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This is for my enemies






CHAPTER ONE

The night before my wedding, my mom shaves off my growths. I climb into our cooking tub and undress. An expression somewhere between pride and fear passes over my mom’s face as she stands beside the tub, razor in hand. Then she leans over and begins.

It takes hours. She starts at the creamy-orange shrubbery of my shin. Works her way up the woody folds coating my knees. Slices into the overlapping tangles at my thighs. My hip growths are moist enough that they splatter when they hit the porcelain at my feet.

She skips over the complicated masses at my torso. She’ll do those last. I extend my neck so she can get the razor into the doughy polyps at my nape. I lean back and expose my throat so she can slice away the leathery kernels at my jugular, the fingerlike nubs cresting over my sternum, and the beads along my jawline, like an extra row of teeth that sharpens to incisors at my chin.

“It won’t take so long next time,” my mom says in a soothing voice.

I’m silent as all of this comes off me, as I am cut down to the size and shape of a wife. I watch my clippings roll into the drain in slippery trails, gathering streaks of ash.

As I lose more of my body, I lose track of time. I close my eyes and steel my jaw each time the razor cuts in. It doesn’t hurt, not exactly. But it’s something like pain.

“I don’t feel good.” I put my hand on the edge of the tub to steady myself. My body revolts. I want to throw up.

“I’m almost done, and then you can lie down.” Mom pats her gloved hand between my shoulder blades, on my spine, which she has just cleaned of its downy spurs. She whispers, “It’s okay. You’ll get used to it.” That’s the last thing I hear her say clearly.

She helps me out of the tub and dresses me gingerly. I am too aware of my new, raw body. I am ungainly as she puts me to bed.

I lie motionless and stare at the ceiling and spin and spin. I fall into a tunnel of blackness from a great height, no room to remember before I hit the bottom.





CHAPTER TWO

On the morning of my wedding, I wake to the sound of a woman weeping.

At first, I think it must be an effect of the shaving. That from now on, I will always wake to this sound. But even after I blink away my more persistent dreams, I keep hearing it coming from inside the house. Coming from my mom’s bedroom.

I roll out of bed and open my bedroom door and walk down the hall. My heart pounds, disturbing the rashy stubble on my chest. With less of me, the blood is confused. I hear the whoosh of it in my ears. As my pulse quickens, more of my skin flushes with itch and pain. I totter, can’t find my balance. My breath hisses fast through my teeth. A heaviness builds in my chest as I get closer to the keening. Part of me wants to hurry. Part of me wants to shut myself up in the closet and go back to sleep and never see what’s waiting for me. I stop between the sawed-off braids hanging on the wall. I stare at their ragged ends as I catch my breath.

I push open my mom’s door. The usual smell of mildew hits me. Then another, like the ointment Mom gives me to put on my lips when they’re dry. It’s so strong that I can taste it, bitter and flaky.

Wearing just a sheer nightgown, Mom lies on her bed, her hair fanned out around her. Luminescence spreads over her pillow and the top of her blankets. My throat aches as I swallow. Every day of my life, I wake up knowing that this is a possibility. And here, it’s finally come.

Except for my mother, the room is dark. A gash of sunlight perforates the drawn curtains, slicing the room in half. Mom’s eyes are closed, her breathing is labored and fragmented.

I’m surprised to see my older sister, Maggie. She sits cross-legged on the floor, beside the mattress. She lifts her face, misshapen and swollen from crying. “Look who finally decided to grace us with her presence.” Her eyes may be dull with grief, but her mouth is as acidic as ever.

Her daughter, Eloise, sits sobbing beside her, just out of reach.

“Mom?” I step into the room, cross the slice of sunlight. I reach out, ready to fall onto the mattress beside her.

Maggie grabs the neck of my shirt and yanks me back. “Don’t touch her, you idiot.”

“I’m wearing gloves.” I snatch my shirt out of her hands. She’s right, though; it’s dangerous. Gloves fall apart too easily at the seams. My mom doesn’t move, doesn’t acknowledge that I’m in the room. “What does this mean?” My voice sounds high and childlike.

Maggie says, “Shut the door, Nicole.”

My first instinct is to balk at any of Maggie’s commands, but I close the door quietly. The longer Reese doesn’t know, the better.

Several flies, fat and clumsy and pregnant, circle around the room, bumping into walls and faces. They won’t settle. They are hot and confused and too heavy with young to cling to the lace curtains, and there’s nothing else in the room but the mattress, a dresser, and a single, mildew-warped picture of Reese and his first wife on the wall.

I sit next to Eloise. I can’t remember how old my niece is. I’ve seen her out in the street, but she’s never been inside the house before. She’s tall enough to reach my chest when she stands, but right now, hunched over her folded legs, she looks smaller than that. Her eyes are wet and needy. I’m always shy around her. When she comes to the window, she never talks, but always looks like she expects something from me, and I never know what to do. Not knowing what I should do to help, and unable to swallow down the tightness in my throat, I look away.

Heat collects like a wet rope around my neck. The humidity is awful in this shut-up room. This side of the house faces the sun, and the day is gathering strength. I wipe my forehead with the heel of my glove. It comes away slippery with mucous, leftovers from the egg-shaped lumps that used to grow there.

“What happened?” I ask.

Mom blinks slowly. I sit up higher, ready to go to her. Did she hear me?

Mom keeps silent. I force myself to slouch back down. She’ll say something when she’s ready.

Maggie says, “What does it look like? Fell on a lantern. I found her like this.”

“You came over?” I frown. My mind is whirring. “In the morning, while Reese is here?”

“I had a dream. A feeling things weren’t right.” Her eyes slide over to me in condemnation. I slept in. I wasn’t in tune enough with Mom to know that she was in trouble, even while living in the same house. She looks away. “Also, I brought your outfit.”

“Outfit?”

“Your bridal outfit. From your husband’s house. He picked them out.” She gestures to a T-shirt and a pair of jeans sloppily thrown at the foot of my mom’s bed.

I close my eyes. I’m going to lose my mom. I was prepared to lose her today, but not like this. I open my eyes and try to soak her in. The landscape of her fungus, grown overnight, pokes into the threadbare fabric of her nightgown. Caps and puffballs and branches bulge and swell against the holes in the lace. Through the sheer fabric, I can see dim streaks against her glowing flesh, like someone has dragged their fingertips against her thin body. Abrasions discolor her chest and obscure her new glow, as always happens with lantern fungus. The touch of it bruises women from the inside, chews away at their ribs and bones until they break.

“Where’s the lantern?” I stand up halfway. My voice rises in panic. “We aren’t sitting in it, are we?”

Mom gasps, and her eyes open. Our heads jerk toward her.

“Mom?” we say in unison.

It’s more of a choking gurgle than words, but I can just make out, “Get him.”

She’s not looking at me, not looking at Maggie. Just at the ceiling.

“No, Mom, no,” says Maggie. Her voice breaks under the strain of trying to sound firm.

Each of my mom’s words is deformed, altered as if she’s speaking around knots in her throat, but she manages to say, “I lived under him, I’ll die under him. He’s my fate.”

“No,” says Maggie. “I won’t do it.” Her hand darts out and pins Eloise’s knee down. “Eloise, stay.”

Eloise shows no intention of obeying her grandma, whom she barely knows. She grips the carpet with her fists, her body tense, like she’s about to bolt out the door.

Mom’s eyes widen, and she makes a pathetic, muffled sound. “Get him,” she pleads again.

Her weak panic tugs at my heart. She’s afraid and in pain. I stare at her, willing her to stand up, to ask for tea, for a wet washcloth, to tell me to get dressed. My need unfocuses my eyes. She becomes a swarm of bees, a tangled rat’s nest, a field of dried grass. I blink. She becomes my mother again, suffering. I stand up. An obedient daughter to the bitter end, I guess.

As I go, Maggie cries, “Nicole, come back here.”

I whirl around. “Do you want Mom to beg on her deathbed?” Maggie’s eyes are sickles, cleaving into mine. Before she can let out whatever evil is in her mind, I turn away. “You can’t control everything, Maggie.”

When I walk down the hall, I expect her fist to take me from behind. Expect, and a little bit hope. She doesn’t chase me, though. As I peek into each of the rooms, I consider how to break the news to Reese gently. I dredge through words, trying to pick the ones that would be least likely to direct the blame toward me. I knock on his door and swallow hard. Silence. Only the belief that he’s not in there gives me the courage to open it.

He’s sitting on his bed, face drawn, and I see that he already knows.

“She’s ready,” I say quietly.

His eyes are rimmed with sleeplessness. I wonder how long he’s been awake.

A luciferin lantern lies at his feet, smashed. Strewn across the carpet lie shards of glass and sticks and the bioluminescent fungus that makes the lantern glow. It was in Reese’s room where Mom fell on the lantern, touching the fungus, meeting the inevitable.

Reese’s hands lie open in his lap as if they’ve been sitting like that for a long time. “It’s not my fault.”

I don’t look at him. I don’t do anything he can interpret as accusing.

He gets up from the bed. I stand aside and bow my head. He lumbers through the doorway, his head lowered as if his top half is too heavy to hold upright, as if he’s about to tilt forward and walk on all fours like a beast.

I follow him at a distance down the hall, but I don’t enter my mom’s bedroom. Through the open door, I can see the dresser and the window, but not the mattress where my mom lies. Reese passes through the slash of light, then out of sight.

“Come on, Eloise,” I call out. I don’t want her to see.

She runs out of the room like she’d been waiting for someone to give her permission. She darts past me, stops at the end of the hall, and turns to stare. Far enough from this soldier of Death, but not too far from me or her mom. Maggie lingers in the room, eyeing Reese like she’s going to push him out with her speckled, meaty hands. Of course, she won’t. You can’t just shove a man around, even to save your mother.

“I have to collect Mom’s things,” she says.

It’s not clear who Maggie’s talking to, but she walks to the dresser in the corner and rifles through the drawers, pointedly not looking at Reese or the bed. I can’t believe she has the audacity to be in there right now. She goes through Mom’s personal items, taking out a couple of stones and a dried flower, a daisy chain I made for her a week ago. She stacks the fairy-tale book on top of the one with the Greek myths, the only two books I grew up with. But Maggie can’t take them, and I can’t. We have to leave behind anything that will be useful to Reese’s next wife, a girl named Rebecca with the same strong jaw and gap between her two front teeth as my mom. She’s been living in a house three doors down with her mother and younger sister, waiting her whole life for Mom to die.

Maggie is stalling, but there’s no point. Reese might as well be a storm. Weather doesn’t listen to reason, or people.

Eloise is watching me, her long sleeves pulled up over her mouth, her eyelashes just cresting over her arms. She watches me while I watch Maggie. Mom murmurs something to Reese I don’t catch. Reese doesn’t answer. There’s a whine and an awful choking noise. The sound of too much weight on a mattress, floorboards straining. Toward the end, Maggie looks up. I see on her face when Mom is gone, and Eloise sees it on mine. In this way, Mom’s death passes through us, a chain of grief, the shadow of a crow passing overhead.

Eloise whimpers like a baby animal, and finally, it occurs to me what she needs. I run into my room and grab a pair of jeans off the floor. I emerge back into the hall and throw them over Eloise’s shoulder so I can drape my arms over her, my curtain of hair closing around us.

I often see the women outside holding each other when the men aren’t around. I watched girls my age with envy: Esha, Tyra, Teaghan, especially Teaghan, grabbing each other any chance they got. Specters that slipped out of sight just as easily as they entered. They might have been my age, but their lives were so different from mine, grabbing hands and laughing, tossing aside the danger of contamination.

Rarely, tensely, and with discretion, my mom and I would touch each other with gloved hands. It was nerve-wracking. Every night, while Reese prayed before dinner, alongside his litany of asks from God, he’d pray that my mom and I had not touched each other because he didn’t want to have to kill us. “Amen,” all three of us would say.

My heart thuds to hold Eloise now. To hold and be held like this is terrifying. She’s not as careful as I am. She grips my shirt and my gloves, pats at my hair, crying, as if she’s trying to find a way to my skin. She doesn’t know the danger we’re in, like this, with Reese around.

When Reese comes out of my mom’s bedroom, I feel his leaden shadow trudge behind me. In the doorway of his bedroom, he turns and looks at the two of us holding each other but says nothing. In his hand is a mass of something furry, like a flayed animal skin. My mom’s hair, which he’s shorn from her scalp. I lock eyes with him. A dare I’d usually regret. But today is my wedding day. Someone is waiting for me. He can’t kill me without having to answer for it. He takes the hair into his room and closes the door behind him.

The first thing Reese is going to have Rebecca do when she arrives is braid my mother’s hair and pin it up in the hallway with the others.



Eloise trails behind me when I walk back into the bedroom. A blanket covers my mom. Maggie is putting on a pair of garden gloves she found in the bedside drawer.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

Maggie says gruffly, “We have to get her in the ground now, or we’ll have to wait an entire week before we bury her. Lucky it happened on a Saturday.”

I look at the blanket, the lump under it. “Lucky?”

“A whole week of watching over her body, making sure no one’s curious kid sneaks into her room and touches her? No thanks.” She’s right. Saturdays are the only day the women are left to their own devices, because the men have their own gathering then. Maggie puts on a pair of leather gloves over the gardening gloves. “You have so many goddamn gloves in this house.”

“We’re careful.” I look pointedly at Maggie’s bare arms, her bare legs that poke out from under her shorts. I pick up another pair of gloves and tug them over the polyester pair I’m already wearing.

She snorts. “There’s no reason to be crazy about it. I mean, really? You have to sleep in them?”

I shake my head. She lived with Reese too. She knows his rules.

Maggie pulls the blanket off my mom. We strip her of the nightgown and peel the underwear from her body. We can’t bury her in them. They belong to Rebecca now. After all, what would the next wife wear, if we all lost our clothes to the dead? We slide her carefully into the blanket and roll it up, making sure none of her luminescent skin brushes against us. Someone will have to bring back the blanket later.

When Eloise tries to help, Maggie barks at her to get out of the way.

Lifting my mom’s body is otherworldly. Like something other than myself is buoying her forward when we carry her through the house.

I stop at the front door, knowing that I’m supposed to open it.

“Wait.” I stare at the doorknob.

“Wait for what?”

To Maggie, it’s just another door to walk through. To me, it’s the door I’ve stared at my entire life, waiting for the day I get to leave. Maggie sets her jaw. “Open the door, Nicole.”

“I said wait.”

I want to make Maggie leave by herself. I want to go back into the bedroom with my mom and shut the door. Climb into bed with her. I’d put a blanket between us, and then around us, and it would be okay.

“Nicole,” Maggie hisses. I want the darkness.

Her voice rises with fury, “We’re already late.”

I want to sleep forever. “I just need to think.”

“There’s no time.” She pushes the body forward, forcing me to back up. I have to open the door and go through it, or my mom’s body will crash into me.

Just like that, I’m out of the house. I feel the enclosure of the walls fall away.

After I fumble my way onto the porch, I say, “I could have dropped her.” I stare at Maggie. “Or died.”

“You didn’t, though, did you?”

I turn away, thinking of my mother. Our mother. I should be angry. Mostly, I’m tired. The blood still thuds heavily against my sore skin. I register the breeze on my face and the openness around me with a numbness. I look down the street and see the houses lined up, then turn to look down the other side and see more houses. I thought leaving the house would be freeing. Instead, the sky looms heavily overhead, wheezing a soggy breath on my scalp and neck. It’s too big, and the clouds too close, the grayness thick and unyielding. I breathe heavily and feel my legs weaken. I shake my head. I’ll handle it later. I’ll return to normal, get used to my new body later. Not now, with my dead mother in my hands. My hands, which do not feel, or look, like my hands.

When I pause and try to manage my way over the steps, Maggie huffs impatiently. “This way.” Again, she tugs on our dead mother to rush me.

I can’t believe her callousness, her lack of reverence. “You’ll have to excuse me,” I mean to say it vehemently, but it sounds oddly flat and disembodied. “I don’t know where the old golf course is, exactly.”

Maggie turns to me, her brow furrowed, as if just noticing that I’m beside her, though she’s been yelling at me this whole time.

“The graveyard,” she corrects. “Reese isn’t here to make you use his words. So don’t. It’s annoying.”

No men are in the street. They must have already left to go drinking in the work yard. It must be later than I realized. As long as I’ve been alive, Reese has never been late for that.

Two women stand together in the neighbor’s yard. Sara and Adelaide. I know their names because my mom used to point at them through the window and tell me her memories of them from when she was young. When the women see us, they stop talking and stare. Their eyes dart to the blanket bundle between us. Realization unfolds on their faces. They look at each other, then rush forward to help. They don’t ask questions, just murmur sympathetically to Maggie and glance curiously at me.

We trudge past the houses I’ve always been able to see, and we begin to see new houses I haven’t. Each with their own irretrievable past, shedding off layers to the ground. One house is so smashed, its pieces flung so far and wide, its scraps bleed into other yards and the ruins of another house. The trees are all leveled to stumps. Yard ornaments, benches, buckets, and misshapen lumps I don’t recognize, their uses gone and forgotten, all embedded in the shivering green landscape. We see the beige house that’s been turned into the granary, and the gray house that’s been turned into a shared tool shed. The house with the stone statue of a man that is half-man, half-goat, and fully naked. The house with not one, but two broken-roofed cars parked in the driveway, their paint now a luster of speckled rust, gathering pockets of dust and dirt in the seats and growing weeds. These are the places my mom described to me all my life.

We shuffle past the lab. No one says anything, but I know it’s the lab because it’s larger than any two-story house, surrounded by a large fence, and made up of windows so black and glossy I can’t see in past the sun’s reflection. When my mom had drawn the lab to show me what it looked like, she was never satisfied with the product. She’d eye her work, turn her head one way, then another, shrug, and say, “The windows look black, but they shine like mirrors. If you stand on something to look over the fence to try to see inside, you can’t. All you can see is yourself.” She was right. The square thing she’d drawn in the dirt really didn’t do justice to this ominous building with the ominous things growing inside.

I can’t look up at anything after that. I don’t want to. It isn’t supposed to be like this. My mom is supposed to be here to guide me, joke with me, laugh with me, show me our world. Reese promised we could both leave the house on my wedding day. It was the one reason we’d been looking forward to it, even though it meant we’d be living separately from then on. I can’t look at the houses, and I can’t look at the women, so I look down. I can feel my mom’s heels through the blanket. I walk alongside the other women in silence. I won’t talk to anyone. If I don’t talk, I don’t have to find any words to say. I don’t have to think.

Jess, a woman who was old when my mom was a child, is standing in the middle of the street, looking at something, or nothing. Like any wife, she’s shaven this morning. But pink, warty growths persist in her eye ducts and inside the rim of her eyelashes, dangerous places to shave too much away. They give her a knobby eye shape and a forlorn, myopic look. When she sees us, she joins. “Oh, poor dear. And today, of all days. Not many of us make it to a second daughter’s wedding.” Her voice is soft and sweet as she squeezes my elbow in sympathy.

I go rigid at her touch but I don’t say anything.

Maggie spits. “She didn’t make it to her first daughter’s, either. She had to stay in the house for mine.”

“Or Easter! It was her favorite holiday.” Jess sweeps her eyes skyward and speaks dreamily, as if she’s been talking about my mom in the past tense for a while, has already grieved and moved on.

“Back when she was allowed to go,” says Maggie.

Jess ignores her and faces me. “Well, it happens all the time, dear. Women tend to get emotional on their daughter’s wedding day.” She pats my arm. “Especially their second.”

“It was a lantern accident,” I say dully. “It didn’t have anything to do with emotions.”

She eyes me for a long time, then squeezes my elbow again. “Yes, I can see that.”

Between the five of us, it’s easier to carry our burden. I stumble a bit and keep stepping on Sara’s shoes, who’s in front of me and pretends not to notice. Eloise trails behind us, her hands worrying themselves in front of her. She cringes with every sound, every stray rock grinding beneath her feet, as if she’s afraid the world is about to burst into fire. I want to smile at her, say something reassuring, but I don’t have control over my face anymore. If I smiled, my face would break. Something would definitely break, if not my face. I’ll do something nice for Eloise later. It can’t be easy, with a mom like Maggie. I’m lucky. Was lucky. My face burns thinking about how Maggie used that word earlier.

I can feel the other women staring at me.

“Hello,” says Adelaide.

I glance up at her. Her eyes are dark, her lashes long and beautiful, though the other parts of her face seem mismatched, like they belong to someone else, someone not so pretty. I open my mouth, but the word doesn’t come out at first, like hitting two stones together and waiting for sparks. I close my mouth, open it, and try again. “Hello.”

“I’m Sara,” says the short woman in front of me.

“I know.”

They look at me. They want more from me. But all I can think is, I’m holding my dead mother in my hands, which are not my hands.

The wind picks up as the houses drop away.

“Not much longer now, the graveyard’s just over the hill here.” Jess speaks in a singsong voice, obviously for my benefit.

Maggie hefts our mother up, grunting, the strain getting the better of all of us.

A pathway slices the hill in two. We climb up the path. I can feel them before we crest the hill. We get to the top, and the graveyard opens in front of me. Dusty and sun-scorched, nothing grows in this dry and scaly field. This is the largest space I have ever seen. It’s big, bigger than I imagined. Our yard could have fit into it two dozen times. There’s a chain-link fence surrounding most of the graveyard, though it’s twisted and broken and bowing toward the earth. Ancient, misshapen trash has gathered against the fence and cemented into discolored mounds. The men haven’t bothered to collect it while wearing their expired hazmat suits, aren’t worried about its toxic exposure leaking into our houses from all the way out here.

And in the middle of the field stand all the women and children in our community, about fifty all together, humming and waiting. The graveyard is a vast, empty space, but the women are concentrated in the center, jostling among themselves. They are a hot, bullish swarm, each vying for the others’ attention. With their hum in my confused skin, I can’t think, can’t move, their murmuring vibrates in me, trying to wake something, but all I want to do is stay numb. I’m holding my dead mother in my hands, which are not—

“Your mother is our only death this week,” says Sara.

“The poor dear,” says Jess.

I face away from the women, trying to get a hold of myself.

This is a mistake. I was prepared on some level to be here. To feel the women as they vibrate together. But standing on this hill and looking over the enormity of the compound and seeing all of it, all at once, is too much. The houses sprawl out in a confusing, crisscrossing whirl of streets and yards. I can see how the center road, where we all live, has been comparatively well maintained, despite the sodden weariness. The other houses, without their patched roofs and stabilizing poles, are collapsing under the weight of greenery past their seeding. The imploded windows and doors and smashed walls are dark and yawning and black as earth. Their skin sloughs off, their broken backbones poking through their splintered shoulders. A great leveling is happening. The undergrowth swells over the earth to flatten the machinery of civilization, subsume its lifeless limbs into its own verdant, seething corpulence.

At least the orchards and crops and fields are planted in manicured rows and squares. But even they go on for too long, until they’re stopped by the black wall that surrounds our compound.

On the other side of it, the poisoned woods. I can see only the edge of the forest, before the slope of the mountain curves down, bringing the forest with it. But that edge is still too much to take in. The trees are jumbled together, rippling in the wind, surging and straining against the wall that is supposed to be holding them back.

The houses sway, heroic and sorrowful in their struggle to keep buoyed against the melt of time and nature. The plant-covered ground rustles and shimmies, as if the earth is preparing its throat for a big swallow.

Then, everything blurs. I’m crying. No. Not crying, my eyes are watering from the wind. I blink, try to slide the world back into place. I grip my hands and feel my mom’s bony ankles. With a sickening lurch, I realize I’ve never touched this part of my mom before, wouldn’t have dared, even through a blanket, when she was alive. My knees buckle. I grip harder.

Maggie hisses, “Goddammit, she’s going to drop her.”

Someone grabs my shirt at the shoulder and lifts me up sloppily until I get my legs straight again.

“I’m sorry,” I say, though no one hears because I don’t put enough force behind my words, and Maggie is still swearing loudly and commanding me to get a grip. I want to say that I’m not usually like this. When I am whole, I am strong and stubborn.

The women in the bald field notice us. They stop chattering and rise from the muddy puddles and surge forward like a squall eager to engulf.

“Let us take it from here,” says one woman. A wife, shaven down.

“You rest now, hon,” says another. She’s not a wife. Grainy, purplish knobs wreath her nostrils and spread over her cheeks.

“Yes, let us take her,” repeats another woman who is not yet a wife. The black gills of the gray, pitted caps on her forehead are dissolving into a black liquid in the heat, dripping down the contours of her face and streaking her cheekbones before falling off her chin in shivery, inky tears.

I clamp down on the blanket. When they take her from me, the blanket slips, and I catch a glimpse of my mom’s glowing face. Her open eyes, her agape mouth.

“Careful, we don’t want anyone else to get contaminated!” Jess chides me gently. She pries the blanket out of my fingers and carefully rewraps my mother.

“Come with us, sweetie,” says Sara.

“I’m Teaghan,” a voice whispers in my ear.

I jerk my head toward the noise and am nose-to-nose with a face framed by a dark braid like a thick rope slung over one shoulder. New nubs of pink, funnel-shaped growths flush up her neck and the side of her jaw, overtaking her ear so that the cartilage barely peeks out. We are so close, we are sharing breath. I gasp, and breathe in more of her smell. Splotches of black soak into my eyes, and I can’t think. My mouth speaks for me. What comes out is, “I know who you are.”

My best friend. Of course, I don’t say it aloud. I am embarrassed to even think it. You can’t be best friends with someone who has only ever seen the edge of your silhouette. My throat clenches, like the knuckles of growths inside me are swelling it shut. I can’t duck away from the pressure of her staring at me. She peels with laughter and sinks back into the crowd, and I lose sight of her again. The other women also laugh and clap, delighted, like I’ve made a joke. I’m a celebrity. Someone new who isn’t a newborn. They’ve been waiting for this day too. Like a holiday. They pass my mother through the crowd. Maggie scuffles behind, grumbling. Hands push me along as well, ungloved hands, dangerous hands, guiding me after my mother.

“Right here.” Amy nods to Sara.

Four shovels appear. Four women start to dig. The ground is soft from last night’s rain, but the earth is thick with a web of white string, and the shovels rend through the tangled mesh, filling the air with ripping noises.

“Connor is here,” someone says.

“Where?” someone else asks.

“In the back.”

“What’s he doing here? This is our place,” Sara complains.

Adelaide looks at me. “He must be afraid of her.”

All the women eye me with a measure of newfound respect.

“I guess now we’ll have to pull out the Bible and read a verse,” Sara mumbles.

Jacinta, the only woman left on the compound who can read, picks out a tiny pocket Bible from the front of her overalls. She opens it somewhere in the middle. The others resume their digging.

“Don’t mention anything with blood,” Jess whispers. “It’s not appropriate for a burial.”

“I know, I know,” Jacinta hisses from the side of her mouth, as if the man could hear them from where he is standing.

Jess ignores the annoyance in her tone and adds, “No blood, birth, violence, or foreskins.”

“What are foreskins?” Abigail peeks over Jacinta’s shoulder, looking at the Bible as if there might be pictures.

“No one knows.” Jess shrugs. “But it sounds gruesome.”

Jacinta clears her throat. She lifts one hand, deepens her voice, and projects to the crowd, “ ‘And Esau said to Jacob, “Let me eat some of that red stew, for I am exhausted!” ’ ”

The women around her nod solemnly, and Jacinta looks pleased with herself.

The grave is finished. It’s time to put Mom inside. I have to do it, because I’m the one holding my dead mother in my—

But I’m not. I look down at my hands. I’ve already let her go. I’ve already given her up.

Other women get on their knees and lower her into the grave. Maggie reaches in and unravels her, yanks the blanket out of the earth. I can’t see my mom. I’m standing too far away. But I can’t force myself forward. Maggie’s the one next to the grave, holding the empty blanket, looking down with a grimace.

A wail crawls up inside me and I can’t stop it. I hear the despair in my voice, but I don’t feel it. It’s startling and frightening. I think of the way my mom used to describe Demeter when her daughter gets dragged into the ground by the tapered hands of a cruel, subterranean god: an ocean at high tide, unable to contain herself.

All those stories from far away that my mom explained with sea metaphors, a place neither of us will ever see, though Mom always said she wanted to, but knew she’d never, and I know I’ll never—

The women start singing along to the sound of that disconnected despair. Maggie stares at me jealously, angry that I should be the first to scream and not her, the firstborn. But then her face crumples, and she stares down at the ground and joins the singing. A gruff noise, at first, but then the act of it soothes her and she starts to join in for real. She has a nice voice, actually. I think of her singing Eloise to sleep, when she was just an infant curled in that intimate space between Maggie’s chin and sternum. The singing tugs at me. Another wail burbles in my chest, but it is partially dissolved in the women’s song. Another rises after it but comes out as a small sob. The tide inside me lowers, the dark stain on the sand receding. Another line from the same story. They sing, and something closes inside me. A sleeping animal finds the cavity at my center and drifts into a staggered, aching sleep, but a sleep nonetheless. And then I’m singing too.

I know by heart Reese’s church hymns, “Again Another Fleeting Year” and “Ah Lord How Apt I Am to Stray,” and the songs the men sing after they overflow from the work yard onto the street on Saturday nights, with their drunken folk ballads of “Just a Small Town Girl,” “Load Up On Guns,” “Blame It All On My Roots,” and, the one I like the most, “Ice Ice Baby.” But women’s singing is not like men’s singing. Our songs aren’t predetermined or learned by rote like theirs. We don’t sing in words. We feed the notes to each other, sense the harmony before it happens. Rising as one, falling as one, holding one note concurrently.

In this way, the women absorb my emotions into their own. The stabbing grief slides away, the center of me sliding with it. I’m crying; we’re all crying. I gaze around the edges of the crowd. I don’t see any men. Connor must have left.

The men don’t like our singing voice.

The women drop leaves and sticks onto my mom’s body.

“To feed the decomposition,” Jess says. “This far into the year, most of the flowers have died and rotted. All except these ones. We’re lucky they’re so hardy. It means we still get to cover May in flowers.” She shows me a basket of big yellow flowers and small blue ones next to a bundle of sticks. This is the second time I’ve been told today that the timing of my mother’s death is lucky. But Jess’s voice is so gentle, so loving, and I’m worn out. There’s nothing left in me to fight. She twirls one of the yellow flowers between her fingers. “These we call graveyard marigolds, because a few summers ago they showed up in the graveyard. Of course, they don’t grow here anymore. Nothing grows here for long. They pop up around the rest of the compound, though. And when someone, I can’t remember who, asked her husband what it was, he answered, ‘Some kind of marigold, I guess.’ The name just stuck.” She drops the flower and picks up a blue one next and continues, “We call these false daisies. We used to call them daisies, but one of the husbands said, ‘Those aren’t daisies!’ So now we call them false daisies.” She picks up a branch filled with small, beady red berries that look like drops of blood. “We call these Mary’s eyes.” She scrunches up her face. “I don’t remember why.”

Maggie dumps the basket into the grave, over Mom. She does it hastily, with a defeated expression. I notice a yellow flower on the ground, unceremoniously knocked to the side. I step forward and pick it up. It lays like a crumpled sun in my palm. I look into the grave and see my mom’s naked body. It’s jarring to see her like this. She looks too thin. Her elbows and joints are knobby and weak. How did those skinny limbs ever hold her up? How did they ever propel her forward? Eyes wide, mouth unhinged. Her shorn hair shows bald spots now, where Reese cut too close to the scalp.

Death is already changing her. All her holes are opening wider, pockets of darkness blooming across her face. She doesn’t look calm or restful. She looks like a sloppily placed corpse. No one wants to reach in and rearrange her body. The fungus in her would touch the fungus in us, and we would light up as she lit up. Then our men would kill us, too, to protect the other women before we could contaminate them.

I think of the way she smelled last night, leaning over me with her gloves and razor. The deadened plop on the ashy porcelain of the bathtub. The dizziness that came after.

To feed her decomposition. I don’t really know what that means, but it sounds important. I drop the flower, and it lands on her bruised rib cage.

I’m tired. My body is sore. I can’t imagine doing anything except standing here until I die.

Something round is thrown on top of my head. I jump, almost into the grave. My hand darts out and I thoughtlessly grab the wrist near my temple.

Teaghan stares at me, grinning, her pupils wet and swollen with the cloudy sky. “What? Did you forget it’s your wedding day?”

Bewildered, I touch the crown on my head. Flowers. I take away a petal and inspect it. Graveyard marigolds.

The other women’s waterlogged eyes crowd around me. They smell of salt and earth and wet things, their faces briny-raw with crying. Their hands pat me and push me as they sing another song. A livelier song, more cheerful and also faster. I step forward to catch myself as they push
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