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    Wiremother

    by Laura Mauro

    Every morning is the same. I wake up, shower, get ready for school. I take Mother out of the chifforobe and place her on the dressing table, so she’ll catch a little afternoon sunshine. She tells me I shouldn’t bother, but I think she enjoys it, secretly; on those occasions where I forget, she’s sluggish for the rest of the day, more severe than usual. Like a plant starved of sunlight.

    Mother would prefer it if I didn’t go to school. She’s afraid I’ll meet a boy and abandon her. I tell her I’ve no interest in boys, which is true; and that I go to an all-girls’ school, which is a lie, but she has never asked me for proof, and since I never mention boys, I think she believes me.

    School is the only place I am permitted to be, other than Home.

    Mother appraises me before I leave. I feel the scrutiny of her black glass gaze. The taut wire of her frown; slow creak of hinged jaw sliding open, the better to enunciate her judgement.

    YOUR HAIR IS A MESS, HELEN.

    “I know, Mother. I’ve run out of conditioner.”

    Her brain whirrs. Calculating the last time we had shopping delivered. She keeps track of all the numbers. The receipts, stashed in a drawer, ancient and yellowing, like baby teeth.

    IT WOULD BE CHEAPER TO CUT YOUR HAIR SHORT.

    She makes demands, sometimes. When she thinks my school skirts are too short, or my clothes have become shabby. Mother says I must be modest, but well turned out; clean, but not flashy. It’s very important that I do not shame myself.

    “The nearest hairdresser is in Town,” I say. “I’d have to get the bus.”

    This gives Mother pause. She has little concept of the world outside of Home, except that Town is outside her sphere of influence. This is intolerable to her. She rattles and clicks, cricketlike; tilts her head, a sharp and jerky motion.

    WEAR YOUR HAIR IN A PLAIT. WE WILL ORDER SHOPPING WHEN YOU GET HOME.

    “Yes, Mother.”

    IF YOU USE LESS, IT WILL LAST LONGER.

    “Yes, Mother.”

    IT COSTS A LOT TO KEEP YOU, HELEN.

    “I know, Mother.”

    She’s quiet again. This brief burst of activity has tired her; her frame sags, the heavy hang of her head, held aloft on fragile vertebrae. She’s getting old, now.

    I gently shift her position. The sun is lower in autumn, not quite as strong. As an afterthought, I crack open the window, allowing a cool breeze to infiltrate. Mother’s room is warm and stuffy. The floorboards are thick with dust, disturbed as I pass through; whirling elegant in the wake of my passage, and caught on a thin sunbeam, a procession of tiny dancers sinking slowly to the floor. This is the only room she will not permit me to clean.

    I pause at the door.

    “Alanna likes my hair,” I whisper, low, so that even if she were awake, still, she would not hear a word.

    I do as she instructs all the same.

    At school, I let Alanna pull the elastic from my hair. We sit outside on the grass, in the sun; she runs her fingers through the plait, unwinding slowly. Combing my hair out with her hands, so that it fans out over my shoulders. I shiver a little under Alanna’s careful attention. She is a cool evening breeze, stirring the small hairs at the back of my neck. Nobody touched me much before Alanna did. Nobody spoke to me, either.

    “There,” she says, with an approving tilt of her head. “That’s much better.”

    “I ran out of conditioner,” I mumble. Apologetic, that her soft hands should be exposed to my wire-wool hair, but she just smiles, leaning back on her palms, so that the insides of her elbows face up toward the sun; sleeves rolled up, those lightstarved parts of her a shade lighter than the rest.

    “You have mermaid hair,” she says. And then, thinking better of it: “no. You have samodiva hair. All wild and gold.”

    I pluck dandelions one by one. Arrange them carefully on the grass. The shape of a star. “Mother wants me to cut it all off,” I tell her. A little thrill runs through me at the transgression. I’m not supposed to speak of Mother outside of Home, much less criticise her intentions. But she can’t hear me here. She can’t see the way I smile when Alanna braids daisies into my hair, hand-feeds me morsels of her lunch. She can’t hear the guilty laughter which spills from my lips when Alanna says Mother sounds like a miserable old witch.

    “Some stories say that a samodiva’s power resides in her hair.” Alanna snatches a dandelion from the pile, shreds it methodically. Thin gold petals scatter over the navy of her skirt, her exposed shins. Catching in the fine hairs. “If you cut it off, she’s powerless.” She grins. Mischief in those dark eyes. “Maybe your mum’s afraid of you.”

    “Maybe,” I say, careful to keep the doubt from my voice. It’s not that I don’t think Mother understands fear. She’s afraid of many things. The Outside. People who aren’t us. Discovery, and abandonment. She’s afraid that one day, I’ll leave, and never return.

    “Don’t cut it,” Alanna says. Scooting over so she’s beside me; dusting my hair with dandelion petals, bright gold filaments, and someone across the playground yells fucking dykes! but she ignores them, fussing with the placement, scattering the petals until they’re exactly to her liking. “Never cut it. Grow it so long it’ll trail behind you. Like a wedding veil.”

    I laugh at that. “But it’ll get dirty. I’ll catch leaves in it.”

    “Like a forest nymph.”

    “Mother would never let me.” I mimic her voice. The susurration of dry leaves, twigs snapped underfoot: “People ask questions about scruffy children. It is very important that you look presentable.”

    Alanna snorts. “There’s no way she sounds like that.”

    No, I think. She doesn’t. My throat can’t produce the sounds hers does; too fleshy, too soft. She sounds like bow-scraped wires, an untuned violin, rusted and creaking. She sounds like old floorboards in an empty house, the light tread of feet. None of these comparisons are accurate.

    I feel Alanna’s chin on my shoulder.

    “You’re nearly seventeen, Helena.” Slipping a daisy behind my ear. “You can make your own choices.”

    I imagine telling Mother this. The dull anger of her black glass eyes; teeth-shards bared in bitter laughter, the empty hole of her throat.

    I remind myself to plait my hair again before the end of school. Brush out all the petals. I don’t want a trace of Alanna to pass the threshold. To be tainted by Home.

    “I know,” I tell her, and hate myself a little for the lie.

    I bathe Mother with a soft cloth. Warm water in an old plastic bowl. Dish soap and tea tree oil, to ward off the scent of rust. She becomes fretful if the cloth is too wet, if I don’t dry her quickly enough.

    I wonder, idly, if I could drown her in this bowl.

    THERE’S A STRANGE SMELL ABOUT YOU.

    “Is there?” I run the cloth along her spine. Folded edge in the alcoves of her vertebrae, out along the apse, methodical. Mother does not have olfactory organs; the imagined scent of her own paranoia manifests in accusation, which she cannot prove any more than I can disprove It took me many years to learn this. “I’ve been cleaning the kitchen. That disinfectant you like, the cypress-scented one. It’s quite strong.”

    I feel the slow whirr of her brain, vibrating along the taut cord of her neck, her eggshell skull. She had skin, once, or something like it; it fell off in shabby patches, like an old chamois, rotting with age and humidity. Exposing the yellowed porcelain beneath.

    TELL ME WHAT YOU LEARNED IN SCHOOL TODAY.

    I exhale, smooth. Practised. “Red shift is an example of the Doppler effect,” I recite. “When a faraway interstellar object moves towards us, it looks more blue than it usually would. This is called blue shift. Red shift is the opposite—when the object is moving away from us. The colours are shifted to the red end of the spectrum, so it looks more red than it usually would.”

    THIS DOES NOT SEEM LIKE INFORMATION THAT WOULD BE USEFUL TO YOU.

    “It’s what’s on the curriculum, Mother.” I brush out the sparse filaments of her hair with a baby brush. This too has diminished over the years; no matter how gentle I am, how carefully I comb the nylon fibres, faded with age and sunlight, they seem to shed, steady, like spring blossom. What remains is barely enough to cover her skull.

    IT WOULD BE BETTER TO TEACH YOU PRACTICAL LIFE SKILLS. HOUSEHOLD MAINTENANCE. FINANCIAL RESPONSIBILITY. DO THEY NOT TEACH THESE THINGS?

    “That’s not really what school is for.”

    PERHAPS I HAVE BEEN UNWISE. ALLOWING YOU TO WASTE SO MUCH TIME THERE.

    Irritation prickles at the back of my neck, the fine hairs on my wrists. I tug the brush a little harder; a scattering of hair fibres peel from her skull, flutter to the floorboards, where they will stay forever. Stark white on old varnish.

    “What would I do instead?” I ask her, masking my peevishness under affected curiosity. “I don’t suppose you’d let me get a job.”

    THIS HOUSE HAS GROWN SHABBY. YOU DO NOT TAKE GOOD CARE OF IT.

    My fingers tighten around the hairbrush. I lower it gently onto the dresser. Sweep aside dry scraps of scalp with my palm. “All I ever do is take care of it.”

    IT LOOKS OLD AND TIRED.

    “Then give me the money to redecorate. I can do it on the weekends.”

    I SPEND ENOUGH MONEY ON YOU.

    “It’s not even your money. It belonged to-”

    Her hand swings up, swift. A flash of silver; sharp, glassy pain, like a firework bursting below my eye. I grab my face instinctively, hiss through my teeth. Pressing my palm to wet-shredded skin.

    FINISH THAT SENTENCE, HELEN. SEE WHAT IT GETS YOU.

    My right eye waters. Warm blood trickles down my chin, through my parted fingers. I reel back, out of her range, stumbling over my own feet, the warped floorboards. Her black eyes regard me with cold indifference; the serrated knives of her fingers, hinged and vicious and tipped in crimson. I had forgotten, in my complacency, how fast she can move. How savage.

    CLEAN YOURSELF UP. UNGRATEFUL CHILD.

    Her voice is a low rasp, wrenched from her throat. Anger borne on the out-breath, an old bellows breathing sparks from an ashen firepit. A thin spray of blood arcs up the wall. Red on white. Oh, Alanna, I think, grabbing the damp cloth, pressing it to my cheek; Alanna, you were wrong, you were wrong.

    That night, I push the dresser up against my bedroom door. Dab my wounds with TCP, wincing at the burn, the hospital stink of it, which seems to burrow into my sinuses, into the tissues, like an illness which will someday kill me.

    Mother won’t follow me in here. She never does. Not since I was a child, and I needed her, in a way I haven’t for a long time now. I burrow under musty blankets. The sagging mattress I’ve slept on for over a decade. More nest than bed. A comfortable nostalgia.

    I fall asleep to the ceaseless throb of my wounds, the memory of wounding.

    I dream of Mother crawling down the hallway, spider-swift on sharp fingers. I dream of my flesh-mother, gurgling in the bathtub. Cut throat and warm water, the scent of lavender, and I am so small, I am barely tall enough to see over the rim of the bath. Her cheek pressed against the tiles. Red on white. I dream of Mother flensing her, a slow and perfect peeling; red-jewelled Salome, draped and dancing in the veil of my flesh-mother’s skin. I dream of bones wrapped in velveteen. In the dark of the chifforobe, where the afternoon light can never find them.

    I dream of black glass eyes. A voice dredged from the depths of a lake. Silt-rich and so cold.

    
      IT’S ALL RIGHT. SSH. DON’T CRY. I’LL BE YOUR MOTHER, NOW.
    

    I forget, sometimes, where the memories end and the dreams begin.

    At lunchtime, Alanna drags me to the girls’ toilets, peels back the gauze taped to my cheek. She inspects my wounds, ghosting glistening furrows with the tips of her fingers. Her dark eyes are wide and horrified.

    “She can’t do that to you,” she says, fretful. “You know that, don’t you? There are laws against it.”

    I watch in the bathroom mirror as she assesses the damage. My jaw cradled in the curve of her palm. Her hands are soft. Everything about her is soft. I frequently forget what it feels like to be touched gently, until she reminds me.

    “I don’t think she cares about the law,” I say.

    Her brow creases in sudden anger. “Bet she
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