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Tying the boot lace, she is drawn to the shimmering reflection in the marred mirror. Taking up the candle, she approaches. Some greying strands of hair reflect flickering candlelight. Her finger strokes the length of the scar streaking across her left cheek. There was a brief window in time when being the object of fancy to men was a good thing. When the power went out and food could no longer be kept frozen, she joined the breadlines like everyone else. The rations soon diminished, frequently found insufficient to adequately feed her progeny; government eventually dropped the veil and shored up whatever resources remained in order to sustain itself. 

She had heard all throughout life how pretty she is, but hungry children hurt more than hunger itself. First time raped, she reasoned next time she would demand payment of agreed barter upfront. The second time, the man handed over the grain first but took it back once he finished the deed. She tried to prevent him; he simply beat her bloody and swollen, then had his way again. The third time she kept a kitchen knife concealed in her stocking. When the punter finished, she pulled down the skirt, pushed herself from the scorched car bonnet and grabbed the rice. Before she could run, he gripped her arm with one hand, taking hold of the bag with his other. She held on till his skull burst her nose. Crumpled down on bent knee, she remembered the knife. Curious sensations felt in the back of his neck gave him pause. The world dimming dark all around him supplied dread. She snatched the rice and ran, gone before his body collapsed to the asphalt. Sprinting along the pavement, she caught sight of her reflection in the glass window of a storefront not yet looted. Using the knife, she cut into her cheek. It no longer paid to be pretty. Beauty is only recognizable to humanity. There is no humanity left in the world . . . only people and their hunger pains.

She takes the blade from the table, lashing it with rope to her left forearm. Retrieving a hatchet from its hook on the wall, she slides the handle through the hoop of the Snickers work trousers men once wore when there still honest work to be done in the world; it hangs along her thigh. Then, from the door handle, she retrieves a rope with a steel hook attached to one end, coils it, and clips it to her hip.

'You won’t be gone long, will you?’ the boy asks from the doorway.

‘No longer than usual.’

‘So, all night.’ He sighs, disappointed.

‘Where’s your sister?’ 

‘Here, Mammy,’ the little girl answers, stepping from her brother’s shadow, clutching a dirty teddy-bear.

Satisfied in her readiness, she steps toward them and bends to a knee. ‘What am I? she asks, cupping the girl’s face.

‘A squirrel,’ the child replies with a shy smile.

‘What’s the squirrel’s job?’

‘Find food to bring back to the nest for the baby squirrels.’

‘What’s the baby squirrels’ job?’

‘Hide in the nest ‘til the mammy squirrel gets back.’

Smiling, she takes the child by the hand and leads her to the room with the king-size mattress on the floor.

‘Do we have enough candles to leave some light?’ the girl asks.

‘Sure,’ she answers, mentally noting she needs to scavenge more of them. After tucking the child in, she flicks several disposable Bic lighters until finding one that flames and lights some candles on the shelf above the mattress, leaning down to kiss her forehead.
The boy stands in the doorway watching. He follows as she walks past and closes the door. Unscrewing the wooden board from the window, she hands him the screwdriver. Swinging her leg out, straddling the ledge, she pulls up her hood. They look intently at each other. Without a word, she swings her other leg and climbs down the rope before he draws it inside, screwing the board back into place. 
She darts through the well-worn path in overgrown bushes in the gardens of concrete shells that once were family homes. She reaches the end of the street, running across to the green that her own and other children once played on during summers past. She stops to view the night fires of the Phoenix Park tent city in the distance. She surveys to the east. Sporadic lone fires tell her the gangs are cooking what they had hunted. She descends the hill to the old Blessington Road, crossing to the fields adjacent. Wading through waist-high grass no longer tended by farmers or landowners, it is not long before she reaches the boarded-up Afro-Caribbean store in the old Tallaght village. Climbing the rain-gutter, she crawls along the roof to the hole she had made the previous summer. Taking the hook and coiled rope from her hip, she ties it onto the rafter beam and descends. Once a fifteen-kilogram bag of rice is fastened to her back, she finds some tins of dry, powdered sauces. When the bag is full of tins, she slides her arms through the straps, securing the counterbalance to her chest and stomach. She climbs the rope and then pushes the bag of rice from the roof, hearing the dull thud as it lands. She slides down the gutter pipe and straps the bag of rice to her back. The temptation arises to seek more plunder in the shopping centre. But the weight of the food and the burden of responsibility causes her to decide to pay no heed and forego temptation. Candles and lighter fluid can wait; children’s bellies won’t. Heavy perspiration escapes every pour as she heaves her way along the old Tallaght bypass. She thirsts. Reaching the hill crest, she drops the bags and rests, watching the light of fires off in the horizon from the camp city in the Phoenix Park—the last remnant of order left on the island as far as she knows—are still blazing, but the fires to the east have abated. Revitalized from captured flesh, the gangs will resume warring and hunting again the next few days. Rested some, she stands. Deciding it is safe enough, she hauls the bag of rice upon her shoulders, walking the road instead of through the fields the remainder of the way. 

The boy hears stones hit the designated board in the appropriate succession. Unscrewing the board, he drops the rope. She fastens the rope around the loot before climbing up. Holding onto her belt, he tugs as she pulls up the bags. He is growing. At first, she allowed him to aide her so he would feel good about himself for helping. Now she feels the difference a little extra force makes when hoisting. Bounty inside, he sets about screwing the board back in place.

‘What did you get?’ he asks. 

‘Rice and sauces.’

‘Again? But we have some already.’

‘I know. Spring is here. We must start eating more. We need some fat on our bodies as well as rice on our backs if we’re going to make it. Is your sister asleep?’

He shrugs.

‘Here, take my bag. I’ll carry the rice.’ She leads the way downstairs, bag of rice slung under one arm, her free hand holding a candle. Once the provisions are stored away among pots and pans, they return upstairs. She watches as he unties the blade from her forearm before untying the laces of the steel-toe-cap boots. She lifts her feet out, wiggling the toes. Smiling, she leans down to kiss his forehead.

‘Come on. Let’s get some sleep,’ she says, taking his hand and leading him to the room with their mattress.

‘Watcha get, Mammy?’

‘More rice,’ the boy answers for her.

‘Again?’

‘Why aren’t you asleep?’ she asks.

‘Too cold.’

‘Well, we’re here now,’ she says, taking the candle from the boy, holding it so he can take off his dirty runners before pulling back the blanket and sliding along the mattress until he is beside the girl. She sets the candle down on the floor, slumping onto the mattress beside them. They lie together, silent, watching the dance of the candlelight on the wall. 

‘I’m tired of eating rice,’ the girl announces, breaking a tacit pact.

‘Good. I must be doin’ my job so. Hunger is the best sauce. If you’re getting tired of eating it, then you’re not goin’ hungry.’ 

‘Still cold. I can see my breath,’ says the girl, exhaling visible annunciation.

‘Good. Means you’re still alive.’

Hearing them begin to snore, she blows out the candle, darkness invading quick as a blink. Her memories lament for the time people conquered the dark using electricity and banished the cold using natural gas. Everyone prospered once man sought to conquer the elements. Everyone suffered when he sought to conquer other men. 

The morning cold disturbs them from sleep. Chilling discomfort saving from any delusions of being among dead they don’t dare admit to each other they sometimes envy. The sound of birds annoying them, how fortunate other life is, and how grateful it must feel being born other than human. She rises, leaving them to the few joys left in the world, the twilight between consciousness and unconsciousness.  She lights a candle to see the way downstairs. Using the flame, she ignites two near-exhausted candles on the shelf to leave light behind. Picking up the basin, she dips it into the barrel of collected rainwater. Once some rags are clean, she pours the water in what used to be a toilet when there was plumbing which will gradually disappear to place unknown. She carries the candle back upstairs.

‘Come on, up ye get, she says, peeling the oily blanket away from them which she has not been able to wash since early last Autumn. Leading downstairs, she refills the basin, undresses them, and sets about scrubbing away the dry, dead skin and natural oils from their bodies. The boy follows as she takes the girl in her arms and carries her to the mattress upstairs. He ties the laces of her boots while she fastens the blade to her forearm. The boy sets about unscrewing the board as she takes the hatchet from its resting place. She ties a rope to the handle of their toilet bucket, lowering it to the ground before sliding herself down. Walking past the graffitied, blocked-up windows and around the side of the house, she empties the bucket over the wall into the next garden. She tugs the sheet of tarp spread from the shed roof to a wooden pole, allowing the fresh rainwater to fall into the barrel below. Returning to the window, she re-ties their toilet bucket to the rope, tugging it, signalling him to pull it back inside before attaching and lowering metal pots. She fills them with water from the barrel before placing them beside the rectangle of rocks on the ground. When the kindling is lit, she tosses on dry wood from the shed, then places a metal grill across the rocks. She pours rice and sauce powders into the simmering pots. As the mixture boils, she waves a dusty blanket, dispersing the rising smoke that may catch attention of anyone lurking nearby. Straining away the water, she kicks dirt, extinguishing the fire before returning around to the front of the house, carefully tying the rope through both handles of each pot. Secured, she climbs up through the window before hoisting the pots along the bricked wall and through the window. The boy screws the wooden board back in place as she brings the pots into the next room. 

She cleans bowls before pouring into each according to their portion. The girl presses the palms of her hands together, closing eyes. The woman and boy share a glance and smile among each other, only eating once the girl nods her head, signalling end of the silent communication. They eat listening to the morning wind and occasional patter of light rain against the roof. She leaves him to clean their bowls while gathering her bag and sets about unscrewing the board from the window.

‘Will you be long? he asks, shoulder leaning against the door frame.

‘As long as I must,’ she answers, checking that the batteries still have some charge before placing the flashlight inside the bag.

‘Can I come with you?’

‘You know the answer.’

He tucks his chin to his chest while picking his index finger against the fingers on his opposite hand.

‘ I can’t stay behind forever.’

‘Not forever—just until she’s bigger.’

‘I need to learn. What happens if some day you don’t come back?’

‘I always come back,’ she answers while tightening her boot laces.

‘There’s a first for everything. I need to know what to do if it happens.’

‘It’s too dangerous to bring you both with me and she gets scared alone,’ she answers while unscrewing the board from the window.

‘So do I, but I get more scared not knowing how to feed her if you don’t come back.’

Her shoulders fall as the words hit her. Lifting the board away and placing on the floor, she swings her leg and straddles the ledge, beckoning him over. ‘Summer approaches. We’ll be making our move very soon. There’s no point in bringing you with me as we’ll never be here again. New skills are required each of you will need to know,’ she said, handing him the screwdriver while holding his gaze before pulling the hood over her head and scaling down the wall. 

He leans over, staring down at her; narrow, scornful eyes return his gaze, prompting him to withdraw back inside and begin screwing the board into place.

She races towards the shopping centre, valuing cover along hedgerows even more since daylight betrays positions. Standing on shards of shattered glass from now-hollow doors, she peers at the darkness inside. Turning on the flashlight, she tentatively journeys into the dark. Inside Dunne’s Stores, she finds the homeware section, taking the remaining candles and lighter fluid. While leaving, the crunch of crushed glass halts her step. Reflexively, she switches the flashlight off, matching the speed darkness reclaims space from light. Instinctively, she slows her breathing while hearing her heartbeat in her head instead of her chest. Three, maybe four, she guesses. Her hand clasps the hatchet, slowly raising it from the grasp of the hoop nestling to her thigh. She braces while making the first steps. Approaching the dull light of the entrance ahead, she is gripped around the neck by a forearm. She waits until her back is pressed against his torso and he lifts her to her toes before she brings the hatchet crashing down into his knee. Vomit suffocates his scream. The blade fastened to
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