder,’ Prosecutor Damon Collinson says, tentatively taking steps towards the jury of twelve in the courtroom.

Sarah wipes tears from her face and eyes. Her body is shaking violently, her knees tremble beneath the desk, she can barely keep her feet flat on the floor. Her heart is pounding so aggressively in her chest, she feels it will burst through her skin and rip through the fabric of her scratchy shift dress. The dress is conservative, as she was advised, buttoned up to her neck, keeping her all inside. If she was to open a top button she would most certainly spill out – head, heart and guts. Her defence lawyer hands her a tissue; her nose is running too.

The prosecutor continues his rebuttal to the defence’s closing argument. After a lengthy trial, they are down to the final day.

‘For the past two days we listened to Sarah Barry’s moving and shocking testimony about the attack in her home that occurred nine months before she killed Jason Jackson. We must disregard that testimony because it was a separate, unrelated event. Jason Jackson was not responsible for and had no part in the attack on her. He was a common burglar who came to her home interested only in what he could take to feed a drug habit that had ripped apart his own life and the lives of his family. Jason Jackson had his own struggles and was a non-violent man who did not deserve to be killed. Breaking and entering is not punishable by a death sentence. Had Sarah Barry called the police when she heard sounds at the side door of her home that night, instead of reaching for her gun, then Jason Jackson would be alive. The defence wanted you to hear about her rape so you understand her state of mind, and in that case we heard of a woman who was ready to kill. Sarah Barry’s state of mind is not a defence – in fact, it’s a confession, an admission of guilt. You heard it here for yourselves. She did it! Sarah Barry admitted to buying a gun for her protection, and as soon as she heard a sound at her door, she raised the gun and fired three times at Jason Jackson, killing him on the spot. She has admitted her guilt. Your only role here is to find Sarah Barry guilty of first-degree murder.’

The prosecutor takes one last look at the twelve members of the jury, eyes running over each of them to see if his words have sunk in, then swivels on his heel and returns to his bench.

That’s it. As both sides rest their case, there is no more to be said. No more convincing, no more twisting, no more pleading or accusing. No more begging for her life. Sarah feels as though she has been bled dry, overcome with an immense weariness. Confined to the chair and listening to men who don’t know her tear her character apart, like predators at a carcass in a searing hot desert, is one of the hardest things she has ever had to do. And she has faced unimaginable trauma and suffering over the past two years.

Sarah turns to her mother, who’s sitting in the front row, behind her, and has done so for the past six weeks. Her mother’s intent had been to support Sarah, be her backbone, but she is looking more frail every day. This trial is sucking the life from her too.

Judge Matheson clears his throat to address the packed court. The room is heaving with bodies, people crushed and shoulders overlapping to fit in the rows, their pores sweating curiosity. Dominating the court is the second unofficial judge, a television camera that broadcasts live. Judge Matheson wouldn’t ordinarily allow this in his courtroom, but this case is different. He’s aware of the precedent they are setting and how it’s paramount that as many people as possible see it play out in real time. There will be disagreements on how he has handled it, of course; he’s prepared for that. He wants the damage to be minimal. They must all treat the case as usual, while knowing it carries more significance than any other trial in the world right now. No member of the legal profession involved can make a single mistake. They must operate to their highest degree to protect and defend the honour and sanctity of the judicial system.

There are hundreds of people in the courtroom: media, members of the public, fellow legal comrades and students. There are more gathered outside, with news outlets from all around the world positioned at the courthouse, and millions of people all around the world watching and waiting, holding judgement of their own.

‘It is at this point,’ Judge Matheson says, ‘that I normally offer final instructions to the jury ahead of their deliberations. Those instructions are that they reach a true and just verdict, that they must not let sympathy, bias and prejudice influence their decision. But in this case …’ He eyes the twelve jurors in the jury box, and for the first time in the long and tense trial, the courtroom heaves with laughter.

It’s a kind of hysterical release, a desperate collective need for relief from the tension and nerves of the last six weeks and of the moments to come. The sudden outburst startles Sarah. She’s terrified of every sound, highly attuned to every squeak of a chair leg, cough from the audience, feedback from a microphone, babble from the crowd, bang of the gavel.

Her life lies in the hands of the jurors, who are not people at all but AI robots.

For years there had been mock trials using AI jury members. For years they had been testing them, using them at law schools for imitation trials and moot courts, but this trial is the first real case, a murder case, where twelve AI robots are being used in place of twelve humans.

The rationale of those who fought for this kind of justice was that the AI robots were bound by law and could base their decision solely on the evidence in court. If they needed to unhear something, it could be struck from their knowledge. They could act precisely in the administration of justice. Their knowledge of law and morality, concise processing, enhanced decision-making and no capacity for human error would win over human discrimination, human bias and human flaws.

Judges ask regular juries to set sympathy aside, as if requesting people to dehumanise themselves in order to solve a human problem. The ‘problem’ with people is that they feel, and despite being asked to park their sympathy, empathy and bias in jury deliberation, people can’t always do it. The intention behind the AI jury creation had been earnest, the technology developed in the quest for progress and fairness. Of the many arguments in favour of AI justice, one was that an AI jury would mean a racist-free jury, a discrimination-free jury, one that would leave prejudice and emotion behind and put critical decision-making at the forefront.

Ultimately, pro AI-justice lobbyists had won. It had been agreed and put into law that AI had developed sufficiently to provide judgement-based opinions.

It was not an easy win. There had been worldwide objectors. It had been debated in the media and argued in governments. One of the concerns, and one Sarah shared, was whether the AI jury could understand her fear. Her crime had been committed out of a deep fear. She had been defending herself, not committing murder. It was not black and white, so could they compute the grey? Could they understand, without feeling, that her fear from a previous incident drove her to act out of character, that her crime wasn’t intended?

Sarah had sat in the stand for the past two days and discussed in painstaking detail how an attack on her in her home before her path crossed with Jason Jackson had changed her life forever. She’d been alone in her farmhouse when she’d received a knock on her door. A man claimed his van had broken down, his phone battery was dead, and he asked if he could use her phone to call for assistance. She’d left him on the porch while she got her phone, but he followed her inside and what unfolded nearly destroyed her.

After that horrific event, Sarah lived in constant fear, a shadow of herself. She was unable to work; she had lost connection with her life and with herself. Her debilitating fear meant she rarely went out and had spent the months since the attack terrified and paranoid that it would happen again, that the man would come back, as he promised he would if she ever told anyone, which she had. He was never found and she lived in constant fear that he would return.

On the night she shot Jason Jackson, Sarah had awoken after another nightmare. She rarely slept and when she did it was filled with night terrors. Leaving her mobile phone by her bedside, she went downstairs for a glass of water. She was wearing her bathrobe and had the pistol in her pocket. Sarah carried the pistol with her everywhere. The lights were off. She was drinking the water when she heard a sound at the side door. Somebody was trying to get inside. She immediately believed that this was her former attacker, that he was coming back to get her as he promised.

Crime prevention officers would advise you to carefully retreat and call the police in a home invasion situation, and it was her mantra on long, dark terrifying nights alone, but Sarah’s phone was in her bedroom, and every horror movie told you not to run upstairs. All she could do was watch as Jason Jackson unlocked the door and moved inside in the darkness. The prosecution during the trial had pointed out all the other options she’d had, decisions she’d never thought of making in the moment when all she’d felt was fear and panic, absolutely frozen solid by the memory of the horror she’d endured nine months earlier.

She’d yelled out – that much she remembers. She hadn’t said anything in particular, a panicked sound. He’d stalled then. He was inside the house. It was so dark she couldn’t see his face, but everything about him suggested it was her former attacker. If her eyes hadn’t seen him, then her mind did. She would not let him hurt her again. Though her life seemed valueless to him, she would fight for that life. Her yell had taken him by surprise. She imagined him quickly running at her, as he had done before, pouncing and taking her by force, rendering her powerless in seconds. She remembered the pain she had endured.

Her body remembered.

‘Get out!’ she’d shouted then, the bravest two words she’d ever spoken. She doesn’t know how the sound had travelled from her voice.

Sarah fired three warning shots in a blind panic. And then she ran from the kitchen, upstairs to her bedroom, where she locked the door and called the police.

When they arrived, Jason Jackson was dead.

She was arrested for murder.

People in the courtroom had cried with her as she testified. She had seen sympathy on their faces as she had gone through her journey of the past two years. Every second of her life after the first attack had left her feeling like fragile nerve endings blowing in the breeze. Anything that touched her hurt her, pained her, panicked her, scared her. She was a mass of feelings and the jury box was filled with wires and metal.

The AI jury members were designed to have the appearance of humans from the front, with faces, but from Sarah’s angle, at the side, she could see where the facade ended and the wires began. Their hollows for eyes, the chassis that are their torsos, but no legs. They would roll in, operated by a man using a micro controller connected to the robots’ motors. Each time the jurors entered and exited, the courtroom audience would be completely silent, transfixed as the robots took their places in the jury box. While most marvelled at the technology, Sarah found it haunting.

The twelve chairs where a human jury used to sit were stacked up outside in the corridor.

Behind the metal jury there was more at play: a dynamic system that could learn and adapt, an active optimisation process capable of making its own choices. But how could they make a decision on Sarah’s actions if they cannot feel? Without understanding the fear that vibrated through every cell in her body every single day, how could they make the decision to acquit her?

Never mind arguments over race and gender, these jurors weren’t even human. How could they identify her state of mind? Weren’t sympathy and empathy, understanding and life experience, the very things that humankind required of a jury in order to cast judgement on others?

The speed of human thought is not equal to the speed of AI processing, and so within the hour the jury completes its deliberation, which is more of a computation.

‘It doesn’t mean they’ll be right,’ Sarah’s mother had said in advance of their verdict, sensing the worst. ‘It just means they can reach a wrong decision faster than a person could.’

There’s a frisson of excitement and anxiety in the charged air of the courtroom as everybody piles back in. History is about to be made. The bailiff hands the judge an envelope.

The judge places his glasses on the tip of his nose and glances down at it.

The courtroom is completely silent but for the whimpering of Sarah’s mother in the front row behind her.

‘I have here the jury’s verdict. For the record, each member of the jury has recorded its personal decision with a printout of its … thinking,’ he says, struggling over that word. ‘Processing,’ he adds then, more satisfied with that choice.

He reads the verdict quietly to himself and briefly glances at Sarah, leaving her stone cold.

‘The jury has found the defendant, Sarah Barry, guilty of murder in the first degree.’

The courtroom erupts. There’s a mixed reaction: the objectors are outraged, the family of the deceased are celebrating. She hears the guttural yells and sees the punching of fists in the air. She hears her mother crying, each sound a knife in her heart.

Sarah glances at the jury. She wants to meet their eyes, plead with them, question them – she wants them to feel how she feels so they can know – but no eye meets hers, no heart connects to hers. They are mute, uncoloured, unfeeling. They are machines: they can simulate emotions but cannot feel them. And for this decision the jury will feel no guilt, no remorse, no fear. No mistakes made, no lessons learned.

As Sarah is led out of the courtroom, hearing the wails of her family and the sounds of celebration from others, it is the silence of the AI jury that she hears the loudest, the nothingness of their reactions, their stillness, that stays with her the longest.




CHRONIC

Alice Bell

I remember waking up with an oxygen mask over my face. I remember being in pain – not the pain itself but the fact that I was in pain – and I made an animal noise instead of speaking, and then a nurse, who I think had dark hair, made more morphine happen. I remember the surgeon, who was very tall, coming over to see how I was doing, and I called him a motherfucker.

Once he had gone, the nurse, perhaps taking my comment as a sign of increased lucidity, told me she had looked into the theatre during my surgery. She said they had pulled my intestines out and laid them in a heap on my chest. She said they moved, like snakes. I remember her saying this very clearly.

I bleed from unusual places. People are gravely concerned. Over time, I am told my blood is growing thin. With every test it gets worse. Different doctors are variously sympathetic, stern or, on at least one occasion as he reads the numbers, laugh at me. Another stares at the screen and mutters ‘Jesus Christ’. I start to think that perhaps the problem is that they are taking too much and not leaving me enough. They take so much that my veins blow out. Blue and purple coils wind along my arms from the crook of my elbow, growing from twin plasters.

I say that the only bit I don’t like is watching the needle go in, because you have to have something to say.

I become familiar with all the ways I am deficient: iron, ferritin, transferrin; Vitamins D, B12 and B9. Often I have been prescribed supplements that are designed for pregnancy, and sometimes then the pharmacist will give me a little conspiratorial smile. They think I have shared a happy secret with them. They think something good is growing inside me.

I remember the nurse saying my intestines looked like snakes moving on my chest, but now I think I might have imagined it or misunderstood her, half-hallucinated something because of the morphine. Why would they have pulled my intestines out? I had keyhole surgery. The scars are tiny.

I am in surgical recovery for three days. In the next hospital bed is a woman with severe complications. I never see her. They keep the curtains closed. Her voice is lively and strange, and makes me think of old apples. One day she tells me that she can see me with a little boy. I tell her I don’t have any children.

‘You do,’ she says, in a sing-song tone.

She tells me I will have at least two, and definitely a boy. I don’t want one.

After the surgery it’s better for a while. The recovery is long, and even though the cut was small, my abdominal muscles can’t be strained. I have to be careful when I sneeze. He has to open doors for me.

But after a while things get worse again. I am a situation to be maintained. I take a lot of pills. The medication increases my risk of dying in other, more interesting ways than if I wasn’t taking it.

The pharmacy only has 5mg tablets in stock, so I have to take fifteen of them a day. I buy a pill organiser, but I stop using it after a week. It sits near my desk, empty, the lid of ‘Sunday’ left open. I don’t know why I haven’t thrown it away. For months at a time, I don’t take all the medication I’m supposed to because I have to walk up a hill to get prescriptions filled. Sometimes I have to sit down in the middle of taking clothes out of the washing machine.

Tapeworms are a bit over two feet long when they’re fully grown. But they’re thin. They’re made from tiny segments about the size of grains of rice. These grains are full of even more miniscule eggs, and they can be shed to grow into more tapeworms.

But in the old days that used to be an advertised diet pill. You swallowed a pill that had a larval cyst in it, then waited for the tapeworm to grow in your guts and steal all the nutrients from your food. Once you lost the desired amount of weight you took a parasite-killing chaser, and hoped it worked before the baby tapeworms burrowed into any other organs.

There are so many ways your body can betray you. One day I am in so much pain that I pass out on the Tube. I collapse on the floor by the escalators and sit there until I get my breath back. Only one woman, middle-aged, silvering hair, long scarf, stops to ask if I need help. I tell her no. I am too embarrassed to need it.

On the bus I breathe slowly. The walk home from the bus stop is about a mile. After twenty paces I text him to ask if he would mind coming out to meet me part way. He would.

I sweat the whole mile home and repeat, in the hot darkness of my mind, I control my body. My body does not control me. It is not true, but I walk the mile without stopping. At home I curl into a ball and scream. I nest in a different room so it does not disturb his sleep.

I read a report that says eating ten per cent more ultra-processed food makes you three per cent more likely to die prematurely from any cause, and I think, Three per cent? Is that all? That is so much less than every other risk factor in my life.

I eat a whole bag of doughnuts with pink icing the colour of dentist chairs. I vomit them up three hours later. The toilet smells of sugar.

Don’t worry, I’m not full of tapeworms.

The next consultant I see prescribes me an infusion of strange chemicals. I must sit in a room for three hours while it slowly drips into my veins.

The day after my first infusion I am visited by constant, excruciating lower back pain. I ask to talk to my consultant. He tells me that kidney pain is not a side effect of this medication and refuses to take me off the infusions. He will not switch my treatment unless I keep trying.

After the third infusion, I am admitted to A&E because I cannot stand up from the pain. It is coming from everywhere inside me. It is the colour of damsons and tastes of salt.

The consultant passes my case to a colleague.

Put your hand down to your left hip and where you feel your pelvis jut out at the front. Draw an invisible line between that and your belly button (since the surgery my belly button has sprouted an inch-long pale line; it doesn’t seem big enough for anything to fit through). Halfway along that line is where I feel it, curled there, tight. It’s always there. I need you to understand that: there is no moment I do not feel it. It moves sometimes. It always goes back, but it moves sometimes.

That’s how I know it’s alive.

I lose my job; I am already a less-than-ideal shop assistant with my taut face, my waxy skin, my sudden pacing across the tiled floor. Prolonged absences are a good reason. I cannot blame them.

The new consultant tells us we should not leave the country while I am so sick, but he booked the trip to Berlin months ago and does not want to waste the money. On the first night I have a spoonful of salsa and spend the next thirty-six hours writhing in agony in the hotel room. I am sick on a corner of the bed sheet and he calls reception in front of me. He tells them to just bring the sheets because I can change the bed myself. He leaves the room to walk through the streets for hours and is angry with me when he returns. I have ruined his holiday.

When we get back the consultant says I am too sick to eat any solid food. I can only drink specially formulated milkshakes. A nurse tells me to visit a dentist regularly in case my teeth start falling out.

I am under seven stone. When I move my wrist I can see the bones and tendons sliding past one another. I admire the strangeness of it.

I am admitted to A&E.

They will not release me from hospital. The inflammation markers in my blood have risen.

‘They’re not that high, really, but they’re higher than they were when you were brought in, so obviously that feels high to you,’ says the doctor. He botches trying to take more of my blood, gives up, tells me to wait for the phlebotomist’s rounds.

If you are in hospital for a long time, they give you an injection into the fat of your belly every day to prevent blood clots. It stings more than most injections. They give me morphine for the pain, and this makes me nauseous. The ward sister comes and injects an antiemetic into my veins, to stop me vomiting. She says she has to inject it slowly or it will burn them.

A doctor is doing ward rounds. I have been moved near a window. He asks if it’s okay for the student doctors to stand by as he examines me. He lifts up my gown and shows them the scars, which are still crusted with blood. I still can’t move my legs properly from the spinal block, and I am hooked up to the catheter. One of the students lifts the tube to examine it then drops it from hip height to the floor, as if it isn’t inside me. I don’t say anything.

Later, the woman in the bed across the room asks why I am crying. She calls me by my name. We are surprised, because she has dementia. I tell her I’m crying because I want to go home. She shows me the flowers she has been drawing.

So many ways. Because the body is complex but so simple, and when a pain receptor senses damage it shows your brain, Here, and your brain tells you that area hurts so that you look at it, so you see your damage, but you can’t do that when the damage isn’t visible. And when the dorsal nerve is stimulated your brain will tell you that it feels good even if you did not want it to, and what is left after that, when you cannot rely on your body to tell you the truth? What if you did like it, what then? When you are trapped inside a skull, relying on 3 pounds of meat steered by electrical impulses to give you accurate information, what then, when you feel only disgust at what it has told you but have no other way to process the world? You’re not trapped in here with me, you’re trapped in here with you, and there is no one you hate more, and still you feel how your muscles are made of so many individual fibres knitted together that can be torn apart by teeth, and each one is alive, and each of them is screaming, and you cannot cry, you covered your mouth with your own hand so he wouldn’t hear that you were crying.

I am better now. I got a new doctor. He helped me balance all my medications and found a new one that works better for me. He said, ‘If this medication doesn’t work, there are others. It’s a tough disease. It’s hard to live with. You have my admiration. I implore you to keep trying.’

I must inject myself twice a month, but it’s hard to face into the pain – to cause pain to myself. Sometimes it takes me an hour or more of sitting and staring at the needle before I can do it. It clicks.

My doctor told me that this disease is hugely affected by stress. He asked me to look at the other areas of my life and try to remove as many stresses as possible. I did. But it will always be in me, now.

I had a throat endoscopy to check my stomach. They told me it would be fine and gave me sedatives that made me feel like I’d had too much to drink. They put something in my mouth that held my jaw open and told me to swallow when they said swallow, but I couldn’t do it. I choked and tried to push them away, because the sedative removed the barrier between me and my instinct, and I fought them. I fought so hard that three nurses had to hold me and force the camera down my throat. I remember thinking that was a little ironic.

I had blood taken by a new nurse. She got the needle in the vein but then popped it out again, and it made a pneumatic hissing sound. The senior nurse said it was because the vials for taking blood are made to create a vacuum, to draw the blood out.

I didn’t go outside, so I needed a blood transfusion and an iron infusion. The iron infusion was on a hot summer day. I sat in the specialist ward and after a few moments I saw sparkles in the air, like static on an old television. I grew very hot and nearly fainted, and said ‘Oh, fuck’ as I slid down the chair. A nurse rushed over and stopped the infusion. They gave me water and monitored my heart rate but did not take the needle out of me.

‘We’re going to run the infusion at half speed,’ she said. ‘Some people just have something in them that doesn’t receive the iron well.’

When I remember this now, I see it as if I’m floating above the scene, because I came untethered from my body. But when I came back, I felt it move again.

But it’s such a strange thing to say, isn’t it? To say that they pulled out my intestines, and that they looked like snakes. Why would she have said that if it wasn’t true?

They cut in above my belly button, and that’s not where I can feel it, so they must have left it in there by mistake, a little serpent that is twisting inside me and eats me from the inside out, and made me wrong, and took my body away from me. It’s not my fault it’s in there. You see, it wasn’t my fault!

I turn on the gas hob. It clicks. I hold the knife over the flame.




ONE FOR SORROW

Sam Blake

Meghan could feel the wind change as she headed along the track beyond the back gate of the school field, and with it, a plunge in the temperature to something close to Arctic. It cut through her bottle-green school sweater and pale-blue shirt like an icy blade making her teeth chatter. As if today hadn’t already been bad enough. Crossing her arms tightly, she hurried on, thinking of the radio news this morning – they’d been warning about Storm Naoise for days, but she hadn’t been paying attention.

She’d had other things on her mind, occupying her every waking thought. Like Cillian Sullivan and his liquid brown eyes, and the warm smile she thought he’d been saving for her.

Leaves whipped up in the air around her as if they were possessed as she headed down the muddy cut between the hedges. Almost dusk, the sky was dark with heavy clouds, the air eager with the excitement that comes before a big storm.

Meghan hitched her backpack onto her shoulder, wishing that she’d listened to her mum and brought a coat. She glanced up at the sky – it was going to really lash, and if she didn’t get home fast, she was going to get soaked. The perfect end to a perfect day. She shivered. This morning she hadn’t been concentrating on coats or listening to the weather forecast properly as she’d grabbed her toast. She’d been too eager to get to school, too eager for the endless day to finish so she could get to chess club and see Cillian.

Her heart plunged again and she could feel tears burning her eyes. She’d seen him all right, seen him snogging Sinead Ryan at the back of the gym, and her heart had crashed and burned right there. How could she have been so stupid?

Every week since the start of term he’d found a reason to come over and talk to her, had said how amazing her wavy red hair was, how impressed he was that she was captain of the chess team. She’d thought he liked her. Had been sure of it. She’d started wearing her hair down to school, even though it was so long it constantly got in her way and drove her mad. She’d looked out for him in the corridors as they’d changed classes, sometimes catching his eye on the stairs, exchanging a glance across the canteen, her heart quickening at the sight of him. She’d been building up to having a proper conversation with him this evening, was wearing her star earrings, had dipped into the toilets to make sure her make-up was barely there perfect. They needed to plan the Earlsbrook team for the Christmas interschool tournament, and she was hoping he could help her. She’d been imagining their conversation for weeks, playing through what she’d say, what he’d say. Imagining him asking her over for a game one weekend …

Then, as she’d rounded the corner of the science block and seen them at the back of the gym, she’d known – Cillian Sullivan wasn’t interested in her: he was only interested in getting a place on the team.

She hadn’t even gone to chess club then. With the shock reverberating through her, she couldn’t face the thought of it. Doubling back, she’d bumped full-on into Oliver Fleming, apologising, hardly hearing his I think club’s been cancelled … the storm …

As she’d rushed across the field away from the school, she’d yanked at her hair, plaiting it so tightly to one side it made her head ache, getting it out of her face.

She was glad that she had now.

The wind was pushing her forwards, funnelling down the footpath as if its mission was to knock her over; if her hair had been loose it would be tangling in the branches on either side of the narrow pathway, blowing into her face. Making her want to scream. But perhaps that wasn’t just her hair.

Reaching the end of the track, Kill Lane running across in front of her, Meghan paused, trying to decide if she should turn right and stick to the roads, or turn left to cut through the thickly wooded churchyard at the end of the cul-de-sac. The streetlamps had come on now, the windows in the houses set back from the road lit to the encroaching darkness. But she could already feel the cold sting of the first drops of rain; the walk home was much quicker through the church grounds. And turning right meant walking past number fifteen, where that couple had died horribly the day they got back from their honeymoon. Everyone in Kilmurray Point knew about that. She always crossed the road and ran if she had to go that way.

Meghan shivered as a car pulled out of a driveway, its headlights on, passing her before turning at the junction. As the sound of the engine died, beyond it she heard a distant roar, like the wind gathering. Glancing up, she realised that it wasn’t the wind, but a huge cloud of birds, hundreds of tiny dark bodies rolling like waves across the sky, their beating wings making a sound more like the sea than wind. She could hear them calling, the sound shrill, like metal rubbing against metal. They were starlings, a murmuration. She’d seen a video on YouTube, but she’d never seen one in real life. Except in her nightmares.

Paralysed, her body stiff with fear, Meghan held her breath. She hated birds, hated the way they swooped and skimmed past your head – in her mind she could feel their sharp little claws tangling in her hair, their sharp beaks pecking at her. When she was five a starling had flown in through the living-room window and got trapped. She’d screamed and screamed as it dive-bombed her in its panic, scattering feathers and bird poo all over the furniture, only escaping when her mum came rushing back in to see what all the fuss was about. Her parents had given her a kitten that Christmas to try and stop the nightmares, a cat to keep the birds away.

But Charlie wasn’t here now. He’d be curled up on her bed, warm and snug, waiting for her to come home.

Meghan stepped back against the hedge, pulling the neck of her blouse tight to her throat, watching as the sea of birds darkened, more and more joining their number, the sound of their cries intensifying as they circled and whirled above her.

She needed to get home. She needed to get ahead of the storm and away from the birds. Then a gust of wind, bringing with it a lash of heavier rain, made up her mind. Her hands shielding her head, Meghan ran to her left, across to the lychgate.

The low wall on either side of the churchyard was old, moss covered, with thick prickly bushes pushing over it out onto the pavement. Slipping through the gate, she hastened along the broken tarmacked path bisecting this side of the graveyard; thick with fallen leaves, the surface was slippery, her footsteps silent. On either side, leaning gravestones were scattered like ashes around the back of the church, their faces worn with age. The foliage was dense here, ancient beeches, yew and oaks that had grown together protectively over the path. As she left the light of the road behind her, the passage through them got darker, an arch of thickly knitted branches blocking the sky. She could hear the trees groaning and cracking in the wind, but this route brought her to the end of her road. It was only a ten-minute walk, and the trees would protect her from the rain – and from the birds.

The thought of the cloud of birds made her feel sick with fear. The wind, the darkness, the lonely churchyard all paled into insignificance against the visceral terror of so many birds. She needed to get away from them, from the thought of their claws in her hair.

Her heart thumping in her chest, her mouth dry, Meghan slowed for a moment to catch her breath. She could still hear the birds above her, above the canopy of branches, their cries setting her teeth on edge. But she couldn’t panic – she needed to get home as fast as she could. Around her, arthritic trunks strained against the gathering storm, the wind whipping in behind her, its freezing fingers trying to claw at her.

Hurrying on again, following the pathway into the cathedral of the trees, her eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness. Then ahead of her she saw a flash of white. And another. And heard the yowl of a cat in pain.

Picking up her pace, as she got closer she could see the outline of a ginger tomcat on the verge, his tail whipping. Above it, where the trees arched over the path to meet the side of the church, was a magpie, cackling loudly, flapping its wings in anger. A moment later, it swooped, attacking the cat.

One for sorrow.

Meghan froze on the narrow track, watching the pair, terrified that the bird might turn on her. It squawked and rasped, leaping around the branches, then repeatedly dropping like a stone to try and stab the cat with its vicious-looking beak.

The cat yowled again. The bird was going for his eyes. She had to help it.

Even in the dim light, she could see the sheen of the magpie’s wings, the sharp curve of its beak. Hissing and spitting, the cat lay low to the ground, what looked like blood on his back.

Meghan dumped her backpack and looked around for something to throw at the bird. She could feel the wind picking up again, funnelling down between the trees along the overgrown path, slicing through her thin sweater, making her tartan kilt flap around her frozen legs. Above her, the sound of densely packed branches rubbing against each other grew with every gust, but her focus was on the cat. She didn’t register a louder sound, the split of a trunk, the crack of wood trying to resist the storm.

Seeing a stone, Meghan bent to pick it up, realising in the same moment that
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