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To the girls who would dream love into existence


Unable are the Loved to die

For Love is Immortality.

— Emily Dickinson
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FOREWORD


This novel expresses themes related to religion. I want to preface the reading by saying that no representation is meant as a generalization of one’s faith or represents my standing on the practice and faith itself. All beliefs are tied to a generation’s time and geography, and this novel was written in that light. All art is political, so I feel the need to express that I mean no attack against the religion represented in this novel or the way it is experienced as per the main POV.
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THE NASTY CURSE ON YOUNG GIRL’S HEARTS
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A girl sat alone by the cliff’s edge. She had a letter in her hands and a heart yet to be broken. 

It was the peak of Summer, and though she was fond of the peculiar joy found in rhythms and cycles, her soul always longed for the calamitous. And oftentimes, calamitous omens come disguised as love letters.

Of course, only her soul knew this. With his letter in her hands and the wind wiping at her face, she thought, for a moment, that she’d broken her curse. 

There was only one place on her mind when she woke up to find her lover’s letter waiting in the fairie lair she’d built three Springs ago by a hollow ash tree. That day, no pull of fate would have led her anywhere else.

The meadows bored her at this time of year. Partaking in her town’s activities would only make her look like a fool when she was inevitably cast aside, and there was nothing she hated more than that. So, heart racing like the winds, she pretended not to hear her mother calling her from inside the house and made a break for the cliffs. 

One might think this place sated her urge to escape the monotonous cycle of her life or loneliness, but it couldn’t be farther from the truth. 

The girl never saught the opposite of what she was. There wasn’t a point when it could be found everywhere she looked. Everyone irked her for that same reason. They were so easily liked, when all they had to do to earn it was being boring. 

She had never mastered staying silent, much to her mother’s dislike. This girl was already silent about so many things, and it only seemed fair that she rose to defend herself when false accusations spread.

Her hands were smudged with weeks-old ink from writing her flower journals, and her knuckles still held small bruisings. Last Sunday, she got into a fight about her decor after mass. Everyone gawked at her, not caring to hide their reproval when she turned on her heel and left the other girl crying on the side isle. 

It was not the first time instances like this had happened. 

She was a lover of Nature’s life pulse, but she often found herself adding kindle to it. The innate nature of chaos soothed her.

When she stared it in the eye, it was her reflection who stared back. 

She found solace in this place. The waves reminded her of the unfairness in the world, for in this world, her presence made people frown and step back. It was a sentence inked not in skin but in her soul, and though people couldn’t see ghosts like her, they certainly had a privy eye to the former. 

To her credit, she tried most of the time to be like everyone else. The better part of it, she failed.

But maybe she didn’t need to anymore.

Maybe Hugh’s existence would change everything.

What better purpose was there to fight for than love?

Love was more than a dream for her. To a girl like her, love was proof. She cast the idea that it would ever find her long ago, but an aching heart fluttered at being seen. At being considered. And she was only a girl, after all. A young girl who had never been in love. 

Until now.

Until him.

This didn’t mean she wouldn’t trade it all to be someone else with a different, more joyful life. And in her heart, she knew exactly what that type of girl looked like.

This desire of hers was the base of human conviction, and she was, after all, human, despite what her town led her to believe. This girl wasn’t more special than any other. 

Her name was Eilidh, but it might have been Violet or Louise. It didn’t matter. Her life was simple. Predictable. Or it would have been if she couldn’t see more—see them. Her curse and the reason she came to the cliffs that morning.

Ghosts didn’t come up to high shores, and neither did people. 

Violent tides crashed ahead. Her ghosts and people’s stares seemed irrelevant from up there, and she had something to protect. 

The letter.

Her proof.

Unperturbed, she unfolded it. 

Hugh hadn’t written much this time, but his familiar handwriting managed to flourish a smile on her small mouth. 

Eilidh,

Your argument makes no sense. I long to make you doubt the foul words that come from your lips in ways beyond paper and ink. I like to daydream about our fights when I’m bored at the forge. Father insists I stay late during these months, learning. I have nothing else to learn. I grow bored. Sometimes I think about leaving town. So I think of you and your words. I find myself thinking of ways to silence you. I like that I’m the only one who knows you like this, and I don’t want that to change. You’re mine, Eilidh. People wouldn’t understand, so let’s not bother with them. 

Most nights, I dream of you, and I wish I could stop. 

What do you think about the new family in town? I find them the worst.

Yours,

Hugh Falkner

She read the words written by a boy she knew only by passage, and she dreamed. She dreamed of what he promised, and she rushed to drop ink onto her own pages. She wanted to tell him in detail about her flower journal, and the progress she was making. He’d point out the flaws in her plan, but it was helpful, and he took the time to read her words. 

To see her. 

She sealed her words with a kiss, like a spell if she’d ever cast one, and she turned to the tides ahead. She observed the boats in the distance, seemingly frozen on the dark canvas of the northern seas. How could such massive things keep themselves in a world so vast?

They reminded her of them. She and Hugh. The unlikely pair. 

But then again, everything reminded her of him. This girl was in love, the kind that was not good for you. And wasn’t that the nature of every first love? Love that is no love at all.
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The loud rage of my parents’ thoughts reached me through the thin wood of the walls like only judgment could do, and I stopped, pondering my odds. 

Throwing myself down the stairs just to put an end to my imminent misery crossed my mind. Instead, I tried for bravery and braced myself. My fingers ached as I tried to count how many people died as a result of their parent's wrath. Gods, I didn’t want to tempt death today, but I should know better by now that it would always follow me around.

I pressed my palm to the familiar humid surface of our home’s walls. Maybe I could prepare what to say if I knew how they were already framing the case against Hugh and I. But the moment I leaned my ear closer, the walls shook, and I jerked back.

Did the wood just bite me? 

The floor creaked heedlessly, silencing the other side of the wall. I cursed the old boards under my feet and the ghosts in the old house laughing at me. Their essence poked my skin, trying to engage in a play I had no time for. Curse them! They always showed up when they posed an inconvenience—when they could create chaos. I was familiar with their taunts and usually engaged in them, but that morning, my skin heated with rage and worry, turning my energy cold, and they sneered at the threat. They clearly never stood at the other end of Mother’s stares. 

I drowned their presence tickling my body, and focused on the silence making the hairs on my neck on end. It was a fitful thing. Soft rumbles cracked the void—a waiting silence. The type that let you know there was no avoiding what stood on the other side. 

Running up the stairs or falling wouldn’t save me. I would face my family’s wrath either in life or in death.

And so, solely because my mother’s shrieks would follow me to hell, I continued down to a different, closer sort of penitence. Besides, if I wanted to be worthy of a future with Hugh by my side, I had to act like it.

Anything for us, I thought. Anything for love.

But he betrayeddd you, a ghost at the foot of the staircase sneered.

No, he didn’t, I shushed back, feeling my nostrils flare.

Ignoring him, my legs pulled me forward toward a fate I did not want. 

Downstairs, my family were sat for the first meal of the day.

Their eyes greeted me with a scream so loud my ears and pale face burned. I could feel the inevitable fate of my skin turning the same colour as the carpets heating the walls and the Summer fruits on the table. I took a seat and pointedly ignored the ghost looking at me across the room. 

This one was a child. 

His name was Len.

I was used to his presence in the house. He usually came out at meal times. 

Once, in the many events when I’d been alone all evening, he’d appeared in my room and told me I looked like he did when he was alive.

Sad.

Misplaced.

Sometimes, I ignored him. 

One time, I didn’t and discovered he died poisoned by his mother, and he knew he wasn’t liked since he was born. 

I silently wished I wasn’t about to suffer the same fate. Death was all around me, but so was life. I was eager to survive this lecture and escape to the woods. I wanted to come to my favourite clearing and feel the mist breathing soft life into my sensitive skin, washing away the weight other people’s words carried—even my own. My skin had always felt too conscious of the close range of society’s rules. 

I loved running down the windy hills up to where the cliffs plummeted to a world I would never know. Nature had secrets—parts humans couldn’t see or even understand. I grew up seeing the shades of grey no one seemed able to grasp. Nature was the only one that understood my vastness. 

My otherness.

Lately, I’d been studying the growth of flowers and was eager to speak to my mother about opening a flower shop in our small town. The words were burning my tongue, eager to spill, but I swallowed the burn.

I spent the last four years working afternoons at Sophie’s, and I was terribly good at what I did, but I wanted my own place. It’d been a fit to convince Mother to let me start, but I woke up one morning to her supportive smile like her distrust had been a figment of my imagination.

To this day, I believed Mother only accepted to hide me, but the sting had long since worn off. Since starting, I learned much from the old crone, but I couldn’t help but want more.

I wanted my flowershop, and I wanted Hugh by my side. A boy and a dream—everything a girl could want. 

It was the anticipation of that very future that plucked my attention. There was a sheet lying incriminatory next to my mother’s plate, and my father waved another in his hand as he frowned to read the words. It caused him his usual scowl. 

I met my brother’s face briefly. The pity in his big eyes pained me. He was the only one at the table and in the house that didn’t expect anything from me, and his unburdening approval was comforting, but I didn’t always know how to take it.  

“Eilidh.” 

I met my mother’s gaze. 

“Yes, mother.”

“Again?”

Again, because this wasn’t the first time my name had been scribbled on that paper. Mother threw the list at my face as if I didn’t know what was written on it. 

Eilidh Killbride stared at me in rushed writing, listed at the bottom of the page. 

I barely had time to blink at the words before she planted the brown paper on the table with a sharp hand and shook her head. 

“We should have sent you away to your aunt’s at Kinloch. There would be talk because people are not stupid, but it would be better than this. You know that your father’s mines are causing trouble. You feel the way they look at us, so tell me, how could you be so careless? So naive?”

I kept my mouth shut, letting my rage bubble.

“Everyone can see our disgrace looming at us.” You, she meant, if it weren’t clear enough. “It’s been months since sweet Celeste came around. Even Mrs Byrthe has taken her invitation from her daughter’s birthday at her house. This is so shameful. So shameful, Eilidh.” 

My mother paused, searching for air. Her face was redder by the second. 

“Tell me, child, what would you have us do with you?” Father never spoke up, so all air left in my lungs vanished when he took her place. “ Rumour has it that you and Faulkner’s boy are having an affair. Did you lie to our faces?” 

I didn’t reply.

“No?” 

My father slapped his hands on the table and got up, dragging the chair back with an ugly shriek. 

“Speak, Eilidh.”

I flinched and stared down at the folded hands on my lap. My parent’s eyes pressed me to give them reassuring words. I had none to offer. None they could understand.

No simple words could describe what they sought to comprehend. The truth was I had been naive and silly to believe my choices wouldn’t harbour such dire consequences. I didn’t feel like a fool. It seemed so real. Hugh and I.

Around me, the room clouded with stale air, making it difficult to breathe. The smell of fresh food was overwhelming. I looked at the fruit and the stale smell of a half-eaten meal. I pictured it rotting and doubling in number. My throat closed up. All I wanted was to bolt, but I was locked here, with all that food and my father’s cheap cologne. 

“My virtue has not been compromised.” 

Father’s shoulders slumped. 

Mother parted her lips to speak. 

I didn’t let her. 

“But like Mother pointed out, that does not matter.” And I don’t think you believe me. “We’ve traded letters. Someone must have intercepted them, and I have reason to believe it was Hugh’s former lover. She must have gotten jealous.”

My mother’s eyes narrowed, accessing my words.

“You will be studying your verses from sunup to sundown,” she finally said. “Word must travel that you were caught in sin but are committed to atone for them and find forgiveness in thy Lord.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but she shushed me. 

“There won’t be another word of this. Unless, of course, you propose a better solution.”

I did a poor job of swallowing a laugh, and the meal resumed with careful glances. Disappointment coated the air, making my skin itch.

Wanting to feel their approval of me was a long-lost battle. I let my mother’s words wash over me. Attending church wouldn’t change my devotion to the only living person who’d accepted me for who I was, ghosts and gods and all. I didn’t believe Hugh was responsible for my name twice making the list of girls who should be looked down upon in town. 

But then why were there rumours?

Sat at that table, I made an effort to eat, lest I give my mother another reason to start an argument.

When I got up, she was quick to speak again. 

“Make yourself ready to leave. We’re going to service in town.”


TWO
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Aberdeen

St Julian’s Protestant Church

Church of Scotland

Morning Service 10:45

Church School 10:45

St Julian’s sign locked my gaze in a fistfight every time I walked past it. I thought it was because the last sentence held as much meaning as the words Hugh addressed to me—the type you believe before someone tells you better. They invited you with a sense of belonging that was all but a façade. Once the spell broke, they felt like a warning and a reminder—according to their ways, I could pray and love the right person for a while, but eventually, life would remind me that I would never belong. 

Throughout the chaotic landscape of Aberdeen, paper weathered under recent copies of the same words. Those posts were not as kind and welcoming as St Julian’s flowery typography. You could say they finished the church sign’s sentence. All were welcome as long as you were not a prostitute, disabled, or, god forbid, a witch. 

Mother made me bring a bible in hand to cast away foul mouths. 

No one would be calling me a witch that day.

We walked side by side with my father and brother right behind us and into St Julian’s church. My mother urged us to a seat near the front, but Mrs Louison caught her mid-turn, and my mother, being her dear self, enrolled in the small talk, laughing way too loud. 

Words spread, Eilidh. 

People’s opinions matter, Eilidh. 

How you look matters, Eilidh.

When my mother and Mrs Louison parted ways, I barely contained my laughter because the church was almost full, and she had to content herself with the fifth-row seats my father got us.

As the people started to quieten, it was easier to feel the eyes landing on my shoulders. They took residence there as the service carried on. 

“They saw Eilidh with Hugh in the barn. Fucking like pigs.”

I shushed the whispers in my head and tried to focus on Father Caedan’s speech. We heard about the great episode of Jesus sending out the Seventy Two. It was supposed to make us grateful for the abundant season and prepare for the next because the leaves were starting to shed to give way to dry blooms and the thickest rain.

People said God’s will gave us the Seasons, and I didn’t question it. There was faith at the core of everything. But Father Caedan’s words changed, and they always felt the same on my skin—dry, lifeless.

I could never bring myself to feel what others did. I suppose it made sense, because their faith made them think I was a little mad. They looked at me, talked to me, and they knew I wasn’t supposed to be here. There was the matter of my poor social skills. Then my clammy hands gave me away, and my face was never good at telling lies about myself. I could pray for months, but they still would see it in my face. The way my eyes saw a world they feared.

Mother didn’t believe this. 

I knew better. In the weeks since my name first appeared written on the list, the town talked… whispered between themselves like snakes hungry for prey. It didn’t help that travelers came to town, mostly churchmen, and suddenly, the whispers that I learned to quieten became louder. 

Women were being accused of witchcraft and burned or hanged for it. These whispers weren’t recent news. Old winds brought stories of distant places I would never get to see. These fates were being carried out from nightmares onto reality, just above the covers of the deep change in faith trespassing country borders. It was the worry of a species in my skin, and it felt personal because I saw what they feared—a world beyond. People didn’t know what death meant anymore. New voices were introducing fears worse than that of the sweating sickness.

Now that these fates had reached Scottish shores, they no longer felt like simple nightmares. They started to haunt me like the type of horrors that make you sweat so much you can’t sleep at night… because a part of you knows.

Those stories are about you.

Women, no matter how noble, were being accused. Women were weak no matter the quality of the bed they lay on at night—the fabric held no protection against the lure of the devil’s charms. 

I was very aware of why my name was on the list.

Lust was just the beginning of a sentence that would never be named love. 

I grabbed harder onto the small bible, keeping a cool and innocent façade that I knew fooled no one. Maybe Mother was right and I should play the act of believing I was an honest daughter of God and start to cherish the tiny book in my hands, but I didn’t know how.

Each service felt like a lecture. The words made my skin irksome and brought me back to every time Mother had sat me down to remind me of who I should be instead of who I was. 

The thing with being lectured so much is that while you learn to exist in the otherness, there’s also the part that will run away from it like the words are bolts, and you have to become a faster one. The need to flee… it never quite stops growing. 

Nothing made me quite as uneasy as being reprimanded, but how the world was changing—and not just to welcome the dying season—made me feel I should pay attention to my mother’s plan and care to follow it without letting the immediate hurt fade away.

I might hate being reprimanded, but my mind always betrayed me with my innate stubbornness. Years of becoming this bolter didn’t kill the young child who threw fits if she was made to follow orders and admit she was wrong about who she was and what she was feeling. That child never grew up, taking permanent residence in my mind. It was hard to ignore every part of yourself when there was no one else to talk to. 

Or so I thought.

After Hugh… he was the first person who allowed me to be myself and feel like the language I’d been speaking on my own for so long was worth being understood. 

I felt divided. 

I should accept Mother’s advice, but my rebellious, lonely heart wanted more. 

I spent the rest of the service playing out the moments I spent reading and writing those damned letters and throwing careful glances in search of Hugh in the crowd. But I didn’t catch sight of his blonde strands and languid figure. 

The daring annoyance and desire to tease the world when he was around rushed over me like a thunderstorm. I tried to quiet it down in my chest and drown my mother’s gaze that had fallen on me.

Mother leaned closer to whisper, “Your face has always given you away, lass. Maybe we should try to cover it up more often.” 

She cast an acknowledging smile at Orlaigh from the bakery. The woman had her prying eyes on us four sits down this row. 

I tensed and opened the bible in my hands to fight the impulse to lash out at her. 

Father Caedan prepared the altar for communion. I swallowed in my dread. The last thing I wanted was to take in the body and blood of Christ. Sometimes, I wondered if I’d vomit myself down there and spare my mom the trouble of believing she’d charm people away from my life choices.

Sometimes, I pitied my mother. 

After the blood had been served amongst the little gods, I followed after my mother and mingled with the townspeople who knew me from birth. I noticed how the girls I called my friends distanced themselves as if they were afraid to stain their hair ribbons or rotten the flowers braided into their hair with fever or something. I shouldn’t feel so sad about it.

Behind me, my father narrowed his eyes at Mr. Lenin, a portly gent and Aberdeen’s coin man, and murmured something to send a prying child away. 

A child. 

My mom seemed a breath away from fainting. My brother was holding her arm.

I made an effort to belittle the feeling of knives stabbing my back and noticed how the other girls on the list were being targeted with the same disdain. My glance locked with some of them, a quiet understanding passing between us like a cord of different faith.

The usual echo in St Julian’s church was drowned by the most disorganised moment during service. 

“What’d she do the first time?”

“Witchcraft.”

“And they still show up here. Good Lord.”

“The new law says they should burn those wretched things.”

“But she’s just a quiet lass. People can be mean.”

“We’re in dark ages, wife. People are sinning too much, and the wrath of God must be served.”

“Aye.”

“Have you heard about the others?”

As I made my way back to our seats, I finally saw Hugh in the back of the church. Our eyes met briefly but it was all it took for the air to be stuck at the top of my throat. 

His gaze had the same pull of the deep ocean coasting our harbour. He was the protagonist in folk tales of my town. The one you dreamt about one day would be your husband. Hugh Falkner looked every part the kind of man who would deceit you into thinking you were to live a fairytale together. 

His eyes were to blame—or the taunting smile with which he ended each of his words. I dreamt about eventually feeling their effect on my skin because we never spoke. Ours was a story in letters. But I saw him talking to the girls of my town and knew I wouldn’t be so different from them. That was a comforting thought.

But those were the same eyes that were looking at me with a different depth today. Gone was the warmth and the playfulness.

The pull of realisation was stronger than the spell, and I fell back into my seat. Gone was any hope I was keeping that he was worried about me. 

My heart had never been broken before, and it was all I could do to keep myself neutral until the end of mass.

No, I reasoned.

Hugh is a good actor. This was simply an act he had to play to keep himself safe from the towns’ foul mouths. Though he was just a smith’s son, he had his family’s future to secure… and stories of ruined reputations were my towns’ favourite topic at breakfast. 

Surely, what we had couldn’t be undone with a name on paper and the talk of town. Maybe we had to be apart for a while, be more careful with our correspondence, but this thing between us simply couldn’t end like this. He would prove me right in writing me back. That night, I would receive a letter, and I’d feel silly at having worried.

Hugh would. 

He didn’t leave my mind when the service ended, nor when my mother took me to see Father Caedan and officially enrolled me in church school at St Catherine’s. The moment before Father Caedan said the final word, Mother was already echoing her gratefulness to the people leaving church. I wanted to die of embarrassment but kept my face as neutral as I could. As two strands of ginger hair fell into my face, I didn’t brush them away. 

Hugh was not there anymore when I looked back. By then, the youth had all left the church, leaving the town’s old and experienced gossipers to carry any news around. Everyone would be leaving for Autumn festivities, but I knew my fate was far different. It didn’t come as a surprise when Mother announced that I’d be starting my religious atonement the day after tomorrow. 

Father Caedan went to fetch a nun, and I was left alone with my mother and the weight of her expectations on my shoulders. Oddly, I found I didn’t very much care at the moment. 

Hugh would write to me… it was all my heart could feel, all my mind would think. Gods, I just wanted to disappear into the woods and see my hope dancing in the falling leaves before returning home to a warm bed and a folded letter. Maybe not that day, but soon. 

Father’s impatience had already carried him and my brother home by the time Mother finished bragging about the last pie she baked.

She grabbed my hand softly as we stared at Father Caedan disappearing into the back of the church. Her eyes were kind under the mask of disappointment and annoyance. Those were my mother’s eyes. They reflected an emotion I could easily read and not always like, but there was always kindness underneath.

It made it hard to figure out the nature of her love. It was never one thing or the other. It was hers, and it was difficult to recognize as love sometimes. But what other word could I use for it?

“Eilidh, I am doing this because I love you.” Mother said this like prayers were usually finished, with surety and faith. My throat dried up, like usual, at the end of arguments with her. “I’ve always done what I thought was best for you and will continue to do so. You know that.”

I nodded but struggled to feel it as she squeezed my hand again in her chubby one. The contrast with my bony fingers created some distance between us.

Knowing the look in her eyes, I knew she was waiting for an answer—an obliging one.

“I know, Mother.” 

She smiled as if she hadn’t been lecturing me since dawn.


THREE
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Was it possible for water drops to be alive? I lay in bed and watched them running their course down the window. I was tempted to believe they were a whisper from my Gods, a way of keeping me company. They hid the reality across the glass—the one I didn’t want to step outside to meet—and told me soothing stories. 

Plop.

One drop against the windowsill. 

Death isn’t so bad a fate, Eilidh. There is a land of Nature and mist waiting on the other side. 

But no—the voices didn’t come from the teardrops.

They came from the ghosts. 

Our fate will not be yours. 

I’d grown up with them. I knew they were stuck. There was a place beyond this Earth, somewhere unreachable, not just for the living. Ghosts hadn’t found a way to cross into this place yet. Some claimed it was a void waiting on the other side. Others said it was Heaven. It’s Summerland, another whispered. That voice spoke louder than the rest to me.

When I closed my eyes, I tried to imagine that afterlife but couldn’t bring myself to want it. There were still so many things I didn’t know about this place. Things that said, Aye, lass! Come here, I dare you. It’s okay to be like this. It’s okay to want it. But if you don’t, seasons will keep changing without you.

And that was the truest of truths. 

I wanted to be here to see them all. 

There would always be a new pattern to notice, a new feeling and scent in the breeze. Travelers were always introducing new animals into our faunas. Maybe pollen would bring in new blooms. Maybe one day, people would say that the best florist in Aberdeen dealt with dead and fresh flowers to create arrangements that look like something other. People would see why I mattered to this world. At least through my art. 

And then there was love. Ardently, I longed for the day the familiar feeling of paper turned to human touch. I wanted to be hugged and kissed and everything in between. I wanted to hear his laugh, and not the version in my head or the one he gave to other girls in town. Mostly, I wanted to find someone who didn’t make me question if I was worthy of it.

And hopefully, all of that would happen before the day I died. Because that would happen.

Lives had an ending in every faith. There was no spell or belief strong enough to change it. It was as final as the moment I suffocated the blooms between pages of books. Those that were halfway into decay when there was no help to be given.

Flowers were plucked or withered by Nature. Human nature was the same.

We tried to be so different when we were so much like the flowers we passed by every day. Just as fragile. As beautiful, or damaged, or both.

I turned on my side, trying to focus on the pouring rain, but my mother’s shrieks down the stairs took up too much space. She didn’t believe I could change people’s minds. 

I should send word to Kinloch. Remember that lad? Yer nephew. John was his name, I believe. He’s Eilidh’s age, isn’t he? 

My heart halted briefly in my chest. I discussed John’s nature with Mother one night when a letter from my aunt arrived that he couldn’t find a wife. She asked for my hand in that letter, and my mother refused then. John was five years older than me, and I was certain for all the times we visited that he was a rapist. She couldn’t possibly want this for me. 

She’ll butcher this if we’re not strict with her.

You should have heard Mrs Dannoch talking bout her at the market the other day. She said I should beat her, or she’ll become a whore. That the devil’s inside her. Can you believe her? They are warning the lads about her. The good lasses in this town won’t talk to her now. I’m so worried. What will be of our daughter if this don’t work? Oh… have you seen the new families at church yesterday?

Father was silent. 

Their anger made me angry. I wanted to behave to please them. I did. I’d conformed myself with trying, at least. But I didn’t know what they wanted me to find at St Catherine’s the rest of my living in Aberdeen wouldn’t have shown me already. No more schooling in Lord’s word would help me through the fact I saw things that others didn’t. Thinking prayer would change what came before my eyes made me want to scream. As long as I saw ghosts, I would never see the world like the rest did. And I knew, deep down, I would always see them.

“How can I change?” I asked the ghost sitting by my duvet.

Silly, you’re not supposed to.

I bit my lower lip in restrained anger.

So maybe they were right. Maybe the devil lived inside me. Perhaps it clawed its way inside long ago. But if it did, I didn’t consent to it. It was not my fault. It was infuriating to think they blamed me for it. I’d never choose this for myself. If there was some way to carve it away, I’d take it. It would be so easy to make that choice.


FOUR
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Five other girls listed on the most recent print of Aberdeen’s List of Shame were attending the religious penitence. I could imagine our mothers coming up with this solution as they chatted three suns ago on the last market day. 

Now, we followed the nuns down the hill to their residence, towards where we would be spending our days from then on. The house was placed at the end of a long road.

Despite the short distance from the town’s church, the weather was kinder to the touch down here. The gravel was dryer and smaller under the soles of my shoes and the wind didn’t seem to slash the skin away from my bones. 

Maybe it was only because I was further away from God.  

Celeste Macbeth came to me as we walked, hugging her shawl around her shoulders because she had always had a lower resistance to the cold. Mother kindly reminded me that it’d been months since we last spoke.

When Celeste found herself tangled with Marjorie Saint James’ group she started coming around less often, until there was one day she didn’t come at all. The look on her face told me she either didn’t remember this or was trying to seem like she had. 

“Is it true what they’re sayin’?” Celeste asked matter-of-factly, sounding as if no time had passed at all. 

I wondered if the nuns, who were a few paces away from us, were listening. They were engaged in a tense discussion about the new kitchen maid, so maybe not. Then I glanced around us and saw the people stopping momentarily from their daily affairs to give us dirty looks. I sneered at them despite myself. I couldn’t stand it; it was already starting to feel difficult to be quiet and let time run its course.

“Na.” 

I waited a moment before I asked. “Is it true what they’re sayin’ bout ye?”

Celeste blinked several times before looking away at the tall building. It seemed far more ominous now. The ceiling wasn’t built quite right, giving the impression it would fall over our heads if we indulged in sin.

Delightful. 

“Unfortunately.”

Much like Celeste heard the rumour about me, I heard the rumour about her. She hadn’t bled yet, and because of her age, people were thinking she’d never be able to carry a child. Unlike myself, I believe Celeste’s parents chose church schooling for her because lest become a nun and be a woman of God than have no purpose at all.

“Do you believe you’ll still bleed?” 

Celeste and I were not close, but she was still my closest friend. We grew up together. Our houses were close. I remember witnessing her learning how to saddle and making her mom nearly die from a fit when Celeste almost burned the house down making bread. I was mostly to blame, but I let Celeste take the fault. A ghost didn’t stop messing with me, poking my face and trying to pull at my hair, and I hadn’t the same relationship with ghosts as I did now. I was scared, and Celeste was right there. 

The years stretched apart just as we did, mostly because Celeste grew an extroverted personality that I never developed. She started to show up in every event in town, much like other girls who would become what I looked to as the feminine model to follow. All pretty or with a social charisma that seemed unfair to have been given by a fair God. 

When she answered, she lowered her voice. “I believe God will bless me if I dedicate myself more to his teachings. I want a family one day.”

I gave her my understanding, and we continued to follow the nuns up to the house. I believe the building was constructed when I was seven—I vaguely remember how Mother had been excited about it, and a big feast was thrown on opening day. It was originally thought as another church until the town collectively decided they preferred to walk up the hill to the historical old church of St Julian’s. This then became St Catherine’s, a women’s church school.

Inside, the nuns gave us a welcoming tour of the place, showing the different study rooms, the small church, the common room, the second floor where the dorms for the experienced nuns were located, and the gardens outside. 

Despite the sense of rejection pulling from every wall as if to push me away, the gardens somewhat softened the anger I didn’t realize was building so strong in my heart. They looked cherished. The season still allowed colourful blooms at this time of the year. Seeing the several benches filling the space, I knew I’d be spending as much time out here as I could. 

The flowers were inviting, and all I wanted right then was to take a petal of each to test out their shapes and medical properties or to see how they dried and could add to my flower arrangements. Even if I spotted a few I already knew everything about.

The thought filled me with excitement. But I was wiser than breaking the orientation circle on my first day, so I kept my place next to the other girls, and we turned back inside for our first lecture.


FIVE
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At dinner that same night, Mother was a different person. A warm smile stretched across her face, and her eyes sparkled with excitement. Such a surprise that she wanted to know everything about my first day at school. After almost having my eyes glued together with boredom and the unnerving urgency to roll them, pretending was all but what I wanted. At that moment, I cared only for the sweet embrace of my bed and silence. 

Maybe I just wanted to rush dinner because I intended to stay awake, waiting for Hugh’s letter. 

But one knows their mother.

“It was fine. They weren’t welcoming but I wasn’t expecting that. Tomorrow will be better.”

My mother placed her hand over mine, delighted, “I’m proud of you.”

She turned to beam at my father—more with denial than hope, I prayed. 

I couldn’t swallow the food on my plate. I was hungry but unnerved. I didn’t want to be reprimanded again or punished by my town, but I couldn’t pull the nerve to care enough. I didn’t know what that said about me.

“And the mines, father?”

I blessed my dear brother for this one and resumed trying to eat the lamb on my plate. 

Father cleared his throat, and I recognized shame from a mile away. 

“God was kind today. We think we found a large amount of silver.”

Lies. But it pressed my father to sheer conversation into brighter topics everyone enjoyed. I stoved away the way my mother’s words from yesterday returned to me… knowing I should be more proactive in my determination to restore my reputation. 

My family needed it. 

And yet, the soft detachment of only feeling accepted if I wore a certain skin kept me from it. Other people shouldn’t feel obliged to care for me, but this was my family.

“Festivities are right around the corner,” he said, his big smile returning to his big mouth. 

Mother observed the conversation with the warm silence of someone who loved their family. 

“Sis, are you helping with the Festival? I heard they’re building a full stage for dancing.”

I nodded. “Yes. St Catherine is going to help with the food and decorations.”

Father winked. “As long as there’s good ale.”

“I be sure to spit on yers,” I laughed.

“Eilidh!” chastized Mother.

My brother laughed and traded poor-tasting jokes with Father. I watched delightedly as Mother lost control of the table but eventually joined us. Sitting at the corner of the room, Len, the ghost child, laughed too. 
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When dinner was over, I retreated upstairs and started preparing for bed. I undressed and sat by the window, brushing my hair. It was dryer than usual. Mother kept scolding me about it, but it was simply the result of exposure to the elements. I wondered if Hugh noticed—I wondered many times how he perceived me. 

Did he think the same as Mother? 

Did he mock me like the other girls in town did in secret? 

He never complimented my face, or my hair for that matter. We argued about gods, Nature, and the will of men. We only occasionally ventured to write down the filthiest scenarios that lulled me to dream way past the time I had fallen asleep.

I put down my hairbrush on the comforter and turned to look at the window. I pictured a lean figure made of shadow in between the bushes that cornered the soft hill. 

Blinking hard didn’t make him real. 

There were only the ghosts to appease myself with, and they were chatty that day. Two by the windowsill, clearly mocking me. 

Eilidh.

Eiliiiiidh, they whispered.

Eilidh the foooooool.

“Go away.”

They didn’t. 

They never did.

Eilidhhh

Another one sat by the foot of the bed. This one looked sad—there was empathy in his green eyes. I offered the lad a small smile, even if I couldn’t shake the pain that laced through my body at imagining his death. A paler circle was drawn around his throat. 

I closed my eyes and kept brushing my hair.

Ghosts weren’t figures of shadow as some tales led folks to believe—at least not to me.

Their skin was translucent, but there was still colour to it. There was no doubt it was kissed by Death’s touch—it would be impossible to mistake a ghost for a living person—but they weren’t mere vultures. 

Most of time, they entertained me, but that day my bedroom window had my full attention. I opened my eyes and looked at the hills. Outside, the winds roared angrily against the windowpanes as if disapproving of my decision. 

I was being impatient, but I couldn’t stop daydreaming about him. For months, Hugh was the highlight of my days outside the moments I spent in the forest. As lovely as the woods were, as understanding as they could be, some days you woke up and realized a fundamental truth.

Humans needed other humans. 

I wanted someone to be there for me—I always had. I grew up waiting and praying very quietly—lest someone heard how fervently this weakness boiled inside my veins—that fortune would eventually make me cross paths with the person who would change it all. 

I hid this under the sleepy expression others always confused with nonchalance, but deep down, I always hoped someone would come along and save me, matching my weirdness or the way I thought. Every failed attempt over the years only made the wish grow stronger. It was why I was so adamant about Mother’s plan after one day of trying.

Hugh came and taught me my answer was outside, not inside. There was no changing who I was. 

A small smile stretched my lips at the memories. I did my best to ignore the pressure in my chest and the words of ghosts. 

He would write to me again. 

One of the ghosts pulled up beside me and brushed their lips against my neck. A shiver ran down my body. 

Ghosts were always so cold.

Foolish girllllll

It was one from the pair. I ignored them. 

Leave him be girlllll

The one still sitting by the window got up and walked up to where I was.

We only want to help youuu

“I don’t want your help.”

Fool

Fool

Foolllllll

“Leave me alone!” I screamed.

Downstairs, I could hear everything stop. 

Mother knew. 

Father knew. 

Everyone did.

Everyone knew I was wrong.

I prayed they didn’t come to my room and kept brushing, hoping the time spent nurturing my hair would make me more appeasable to a kinder fate.

When the moon was high enough in the sky to light up the whole incline and the town of granite stretching down our hill, I got up and put my hairbrush down on the small desk. With a look over my shoulder at the door and a keen ear to the shifts in silence in the house, I opened the drawer to take the lavender samples I had stored in tiny vials. 

My hands froze against the wood. 

The drawer was empty. 

No, she wouldn’t have gone so far.

But she did.

Mother must have searched my bedroom down for my small storage of herbs and special rocks I collected on my cherished morning walks. She also took my pen and the ink I used to write my letters. There was even a notebook filled with my study on this season’s blooms. 

All gone. 

The work of many months. The care I put into making each entry. Thinking she got rid of it drove me to tears, but I didn’t imagine my Mother burning something I did. She wasn’t that kind of cruel. Maybe she just stashed everything away somewhere in the house.

But what could I do?

Despite the anger, going into her room and claiming my betrayal would just earn me another lecture in which I wouldn’t come out as the winner.

She had made up her mind.

And I had to try. One more time.

I closed the drawer and stared at the ghosts. “You say you want to help, but you don’t go away.”

The ghost who was trying to open my door stopped his attempt to look at me with hurt in his eyes.

We are not your curse, Eilidhhhh

And we can’t control ittttt

“Spare me your sorrows.”

Defeated, I climbed into bed and blamed Mother for the sleep that didn’t come.


SIX
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Eilidh Killbride caught my eye shortly after I ended my affair with Ava. My mind was a teetering void after I broke everything off with her. Ava Bhriain was my first love, and I was just realizing how hard bare mortal flesh could take breathing after heartbreak.

I never knew pain like it. But it was fitting, for it was the only curse in my short life—to love who I did.

I remembered crying at pews during mass when I was young, and the realization settled that I would never be with who my soul longed for. Girls weren’t made for other girls. A simple rule and one I couldn’t follow.

There had to be wrongness in me to contrast with all the luck in my life, and this was it. To love a reflection like my own. To want to lay at night with a girl by my side and have her take my surname. And to be unfortunate enough to find someone who looked back with the same secret.

It was our secret. Mine and Ava’s. 

Until it wasn’t—couldn’t be.

Inevitably, the weight of our roles in society became too much to bear, and I had to end it. For the first time, with no one to talk to about it, I felt alone. 

I couldn’t take it. Every minute, I regretted my decision, but I was just as quick to remind myself that I was doing this to protect the both of us. 

When Eilidh came into my life, I was crossing the first battle lines of heartbreak. Denial no longer felt possible, and I was left to deal with a sort of volatility that felt poisonous. I had nothing to keep me going and distract me from the pain of being myself—or of not being. Everything led me to Ava, but the nature of those thoughts changed as frequently as the weather. 

One day, I loved her.

The other, I didn’t.

One day, I hated her.

The other, I married her ghost and kept living. 

At the end of many days, everything felt like a blur of pain, and only firelights like Eilidh made me see an end to this road. She was a beacon in the dullness of the world. And everything was better than the pain I was feeling.

Anything. 

Because why would I be heartbroken? 

What reason could Marjorie Saint James possibly have to be heartbroken?

As the days went on, the more the strings tied up around my house. It wouldn’t be long before I was set to marry Daniel. He was the son of a wealthy miner in town, and though not exactly handsome, he was never cruel. His eyes lit up with interest and want when we were together, so I knew this was the way things were and that the problem was me. 

He was just a lad.

And I couldn’t…

I just couldn’t…

I sought out boys. I had fun teasing them, knowing my face guarded me from ever promising too much. I liked to feel they wanted me, knowing I’d give nothing in return. It made me feel I was doing the right thing. It became a special defence after heartbreak and was too carved in me to be pushed away. 

Sadly, the boys in town weren’t bringing anything that felt like novelty into my life. I knew if I didn’t find anything soon, I’d feel myself succumbing to the innermost parts of my being and dying a slow death from that poison.

Ava was my first love, but I’d had a serious dose of heartbreak before her. Unrequited love. Love that couldn’t be called that way. Secrets that were a better word. And now that I chose to leave someone who loved me back, I didn’t want to find out how more horrid this place was about to become when the rest of my freedom was taken away the moment I married Daniel. 

But I still had time. To feel like I was free. And to find a new reason to breathe and soothe my pain away. To me, that reason was always a person. It had been Ava for a while, but it couldn’t be anymore. 

I noticed Eilidh Killbride for the first time when she was handing flowers to my mother at Mrs Anne’s tailor shop. 

I will never forget the expression on her face. 

She looked sad to part ways with the blooms. Maybe her sadness called to mine, but she looked so thorn that my interest was picked. 

Then, I only knew her from the town’s talk. Eilidh had a reputation for being a loner and a liar. She was quick to react to what she shouldn’t. People said she would never marry and that her sensibility and disconnection would only drive her to die young. 

“They’ll die by that window,” Eilidh said to Mrs Anne.

The woman’s lip curled as she stared Eilidh up and down. “Flowers are supposed to die, child.” 

It took Eilidh a moment too long to answer, her eyes streaming upwards to the ceiling as if coming to a decision. “Not that fast if you care for them.” She turned on her heel and left.

That very day, my own mother walked out of the shop talking ill of her, speaking of the omen that she was to us all. It didn’t matter that she birthed a girl who would be as much judged if she knew her secrets. 

Later, I’d come to know that Eilidh never formed close attachments, had an awkwardness to her gesture that maybe explained it, even if her lack of connection truly seemed to be of her own volition. 

On that gloomy morning, I knew only that Eilidh had a rebelliousness that fit these dark ages in the way it shouldn’t and that she intrigued me. That scarred part of myself looked at her and felt a pull that wasn’t hurt or poor contentment. I felt excited. 

Only a strong tint would calm my pain. Breathe something else into it. Only another could give me a good chase and play along. And maybe I saw something in her that beckoned. The feeling couldn’t be explained with just her beauty, though Eilidh was beautiful. Eilidh was a fresh breath in a day full of reminders of my doom. 

I decided to go to the shop she worked at and ask for a flower arrangement, but that day never came. 

Because a day later, I was dead.


SEVEN
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After morning rituals at St Catherine’s, the girls were free to roam about the building and the gardens. Celeste, who got closer to a girl named Violet, laced her arm in mine and walked us through what happened during the weekend as we made our way outside. She seemed to be faking happiness, the corners of her smile too tight. I asked her about it, but she averted the topic. 

Outside, Violet pointed to a bench behind a fountain that never saw better days. The structure supported cracks everywhere. If I indulged my impulsive thoughts and moved a brick, water might come down, running towards me and soaking me up. 

Girls mingled around, unaware of the danger, and the recent newcomers—with their names also on the list—Jane and Claire, felt the sorority bond between us and sat on the edge of the carcass fountain. Around us, the Sisters were busy carrying blooms from the garden into the chapel. It struck me as odd to see they were all funeral blooms, but maybe this year’s Autumn Festival would have a different theme. 

“What’s happening?” asked Claire, who arrived shortly after morning rituals. She was looking at the flowers, and my interest was piqued—so I wasn’t the only one who found it odd.  

“Marjorie’s mother asked for a memorial ceremony here and at St Julian’s,” supplied Jane, who had the habit of knowing every bit of gossip in town by moment of conception. It was nothing short of ironic that she was here because she was caught red-handed stealing.

My eyes immediately jumped to Celeste’s, and she avoided my gaze, busying herself with looking at the clouds that promised heavy rain.  

“Marjorie? Another year has passed?” Claire’s blonde eyebrows made her perfect complexion ugly with wrinkles. She seemed like one of those pieces of nature better left untouched. It was disconcerting to see anything mess up her natural order. She shook her head and hugged her knees to her chest, interlacing her fingers. Her eyes turned distant as if succumbing to memory lane, and I wanted to ask her why when she wasn’t even close with Marjorie. 

Not a lot made sense regarding Claire Muyr. The rumour claimed she was sleeping with a married man, though Claire had been claiming she didn’t know what the gold ring on his finger meant. 

I was inclined to believe her.

“It seems like yesterday we heard of her passing, indeed,” conveyed Jane. 

I didn’t know Jane, but I’d seen her with Marjorie a few times on daily errands and late afternoon walks. Celeste took part in these walks, so I turned to her again, making it blatantly obvious that I was trying to catch her eye, but she kept looking elsewhere. 

The familiar dismissal of being ignored set in my chest. It burned because there was a time Celeste and I had been friends, and she’d made it seem like she was trying to rekindle the friendship this morning. 

“Please, she was so full of herself.” 

I rolled my eyes and didn’t care to mask the bitter tone in my words. 

This made Celeste look at me. 

It made everyone look at me. 

“Always charming Marjorie, who captivates the whole town with her mere existence, but I'll tell you what I’ve seen. She, undressing by the sea at nighttime, waiting for men to come to her.” A few gasps. “Or leaving rocks by the shore under the cover of the dark to attract the Old Gods and pray they kept her allure.” 

Lies, but I couldn’t help myself. Voicing them was so fun and brought fresh air to my lungs.   

In my heart, it made sense to speak ill of beatified Marjorie. She wasn’t even such a saint. While Marjorie certainly hadn’t been reported walking naked by the dark shores coasting our town, she’d had the bold spirit to do so, which made my lies even more fun to spread. 

Even the quietest corners of Aberdeen didn’t escape the stories of Marjorie Saint James. A girl dancing around boys with teasing eyes and hands that roamed too far, drinking glasses of beer from the cups of our towns’ old men without asking and making the same happen for the other girls. 

She was the type of intense people loved to handle. 

The one who dared to stretch boundaries but never questioned them fully. Marjorie wanted to experience the pleasures of life, and she managed to do it beautifully. 

Charm. 

Contempt. 

Grace. 

Provocation. 

Marjorie knew how to use them all. She could behave in a way that allowed her what she wanted without being condemned by it.

And how I envied her…

Envy that makes you acquaintances without a word shared. A connection that binds you in a plane so divine to be corporeal. It follows you through life and stays branded in memory. I still thought about Marjorie years after her passing because of this. 

She sparked a comparison game I had never been able to beat and Marjorie never even played.

Dying did her only good. Now, she was a martyr among the towns’ dead. 

Still gathered around me, everyone was looking, believing in my reputation and unbelieving of my words. I rolled my eyes and didn’t say another word. Humans were so easily affected, but the thing with lying was that people were always going to ponder if it could be true. That uncertainty kindled something voracious inside me. It always had. 

Sometimes, I wondered if I would come to pay the price for it, but then again, maybe I already had. 

“You’re vile, Eilidh.” 

It was Celeste who spoke. 

I laughed. “For telling the truth?”

Celeste flinched.

“Marjorie was light. I miss her so much, and you’re speaking ill of the dead because I… for your own contentment. You truly should be ashamed.” 

I shook my head but smiled at her attempt to hide her intentions of silencing my anger. She stopped seeing me when she got Marjorie’s attention and clearly would always do the same for everyone other than me who granted her kinship.

I merely bit back, “Good thing my name’s on that list, ain’t it?”

I left the unspoken words between us. Along with yours. It didn’t matter that we were listed for different reasons. 

“Are we going to attend the memorial?” I asked the others.

“We are.” Jane cast me a meaningful look. “You don’t bother coming.”

I smiled sweetly, knowing full well I would just to spite them. 

She threw her braid over her shoulder as she said, “You know, I heard Hugh laughed when asked if you two were in correspondence.”

What?

“But Jane, doesn’t it make the list wrong?” intervened Claire, her tone like a soft and quiet breeze. 

Jane shook her head, black eyes still locked on mine. They sat prettily on her small face. 

“We needn’t have done or be the things we’re accused of to be on that vexing list. But a little birdie tells me he lied on purpose not to have your names associated. Truly, it seems he gave the matter some thought, you must admit.”

Jane was looking for a reaction, but I wasn’t sure if I would give it to her. The only reason I was still sitting here with them, blatantly admitting our involvement, was because I nourished the hope that it would bloom into something more with time. But not only had Hugh not come with a letter but Jane was also telling me he laughed at the association of our names. She could be making it up to get a reaction out of me and add to her gossip well, but what if she was telling the truth? 

Reacting was the opposite of lying low. It would damage my reputation even further, but a nagging voice told me I could use this to my advantage. Maybe this was what would strike a real commitment between me and him. I had the letters to take the weight of my shoulders. 

Hugh cared. 

At a limit, he was scared. 

I wasn’t digging my own grave. I wasn’t. 

“He’s scared. Taking care of his family’s good name and his own reputation. I can understand that.”

The girls laughed between them. 

“For someone so used to lying, this should be a good time to do so, Eilidh,” pointed Violet. I narrowed my eyes on her. Celeste’s new friend talked like a squirrel. It was a shame, with her beautiful bone structure. Not even her crooked nose ruined the folk song in her face, but her high-pitched voice did. Each word sounded like she was scared to fall from a tree. I searched my mind for the rumour, putting her name on the list, but came up empty. 

Unfortunate.

At least Celeste would be coming home with a headache. 

I placed my hands on my lap, determined. “I don’t need to lie. I have our letters.”

Jane doubled over, ever the jester. A heavy rosary dangled from her neck, made with jewels that a bread seller like her father couldn’t afford. “Letters? You must be trading them with the baker’s son, because it takes one to know Hugh’s not the guy to write you letters.”

The way she marked the words write and you made me want to punch her. 

The girls kept laughing. Even Celeste. 

Only, he is, I thought to myself. 

“I have them. They exist.”

I wasn’t lying. I had the letters, but they were descriptive in various senses of the word. We traded carnal desires and narratives that fell out on their fulfilment, but there were also conversations that spread from bold to tiny letters to fit a paper sheet. 

Hugh was the first person to make me feel heard. I wasn’t going to stop believing he cared for me because our correspondence had come to light. His words mattered. 

His time. 

It had been spent on me, with me, nourishing something that felt like the kind of home I thought I would never find. 

I could express myself however I wanted and wouldn’t feel judged. He’d listen and fire back. 

He listened. 

We nourished private jokes. Names to call one another. 

Secrets. 

Fears. 

Coincidences that felt like fate if fate could be resumed into words. 

Hours of our lives soon became months. So much life shared. So much resumed into dozens of letters. 

I didn’t have any other story to tell. I didn’t want to give up on this one. It was me and him. These girls were telling me what we had was a lie, that he believed it was nothing. That he had—what? Used me? 

I would not believe it. I had so many arguments to hold on to before I could come to believe that. 

I got to my feet.

“The letters are real.” 

Their eyes followed me with interest as I left. Long gone was the topic of Marjorie. The conversation took a turn that explained why I wasn’t the best at growing friendships.

I walked towards a shrub filled with yarrow blossoms at the end of the garden but then thought better of their perusing eyes and retreated inside to the small library. 

The half-dozen shelves were filled with religious texts. For a moment, I wondered if I should pretend to read them to appease Mother. It was a plan forfeited the moment I opened a volume at random and rolled my eyes at the words. 

It wouldn’t be on the day any sense of comfort I built was crumbling that I’d find our God. 

Since we’d only be starting to help with the Festival that afternoon, I stayed in the quiet library. I sat against the shelves and tried praying, but the words never managed to feel right.


EIGHT
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Sister Leonor found me in the library. I feigned annoyance at her reprimand when she woke me. Morning bled fast into late afternoon, and no one remembered to fetch me. Sister Leonor pushed me into the hallway and told me she’d guide me to the chapel for the memorial. 

“It just started,” she said as we walked the vacant corridors. “Were ye hiding lass?”

I shook my head, but I didn’t think she believed me. 

She was carrying a book I remembered perusing on the shelves in her hand. 

“Well, you’re still in time.”

Sister Leonor would eventually understand her mistake, but I wouldn’t be the one to tell her. She was new in town, coming from the South if I remembered Mother’s words at dinner, but that was as much as I knew from her background. 

Heads turned as I walked into the chapel. The flower blooms were the only ones smiling back at me as I sat near the other girls at the back. The room felt heavy with the warmth of candles. I couldn’t ignore the uncomfortable heat as their words pressed into my skin like the stickiness of a burnt candle. 

“Her nerve!”

“Doaty fool.”

“Shut yer mouths. Marjorie wouldn’t want us to cuss at her memorial.”

“Oh, she would. Marjorie wouldn’t sit and watch that gowk mock her memory.”

“At least don’t make a scene. You have a rope around your neck already.”

I tried to keep my composure and breathe through their smoke, focusing my gaze straight ahead. 

Sister Leonor continued onto the altar, giving the book to the only priest in the church. It wasn’t Father Caedan. I didn’t know this man, but I didn’t very much care. 

The front row seats were addressed to family and close friends, and they were all vacant, but only because everyone was standing. Their eyes were turned to the displaced painting at the altar. Scattered around Marjorie’s portrait were some objects that must have been her belongings, but they could also be parts of memories or her character. 

I wouldn’t know. 

Her dark hair fell in loose, unskilled painted strands by her waist. She wore a solemn expression on her face. The resemblance of the portrait ended in her porcelain complexion and forest eyes. Marjorie would never be so still and so picturesque. Part of me wondered if the objects said more about who Marjorie had been.

To my surprise, the small chapel had many vacant seats reserved for ghosts. 

Maybe more people would still arrive. Or maybe people simply forget the dead, no matter how adored they were in life. 

Seating a row before mine, I could feel Jane’s eyes burning my face, looking for some sort of retribution. 

“Don’t be so surprised,” I told her, not bothering to look her in the eye. “I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.”

Jane seemed to be on the verge of losing her nerve and starting the fistfight I’d been warming to in my mind. Claire sensed a fight coming and calmed her friend down. I was disappointed. Violet ignored our interaction, deep in prayer and fortunately quiet, but Celeste watched the exchange. She tried to look away, but eye contact had been made. 

“Shouldn’t you be there?” I gestured to the front rows. 

Jane and Claire had started talking to one another, but I still asked, “You too, Jane?” I did my best to hide my smile. “You were close friends.”

Jane opened her pretty mouth to speak, but Celeste interjected before she could.

“Our names are on the list.” 

This was offered as a complete explanation. 

It was, in its way. 

Since it was first printed at the beginning of Summer, the list became Aberdeen’s cultural protocol. The girls unfortunate enough to have their names appear on the List were cast away from regular society. You no longer had the freedom to speak to whomever you wanted unless people addressed you first. This meant Marjorie’s family hadn’t approached either Jane or Celeste. 

A small joy. Suddenly, it was a little easier to breathe in the thick atmosphere. 

You could defy these societal expectations, but I knew the people of Aberdeen. The heavy rain created strong bodies and minds, but it could make the soul hungry in this day and age. Everyone was a little more afraid of Death than in the past century. And fear made you crave power.

Violet was still praying as Jane and Claire continued their quiet rumble about the Autumn Festival and the other upcoming festivities. Celeste tuned out of the conversation when they started giggling quietly about the twins Jack and Daniel Cunnigham. They were the sons of Miss Cunningham, the town’s best cook and a good friend of Mother’s. Their father had two prosperous mines. They were the most handsome unmarried lads in town. I heard rumours that Daniel and Marjorie were to be married before her passing, but the dear friends who were so worried about her memory were already on the hunt.

At the front of the chapel, the Saint James were still prating about Marjorie, but the more I focused on discerning their conversation—it wasn’t that hard because St Catherine’s chapel was that small—I noted how easily the conversation deviated from their beatified daughter to daily affairs. 

Everyone took their seats at some point, and I faintly heard the Sisters arguing over shutting the doors or leaving them open. 

Cold wind invaded the candle-lit room. Fire sobbed, and the petals grew embarrassed at the unwanted touch. I longed to get up and caress their soft texture with my fingers and give them a better use than to serve Marjorie’s long realm of adoration. Instead, I closed my eyes and inhaled the aroma. It sweetened the mourning room as much as it renewed the smell of Death—these were funeral flowers, after all. 

I basked in the scent that was the only welcoming thing in the room and distanced myself from the chants in Marjorie’s name until an inhuman entity picked my awareness.

I opened my eyes to see Marjorie’s ghost standing at the altar. Imagine my surprise when her eyes met mine with a teasing contemplation. 

I expected her to seethe, lash out at me or wait the service out to start haunting me. 

But ghosts didn’t have a choice over what happened to their essences. They had a certain degree of free will but couldn’t decide how long they stayed in a certain place. The sum of my interactions with these entities led me to believe they didn’t even know what moving on was. 

Maybe her being here had nothing to do with me at all—I was being presumptuous because this was her memorial. Still, her eyes were locked with mine of all people—because I was the only one able to see her? Had she heard what I said? Probably not. 

I had never sensed her essence before this day, but I remembered ghosts could be in places and not materialise. She could have been there without my knowledge, for even if I was able to pick up on her presence, her energy was much more difficult to sense that way. 

Marjorie walked down the aisle toward me. 

I kept my expression neutral. She stopped beside me, and I wondered if she would stretch her hands and play with me as some ghosts liked to do, lost in their madness. But Marjorie’s energy didn’t have the feeling of sickness the entities who’d shown that sort of behaviour carried. 

Marjorie didn’t do anything at all, but I couldn’t know for sure since I wasn’t looking at her. My body was painfully aware of her nearness, her unnatural cold seeping into the fabric of my clothes and prickling my skin. The thought of looking up and seeing her face twisted into an unnatural grimace gave me the chills. I could either perfect the art of turning into stone until the end of service or risk it and losing it in a reaction that would cast me away for good. 

Her words were a gelid murmur in my ear, “Undressing by the shore under a full moon. How devious of me.” 

My breath got stuck at the top of my throat, and I thought I’d finally inhaled too much of that burnt candle. 

“Tell me, Eilidh, did I lose my allure already?” 

And suddenly, I didn’t care that she was a ghost. I braced myself and looked at her.

When our eyes met, I could only think of the forest where she died. They seemed to hold the pain, and it slowly seeped from the green that was left to die in them. The rest of her face looked almost natural—as much as one could in her state. Her skin was translucent in a way that light kept her previous colourings, but there were spots where it was transparent, nearly completely missing. Her energy felt weak, which made me wonder what was keeping her here and where she had been all the time since she passed. Marjorie had died two years ago, and I hadn’t seen her once. I supposed she’d moved on. I never thought Marjorie, of all people, would turn into a ghost.

Marjorie sat in the empty seat beside me. For a moment, we heard her family and her little cult talking about what a tragedy her death had been.

“I miss this, you know.”

I scoffed, but if Marjorie noticed she didn’t remark upon it. 

No wonder she did. Marjorie’s life was as perfect as one born into family’s like ours could hope for. It was exciting and almost everyone loved her. 

I didn’t bother with an answer.

“Not life, I don’t think, but the words and love.” She closed her eyes. Gone was the teasing. She’d shifted subtly into her warm grace. “Dying has caged me in my worst nightmare. Every time the sun comes up, I am alone.”

I didn’t know why she was telling me this. I didn’t care. But if she was talking to me to get a reaction out of me, she was being successful at it. 

Her mere presence pulled at my nerves.

“People mourn me because of the time I didn’t get to have, but have you noticed that is what everyone does when someone goes? No one remarks on the loneliness they must be feeling. Maybe they believe we are in a better place. But most of the time, that doesn’t happen. We stay here for a while, feeding on the bonds we left behind. Love isn’t supposed to be so quiet.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I whispered so softly it must have been just a thought. 

Marjorie heard, though, but a careful look at the room told me no one else did. I reminded myself that sort of luck wouldn’t continue to be so forthcoming. 

“I have one final task.”

That was all the explanation she offered before getting up and leaving the room. She passed the Sisters at the door as if she were the wind herself. She might as well have been, for the Sisters hugged themselves as if a cold breeze rushed by. 

When I got up to follow her, no one told me otherwise. The ceremony was at that stage no one said a thing if you had to leave early. Being poorly acquainted with the deceased may have favoured my odds, but the girls’ eyes trailed me as I walked away. I wondered what their reaction would be if they knew I had just talked with their beloved martyr. 

Outside the building, Marjorie continued to the left, down to the crossroad where the shops in town abounded. Houses of dark stone sparsed out in the distance, overshadowed by the immense green of our land. My house was far down the first hill.

“What task?” I spoke with caution as I fell into step beside her. 

Life in the streets withered away as shops closed. Animals barked, and I had to be careful to avoid the beer puddles already on the path. I worked my skirts to keep up with Marjorie’s pace, trying to temper my annoyance. Marjorie walked like a feather in the wind. I took care not to let my face show any hassle—people still roamed the streets, and all knew my face. 

I waved at Miss Johana as she pressed her small children home, no doubt in fear they’d catch a good look at my face. Their door closed with a hard thud.

Next to me, Marjorie seemed to feign oblivion.

“Marjorie?” I pressed. 

“What?”

“What do you have to do?”

“I can’t tell you.” She looked me in the eye and seemed to come to a concession of some sort. “But I’ll be keeping you company.” 

That was about the last thing I ever wanted. 

I scoffed, “I rather cherish my solitude.”

Marjorie gave me a pointed look. “Do you?”

Annoying girl. “I do not want your company.”

“In that case, I will respect you.” Marjorie’s eyes were difficult to read and hid her intentions from me. “I will go for now.”

I didn’t expect to be surprised, but there I was. 

“For now?”

She smiled, the tease returning to the pull of her upturned lips. 

“You will want me, Eilidh Killbride.”

I barely kept in my laughter when I looked her straight in the eye. 

“I beg your pardon?”  

Maybe because I spent so much time envying her, this didn’t feel like the first time we spoke. Now that Marjorie’s attention was finally focused on me, after years of seething at her mere presence, I realised with astonishment that her eyes didn’t just evoke anger inside me. I could find her grave empty and it wouldn’t surprise me as much as the way her energy called to mine. 

Only morbid curiosity at her words made me endure the annoyance that clouded every other thought. 

It seemed wrong that people kept walking and the wind didn’t bother to stop making a mess of my hair. My hands reached to get it away from my face, distracting me from Marjorie’s otherworldly presence. 

As we ventured downtown, more people looked, not at the ghost. 

“Did I make you nervous?” she asked, obviously entertained by my bewilderment. 

Marjorie had that casual expression that felt like she was smiling even if she wasn’t. Her eyes were as taunting as her mouth. 

As the moment stretched like the current of a long riverbank, my lungs pressed for air. Despite Marjorie’s strong pull, the deep well of my mind was a venom sweet like no other. It quickly reminded me of who Marjorie was to me.

“Of course not. I meant what I said. I’m not interested in your company.” 

I resumed my walk home, half expecting Marjorie to keep up. When I felt the emptiness in the air, the aftertaste of a ghost’s presence, I turned and confirmed she was gone. She left no trace behind.

The only sign she hadn’t been a figment of my imagination was the people looking at me like I’d lost my mind. It wasn’t so different from the looks they gave me every other day. But today, as I ignored the attention, the weight of their disapproval wasn’t as easy to put away as it used to. 
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I lied about every person I was in love with. 

Wasn’t it better to protect yourself and never give that part away? Knowledge in other people’s mouths always made for the best kindle. So, sometimes I was in love even when I wasn’t, and it let me live. Dark ages and unforgiving scrutiny passed me by because I lied. 

I was only in love with the people I should be. I was looked up to and free. I wasn’t happy, but that wasn’t in question. No one could be happy in the times falling upon us. 

The Church was preying on the people like foxes and ruining the old ways, closing in the boundaries of what our people could do. My family needed to stay safe from them and me. I thought heavily about the people I shouldn’t associate with and the care I ought to take if I wanted to. 

I was constantly stretching that careful line. 

It was a basic human contradiction. 

I couldn’t say I loved Ava, but it didn’t erase the fact I did.
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After that day, Hugh continued ignoring me. We crossed paths frequently and I arrived home tempted to stare in the mirror. No, I was not invisible, but it certainly felt like it. I longed for him to pause each time, but he never did. At night, I rewatched the scene in my mind and repainted it, hoping to manifest it the next day. The only thing that changed was Nature. 

New leaves weathered away on the rough path. 

It didn’t surprise me that his absence made the desire to be accepted by the town a pressing ambition. I didn’t need to change in Hugh’s eyes, but if I must change in everyone’s to have him, I would. 

And maybe, just maybe, he could put an end to my misery and fight the world for us because he needed me—loved me. No one took the time to write to me like he did if it wasn’t the type of love that makes good stories to sip over ale. That’s how I liked to think of us. The love story that would never make sense to others until the last chapter. 

There was no logic explanation for what simply was. So, I never reasoned my life away with my mind. Some things, I came to learn, couldn’t be explained with the words of men. It didn’t mean they were any less true. 

So, what my heart wanted, I did. 

What my heart felt, I trusted. 

I went to sleep with that thought and could feel it as it guided me at St Catherine’s and with the girls. My attitude changed swiftly, and everyone noticed, in the way you notice and wonder—not necessarily believe.

“I’m sorry, what did ye say?” asked Agnes when I offered to help her mop the chapel floors.

“Do you need help?” I repeated.

She smiled and indicated where I could find myself a mop and if I could change the water.

And then there were their looks. 

On Wednesday, we helped the men out at the square and offered food and ale. I helped Jacqueline with numbers for the Festival, but I overheard the other girls whispering and casting furtive glances my way when they found a moment’s peace to talk.

“What’s gotten into her?”

“A demon has finally possessed her soul. It was only a matter of time.”

“You’re being rude. She’s trying. We’re being evil.”

“She was always rude to us.”

“And a liar.”

“Yes, and a liar.” 

A shield built around my skin over the years, cutting down the effect their words were meant to have. It never faded, like childhood scars never do, but you learned to accept it and keep moving. 

Mother started to smile more. Father was still anxious with his mines, but he talked over dinner, asking me about my day as if that was the new joy of his day. My brother seemed younger. 

Coming home was when I felt the most like a liar. And not to others. 

After two weeks, the square looked ready to welcome the new season. The men had built a stage for drama performances, and a pulpit was raised to welcome Father Caedan’s words. Flowers weaved all around the wood, and we built stands all around the stage. Next to it, a basket with crowns made of branches and dried flowers waited to be distributed to every girl in town. It took me hours to complete every thirty pieces, but I loved every minute of the task. 

As I looked around what we had built, I noticed that a few things were missing. Only the food that would come on the day, and the people. 

I was alone pulling up the last stands for the festival when I overheard three young girls talking at Miss Catelyn’s wool shop.

“Tell us! Tell us!”

“I bet it isn’t even true.”

“It is this time. I promise ye.”

“You know Hugh Falkner.”

“The old smith’s son?”

“Ye.”

“He’s so handsome.”

“I saw him and a girl by the Crocket’s Tree. They were holding hands and⁠—”

“Oh enough!”

“Tell us more!”

My hands froze against the vase I was working on. It was all I could do to not cry. 

Jane chose to show up at that moment with fresh flowers, and I could see she had noticed something was amiss. Her doe eyes overflowed with pity. 

“Everything okay?”

I bit my lower lip. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

Her eyebrows jumped to her forehead, and the pity was gone in an instant. I knew my tone was harsh, and so must be my eyes.

“You don’t seem okay. What happened?”

I knew better than to trust any of these girls with my feelings. And if Hugh was with another, that meant none of it had been true. The thought it might be her annoyed me. The girls hadn’t said. It could be anyone. Any girl. It will never be you, Eilidh.

“Go away.”

Any warmth built throughout the last weeks vanished from her face before she set her chin straight and turned on her heel, no doubt to tell the others. For some reason, my mind roamed to Marjorie. She’d never be in this situation. 

Marjorie would be the girl in Hugh’s arms. 
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Weeks after my name had been ink-dropped one more time, I sat by the shore, barely holding my anger and sadness. For some reason, my cheeks were still dry, and my voice was unexploited. The wind screamed for me, and the waves chastised the sand with an insurgent touch. 

I breathed in the salt air, filling my lungs with something other than pain. I watched, hypnotised, as the saltwater hit the sand and ran away. It was like it hated the sand as much as it wanted it.

Our frustration felt the same. 

Touching someone and leaving something behind that eventually dried out. Being touched and feeling like the only party that remembered, while the other stayed unmoved even with the weight of all of your secrets. 

As I gazed into the forgetful horizon, I finally let myself cry. The bitter taste in my mouth and the wetness running down my cheeks felt like purging away the loneliness that worsened with each passing day.

I wondered if I should just be brave and speak to him. But I knew how lads worked. As lonely as I was, Mother made sure I didn’t live my life under a rock. Men didn’t like women who demanded, or worse—complained about their attitudes. Yet, I couldn’t quiet the feeling that our situation allowed some flexibility. I also wondered how I could tear my mind from him, because it was tiring. I hadn’t slept properly for weeks since his last letter, and Mother had told me that morning that my under eyes showed.

I sighed as I pulled the hair away from my face. The wind was blowing against my back, and the pieces glued to the wetness of my cheeks. 

Maybe it was the pit that had opened inside me with the little girls’ words that afternoon, but my mind went to Marjorie again. What if—no. I pushed the thought—the idea—away.

But the wind kept howling at me, and the sea kept crashing down below, and nothing changed. 

This, I knew, was the moment where a body tilts between acceptance and desperation. And the quiet beating of my heart told me people and books were wrong about despair. It was quieter because it stood just before the shore of surrender. 

“Marjorie.” 

The blowing wind carried out her name, searching for the threads of her soul. I prepared to swallow my pride, but it seemed like a small price to pay in that moment. I told myself I could always send her away again.

The wind kept roaring. The current threatened to plummet me to my death if I fell from the cliff, towering like a gaping mouth at my back. But these were the sandbanks of that madness, giving me the illusion I was safe.

Marjorie didn’t wait for a falling wave to show up. 

She sat with her legs pulled to her chest like me, but her long arms dropped over her knees. I scrunched my nose in distaste when I took in her teasing smile. The way it sat on her expression reminded me of all the reasons her face was the only one able to draw the breath from my lungs like this. 

I looked away. 

“It took you longer than I expected,” she said with her pretty eyes on me.

The nerve.

I scoffed.

“I’m glad to disappoint you.” My words were laced with a sneer. “And, clearly, I’m stubborn,” I added in no more than a whisper. 

“And rude,” she bit back, clearly having heard me. 

Our eyes collided like the crashing tide ahead. I was the sand, and she was the waves. The waves clearly didn’t know what it was to have something fighting back, and they didn’t like it. 

Marjorie’s eyebrows drew in with anger. “What a sorrowful life you have, to be scorned by everyone.”

These words from anyone else held power over me. From her, though… my hands felt clammy against the chastising wind.

My lips pressed together in a smile and I shook my head. “And yet here you are in death. Alone.”

Marjorie’s essence flickered, and it wasn’t an effect of the wind. Small gaps twinkled from place to place on her body, indicating the distress I made her feel.

I loved that my words held power over her and didn’t want it to stop. It felt good to let all the anger in my life on her. It brought me some relief, and just this was distracting me from the foul things happening. 

“Why didn’t the beloved martyr Marjorie Saint James move on? What could you possibly have to get you stuck here?”

Marjorie laughed, and I tried to find what I said that was so funny. It drew my gaze like an annoying moth. 

Her anger had dissipated in the lowing tide of my confusion at her reaction. I found only interest and curiosity staring back at me. 

“Is that how you see me?” she asked. “A martyr?”

I frowned. “Shouldn’t I?”

Marjorie cocked her head, and her long strands of raven hair fell over her shoulder. She was wearing a plain dress, but it suited her like a queen. 

She offered me a little shrug. “That’s why I’m asking you.”

Something in the way she said it made me think the words mattered to her, but I was failing to understand why. 

“It’s how everyone in town sees you,” I confessed.

Her full lips pressed together, and a tiny line of distress marred the canvas between her eyebrows.

“But how do you see me?”

I sighed, starting to get exasperated. 

What did she care? 

Why was it important?

I adjusted my seat against the sand, burying my hands in the sand and the grainy texture. It was dry and didn’t feel that good. 

“I don’t know what you did to earn all that love,” I answered, looking out into the sea. 

“You don’t think I deserve it?” she asked.

Did she want me to lie? 

I could.

“No. I don’t think you did.” Before she could indulge further in this line of conversation, I stopped her. “Are you going to tell me what’s keeping you here?”

Marjorie scoffed, sounding as condescending as a queen indeed, “I don’t know, and I’m bored. Is that answer enough for you, Eilidh?”

My name on her lips earned my attention.

There was no obvious logical reason for her to hide whatever she was hiding from me. If she was bored and wanted someone to play with, she had come to the wrong place, but Marjorie phrased what little she revealed as a task.

A purpose.

Because of course life—death—would give her one.

“I don’t understand… What purpose could you have in death?” I nearly choked at the harshness in my words. 

Marjorie’s expression froze before me, and she took a moment to break free from that ice, but when her eyes turned to mine, she didn’t look the least bit offended. In fact, the places where her essence blurred out gaped back together. The white light casting perennial shadows over the beach failed to include her. Marjorie shed a light of her own. Little places where her essence seemed to reverberate with something akin to happiness.

The thought I made Marjorie Saint James happy made me want to gargle.

“You’re funny.”

I shrugged and looked back at the sea. Her eyes were still pinned on me, and I could feel her realising how little I liked her. 

“Why am I here?” There was blatant confusion in her voice. 

Finally, productive conversation. 

“I want to take my mind away from something.” And I have no one else to ask.

I tried to keep my expression neutral, not to let her see too much into my words. 

But she saw enough. 

Marjorie elbowed me. “A boy?” 

Gods give me patience. 

I didn’t like that she was trying to be nice or teasing me. Her perceptiveness. I didn’t like it at all. 

I closed my eyes and gave a defeated sigh, “Oh, shut it. You must have heard.”

“I did,” she simply said.

I gave her a moment so she could laugh. 

To my surprise, she didn’t. 

“He’s not a good lad, Eilidh.”

It was all I could do to stop myself from getting up and leaving her alone on the sand. 

I wouldn’t listen to this from her. It was not what I wanted from having her here. But what did I want? What did I expect from her? Anything she said was doomed to make me want to steal her ease. Her everything.

“I don’t want your thoughts on the matter. I just want to forget everything for a moment.” My heart was beating fast in my chest, and anger loosened my words. “Life is so draining sometimes. I’m exhausted of trying. I’m so exhausted.”

“You look exhausted.”

Marjorie had always seemed the type to make inconvenient remarks and look at me, discovering it was true in the end.

“Don’t waste your energy trying to kill me. I’m as dead as one can be.” 

Morbid humour, of course.

I brought my thumb and pointy finger to my temple. I think I was falling ill with a headache. 

“Gods, you are insufferable.”

My eyes found Marjorie’s in the quiet understanding of what I had let slip. 

Gods. Not God. 

Marjorie seemed all too content to take me in as one does a bizarre painting. Maybe she didn’t care about my religious beliefs because it didn’t concern her anymore. Whatever the reason, Marjorie only seemed concerned or intrigued—I could never point out the difference between the two—with what I said.

“What?” I asked, feeling the annoyance in my voice.

Marjorie noticed it, too, but she didn’t flinch away. A frown, barely visible in her translucent skin, was the only thing indicating her unrest.

“You really hate me.” This was not voiced like a question. 

I laughed. “I do.”

“Why?” 

The moment I parted my lips to speak, the drowning force of the feelings that would resurface stopped me. All I could think about was how Hugh would want Marjorie, not me. Tears threatened to surface in my eyes. But that wasn’t true. He did want me. He loved me. 

They found him with another girl.

Everything was just so nuanced. 

“Eilidh.” 

I looked up from the sand at her. 

“Why?”

I shook my head, not wanting to speak of this with her or anyone else. 

“Dwelling on why I hate you is not going to help me.” 

For a moment, Marjorie seemed annoyed—not at me, but something else—but in a second, it was gone, and her lips stretched in an inviting smile. I couldn’t help but notice how full they were in their shape. Of course she had beautiful lips. 

Mine were flat like pine needles. 

“Have you gone to see the fireflies?” she asked, pulling to her feet.

“Fireflies?”

I knew these forests better than anyone living in Aberdeen, so I knew my voice came out defensive. Marjorie simply nodded and brushed inconsequential dust from her skirts, clearly unaware of how bothered I was. This is my decision, I thought. I’m being a child and a hypocrite.

I took a steadying breath while I looked at Marjorie and at her wild hair still like engraved in a painting, the sea breeze kicking up and tearing mine from my braids.

“Yes. Come,” she extended a hand to me before thinking better of it. I stared as she masked the movement by bringing it behind her back. I still didn’t make a move to get up. 

“Lass, you are looking at me like I’m asking you to let me murder you.”

I was, wasn’t I?

“What do you have to gain from this?”

Marjorie looked agitated. “Are you always this distrusting?”

I stared blankly at her.

“Of course you are.” She didn’t sound like she understood. Marjorie sounded annoyed. 

“I’m not a plaything,” I hurled.

Marjorie dropped to her knees in front of me. The sight made my eyebrows shoot up like loose bolts, and my mouth dropped to a pout, but I tried to conceal my confusion. 

What was she doing?

Her nearness was making my heartbeat kick up like she was some kind of pirate on the hunt. I wanted to tell her off so she put some distance between us, but I didn’t want to let on I felt threatened by her closeness. 

I had no reason to. 

I wasn’t just used to people getting this close to me. 

“Jeez, lass. I’m not playing with you.” Marjorie closed her eyes like she was searching for a way to explain what seemed so simple. “I’m not coming to get you. I couldn’t if I tried.”

I pinned her with a glare but kept drawing my fingers in and out of the dry sand. 

“I want your help,” I conceded, “but I’m not a fool.” Marjorie’s lips quirked up on one side. I bit the inside of mine. “You might not hate me, but you certainly don’t know me. The least you can give me is the reason you’re willing to help me.”

I dusted the grains between my fingertips and hugged my knees, and told her what seemed obvious to me. “From where I stand, you have nothing to gain.”

Marjorie’s shoulders slumped in defeat, like she wasn’t used to have to explain herself so much.

“I want to feel like I’m alive again until I find a way to move on,” Marjorie offered. “I can’t help you believe that. Either you do, or you don’t, but I’d really like some company in doing one of my favourite things when I was alive.”

That seemed… reasonable. 

Marjorie pushed to her feet and looked around the beach. 

Finally, some distance.

Her long hands fell on her hips when she looked at me.

“Fine, I’ll win you. I’m going to propose this in such a way you can’t say no.” 

My defences dropped a little as she straightened her back and cleared her throat. I felt a tug at the corners of my lips but didn’t let myself smile. 

“Eilidh Killbride, daughter of Moire and Jeremiah Killbride, do you want to come to see the fireflies with me?” 

Why did I find that funny?

No.

Eilidh, no.

I wasn’t cruel enough to leave her after this.

I wet my lower lip to fight my smile, but her proud one didn’t go unnoticed as I finally pulled to my feet. 

We walked down the sandbank back towards the cliffs. The wet sand enveloped my feet and the water tried to touch hers in a playful tone as she talked. As it seemed, Marjorie didn’t care that I hated her. She had much to say. One might have if they didn’t talk to a single soul in two years. I cast away the pain that came with that thought because no one deserved such isolation. To think Marjorie had ever been imprisoned in it didn’t make sense in the reality where she’d been alive. I put that thought away as we walked, and she went on to ramble about the worst jokes ever made.

“Your humour is broken. You should see a healer.”

“I can’t! I’m dead, remember?”

“Good gods.”

Marjorie’s coldness tickled my cheekbone. “Don’t tell me you are a healer in disguise, Miss Killbride.”

My heart jumped with her this close. “It depends. Are you admitting there is something wrong with you?”

Her reaction told me she didn’t notice the sarcasm in my words. Marjorie looked amused, and her eyes glinted with mischief.

It was funny how blissfully unware she was of my hatred for her.

"See, for one, I can’t breathe. It’s been worrying me sick. It must be you." My cheeks flushed, but Marjorie had already moved on. "Then there’s my skin. I’m rather pale these days, aren’t I?"

She framed her face with her hands.

I blinked and stifled a laugh, “You look like you already have one foot in the grave.”

She gave me a perplexed look. “Absolutely!”

Gods, she was infuriantingly charming.

No.

Eilidh no.

As we walked, I was aware of Nature. I was always aware of my Mother. And I couldn’t help but notice that Marjorie always escaped the tide, but I did not.


THE NATURE OF FIRST LOVE
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Everything started with the right place and the right time. 

Or with laughter rustling in a coastal forest. 

The woods seemed to breathe in when the girls laughed and to lose its breath when they argued.

Two girls were walking, but only one made leaves underneath her feather-soft steps crack. It was as inevitable as the looming turn of the season, but the ginger girl seemed to be taking great care not to hurt the woods in any way. 

Her Gods had walked through these woods sometime today. A maze of dew glinted with the sunlight touching the meadow they now crossed. They left their tears behind.

The scent of earth reached their noses with each step. The ginger looked and smiled, and the ghost followed her gaze and wondered.

Even the Sun watched the pair of silhouettes thread across the woods. It spread long fingers through the dense canopies, lighting up the path the girls were following. It wasn’t without purpose. The moss on the bark led them the same way a God guided their followers. 

Both girls belonged to the forest. One of them more than the other. 

Nature was aware of Its devoted creature most of all. 

The forest felt her.

The bashful Sun kissed small drops of colour in the wild bushes, bringing up their allure. They called for her, as like calls to like. Magic to magic. Danger tickled the hairs on the girl’s arms, letting her know she was part of its soul.

Eilidh Killbride was her name. 

Her ashen eyes were drawn to it but quickly returned to the ghost beside her.

The shrubs traded a knowing nod between themselves, a small understanding the girl didn’t comprehend. Their leaves rustled, and the breeze caught up. 

And oh.

The girls were pulled into one another.

A butterfly weaved the path between their bodies and tricked a faltering step. Their bodies bumped—as much as that would ever be possible—and their hands nudged. 

The wayward witch drew back, interlacing her hands in the comfort of one another as if protecting herself from the lively ghost, who barely seemed to notice. 

The dead girl wasn’t paying enough attention. She seemed solely focused on their path and on creating the most terrible jokes to fill the silence between them. How good it felt to be heard after two long years of wandering the wind alone.

And so fate unfolded, just a little, just a crack, unbeknownst to either of them.

Only Nature was in on the capital secret.

When the ghost finally halted on her harvesting step, the Sun was going down. The tired light blanketed the new clearing in shadows. It was hard to make out the woods now, but it was just what they needed. The dark provided them with the perfect canvas for what they came looking for. Their wandering eyes searched, and there.

A finger pointed.

Two smiles drawn.

A step taken. 

Dots of light danced around their bodies. 

The ghost smiled so brightly it hurt. It surprised the ginger how easy it was to see it had been a while since the dead girl last smiled. She felt even more surprised at how she didn’t resent her for it but herself at the confusion that came to greet her. 

And it didn’t stop there.

The ghost followed the firelights like she might catch them. Her translucent feet sidestepped in the tall grass. She spread her arms wide and let go. The girl twirled and closed her eyes, erasing part of the forest in the act. She cracked an eye open every once in a while to look around at the scene, and for seconds, the forest was whole again. The dead girl giggled. 

She giggled as if she were alive.


ELEVEN
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“Eilidh, come!” 

Marjorie had her arms spread open and her head thrown back. Her eyes were closed as she moved like a wraith emerging from the lake on full moons to dance in a clearing. 

I looked around at the space between the trees, thinking more ghosts would join her. 

None came. 

I found myself wishing that they did because, as the moment stretched, it was simply Marjorie and the forest. 

My forest. 

It was her, and nature and the fireflies. A big smile stretched on her lips. 

My breath halted at the top of my throat. The vision troubled me. The ground grew roots beneath my feet. My arms crossed protectively over my chest.

“My dignity won’t allow me to dance with you as if we were best friends.” 

Marjorie didn’t stop at my words. She kept dancing around without a care in the world. I imagined her doing it at a pub like St Patrick’s and everyone watching, just like I was now. The forest lights moved with her as if listening to the same song. The light kissed my skirts, tempting me to join her. 

Envy and memories kept me from giving in.

Marjorie cracked one eye open to look at me and stopped when she saw me standing still. “Brooding is not going to help you.”

I was not brooding. 

I loved to dance in Nature, but I always did it on my own. 

“I don’t want to.”

Marjorie stopped and stared blankly at me with disappointment in her eyes. I immediately felt like I was the most boring person alive, but it served well to remind me that she had a task to fulfil. One she didn’t want to share with me, which couldn’t be good. Marjorie might have tried to dissuade me with this want to feel alive again, but I was still struggling to believe that was the whole truth. This couldn’t be just it. 

Could it?

What had I been thinking? 

This was not—What? The start of a friendship?

I didn’t even want to be her friend. It was not long ago I hated this girl. A large part of me still did.  

“You are not even trying,” Marjorie countered, putting a hold on my thoughts.

I could feel my eyes widen and all my defences rising up. 

“I am! I… it’s just difficult.” 

In this, I managed to make a sigh having a bite to it. 

Great.

Marjorie looked ready to bite back but thought better of it and reconsidered. 

“Because you hate me?”

My shoulders fell.“No. It doesn’t come easy to me. To let my guard down when I’m not alone.” I felt my muscles tense up again. “You thrive in it.”

Marjorie stared at me like she was trying to figure me out. I never made much sense to people. She would not be the exception.

“My siblings didn’t like me much when I was a kid,” she confessed. “They always left me out and mocked my long limbs. Said I wasn’t very girlish and that it would doom me.”

I didn’t know this, of course. A part of me wondered how many people did. Marjorie seemed like the girl who’d openly talk about it with her circle of friends, as much as the one who kept any flaws away. My power of judgment couldn’t take me so far, and I couldn’t bring myself to ask, because the questions in my mind were not about her.

Then why couldn’t I? Why you and not me? 

This was not helping. 

“Look, we all have things we want to change about ourselves and can’t. Some of us just happen to learn to conceal it and live with it. The rest is luck. And you’re not very lucky.”

“Thank you.”

Marjorie took a step forward, “But you’re closed off. I never heard your voice before that day at the church.” 

I let out a derogatory laugh. “Answer this honestly. If you wore my skin, would you talk much?”

The longer our gazes stayed locked in a stance, the more I realised I was right.

“It was working, though, whatever effort you put in these past weeks it was working.”

I took a step toward her, feeling the anger in my veins becoming a problem. There was so much I kept inside, but I only realised how much when I felt on the verge of exploding. I was usually a quiet girl until I wasn’t. And when I wasn’t, I quickly realised why I should have been, but not with Marjorie. I wanted her to feel my anger. 

“Was it?” I asked. “At what cost?”

Marjorie frowned as if the word was meaningless to her.

Maybe it was.

“Do you know how draining it is to ignore something because no one else can see and understand?” My quickening breath wasn’t helping. “The ghosts… Nature’s touch. All of it… these past few days, I didn’t catch any sleep. My skin doesn’t feel like my own anymore. That’s the price you pay, Marjorie. That’s the cost. And you’re asking me to make it a part of my everyday life. I tried. I’m still trying.”

Marjorie wasn’t looking at me anymore. Her eyes wandered around the clearing, and I couldn’t even be sure she was paying attention to what I was telling her. Somehow, her silence stung more than any words could. My lips trembled with anger, and my hatred for her grew. What had I been thinking? Marjorie would never allow me to forget who I was for a moment. Her mere presence would always bring back everything like a flood. 

When I thought she wouldn’t answer, Marjorie looked up from her trance.

“Yes, I suppose I don’t.”

A moment later, she was gone. 

I didn’t care. 

This had been a mistake. At least I was in a place I didn’t yet know, and I was in Nature. I let my feet carry me over fallen tree trunks and bushes still in full bloom. I followed the path of a narrow creek. 

It was only then that I recognised the pattern of the woods. I noticed the way the canopies arched and the trunks bent to form heart shapes. I had never been here but heard whispers about this place in town. Lover’s Lare. Why had Marjorie brought me here? Only lovers came down here. It was an unspoken rule in town. 

The thought haunted my mind, and I thought back about how it struck me as odd that there was always something new and interesting to notice about her face. Most people’s faces were boring. 

I ran away from the thought like the plague. 

Around me, the woods were fading out. That’s when I heard it—laughter. My gut churned with the feeling that I should turn back. I didn’t. I swallowed, hoping to douse the fire kindling inside my chest at the familiar sound. 

My feet stopped. 

Right there, at the edge of the riverbank, was Hugh. He wasn’t alone. 

But I was. 
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I arrived home past sundown. Mother sat stone-faced at the dining table, sewing what looked like Father’s pants. Father and Philip were nowhere to be seen. Len was cowering by the hearth. 

Mother looked at me like I should start explaining myself. 

I continued straight ahead to the stairs. 

“Eilidh, don’t even think about it.”

I couldn’t see her, one foot halted on the first step, but I imagined her face as she all but screamed, “The Festival is in three days! Three days, Eilidh. You worked so hard for this. What happened, child?” 

I closed my eyes to take a breath. 

“Come here. Don’t ye dare disrespect me.”

After a moment, I stepped into the living room. 

“I don’t want to speak of this.”

Mother dropped the pants on her lap, “I don’t care what you want.”

Precisely. It never seemed to matter what I wanted.

Her words made my heart stop. They hurt worse after today. Foolish heart, hoping that she ushered to be on my side when no one else was.

“I’ve heard the talk about that lad,” Mother said, pinning me in place when all I wanted was to become something like Len. We traded a look across the room, and his kind eyes seemed to say we’re in this together. 

Not for the first time, I wondered if I was simply born mad. Maybe I saw ghosts, but they weren’t even real. Maybe I talked to the wind today, to myself, because that was the only way I found not to be alone.

Disgust made my skin curl. Everything I saw, wanted, or believed people claimed wasn’t there, didn’t make sense, or was wrong. 

Across from where I still stood, I could feel Mother weighing her words. A beat of silence stretched between us, dropping the temperature in the old house. Above us, footsteps creaked the wood. There was no one else home. 

I forced air down my lungs and wished the cold would numb my skin enough, so I didn’t feel it. My eyes strayed to the lit fire as it cracked the wood into something to be killed and put away.

“Surely you were expecting this,” she said as I stared at the flames. 

I could feel her gaze trailing my frame. 

I hated this about my mother. She was the first one looking at me like I wasn’t normal, and she was still the one who made it hurt the most. Before I learned to expect it from anyone else, I learned to expect it from her. She looked on, cataloguing everything she’d change, and everything she noticed in silence was just another inch I wanted to scrap away.

“Just tell me that I’m mad. A fool. There’s nothing else you can say.”

She placed her work on the table and patted her lap like she used to do when I was little. Back then, I associated the gesture with comfort. Not anymore.

“Come here.” 

Still, I obeyed.

“There will be someone else.” Mother interlaced her fingers with mine. They were bruised and carried burnt scars from her work. “You just have to be patient. Keep putting in the work you showed this week. People will see what I do when I look at you. A kind, honest soul.”

We both knew they never would. 

“You’re worried about the list,” I said instead. 

This seemed to shock her into a stutter. 

“Yes, I worry about the list, child. Can’t you see what it’s doing as everything changes around these lands? They brought down a statue downtown today. Smashed it to pieces like they had some kind of right.” Mother was stumbling on her words the way someone does when they’re having trouble separating right from wrong. 

She sighed, “And the stories about other towns, Eilidh… three women were taken to St Andrews for a trial…” Mother closed her eyes for a moment, and I took in the blow like a knife to the heart. St Andrews was not just a forgotten city on the map. When she opened her eyes, they looked wet with unshed tears. “I don’t want to live carrying my daughter’s ashes on my shoulders.”

My body felt numb. My mouth tasted like paper. As much as I wanted to bolt from the room and find solace in some mindless task that let me escape for a while, I had nothing to return to. Mother had stolen my books, my vials, and my letters. I had nothing but my thoughts to return to, and they weren’t any better than this. What’s worse, I knew this was my Mother at her most vulnerable. This was her trying. She was showing me she cared, and you will always expect a mother to sooth even when you know better. 

“I’m so scared,” I confessed. I didn’t know where the words had come from. That was not the path my mind was taking. 

But wasn’t it? I didn’t dare to think much about what was crossing my mind, but it was inevitable every once in a while. It was the kind of fear a part of you believed a mother could take away.

“Of what?” she asked, eyes filled with kindness. 

Mother knew. She knew it when she talked about those women. Maybe she just wanted me to speak the words, make them real enough. Certain enough, the confession thundered in my head, pressing me to reveal it. 

I couldn’t look my mother in the eye. 

Instead, I swallowed, and when I spoke, my voice sounded childlike to my ears. 

“To die.”


TWELVE
[image: ]


“They’re beautiful.”

Her voice halted the beating of my heart. Marjorie stood on the other side of my stand as if she wanted to take a crown for herself, but her eyes weren’t focused on the wooden surface, where four crowns remained. The basket at my feet was empty. These were all that were left. No. Marjorie had followed my gaze to the girls dancing in trios with their fingers intertwined. 

All of them wore my crowns.

“You’re the only one not wearing one.”

Her words weren’t spoken like a question, but I could feel its weight nevertheless. I wasn’t sure what the appropriate answer was, so I gave her none. Her troubled green eyes pierced mine in silence, drawing out the hold her voice had grabbed on my heart. For some reason, it was difficult to breathe when I knew her attention was on me. 

Her eyes were the kind that left you wondering if she was a moment’s breath from stripping you bare of your insecurities or ricocheting the deep-laced fear that nothing in you was mesmerising enough to hold such scrutiny for long. You were but a moment. An interesting conclusion. Sometimes, an afterthought. Not ever the whole story. A type of importance that slipped from one’s mind faster than someone’s beloved ghost. 

“The first time I saw you, you had this same look on your face,” Marjorie said, pulling me from the draining inner workings of my mind for a moment. “You looked sad to be giving your flowers away, even if they were meant for someone else. Why?”

She didn’t press on the crown matter, but somehow this was worse.  

“I wasn’t even aware I did that.” 

“You wear your emotions on your face.” 

“Mother says I should cover it up more often,” I failed to hide the hurt from my voice and coughed, trying to cover it up.

“Don’t. It’s a beautiful face.”

“Is that why you remember it?”

I didn’t even think Marjorie knew my face beyond mere acknowledgement or a conjured-up image, as she surely heard what the bad tongues said about me in town. For some reason, it only made sense that Marjorie had to notice the shifts in my expression on that day the same way I found her face interesting to observe in the woods, or she wouldn’t remember this detail about me. 

The ground seemed unsteady, and I shifted on my feet. Her words and their implied meaning didn’t match the confusing way of her eyes. The way they seemed to bring everything to the surface. I felt naked under her gaze.

Maybe this was the allure of Marjorie—the way you couldn’t deny her influence in any atmosphere and the questions she left behind. About her, and yourself.

And then there was the undeniable truth that whenever Marjorie was near, your mere existence seemed a little more relevant, as somehow, in some way, you became part of a larger, important story unfolding.

“Do I need a better reason?”

“Just the honest one.”

“Then I don’t.”

I didn’t understand the weight of her attention on my skin, but I knew too well the burning of envy in one’s heart. The way her words were laced with honey while mine sounded as harsh as the winter winds.

“I apologise for my ways,” she breathed into the kindling silence. “And I didn’t mean to leave.”

I felt like slapping her. I didn’t want her to give me reasons to see her in a different light. I was always the one doing the apologising, and to be frank, I hadn’t been exactly polite in our exchange either. But for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to apologise to her. Guilt blossomed around my heart, tempting me further, but I stayed quiet. Something about this being Marjorie made me want to be myself more than anyone else. Whatever hatred I’d been kindling towards her through the years extinguished any need to please her.

“It doesn’t change the truth,” I said.

“And what truth is that?”

“We both still believe the things we said were true.”

Marjorie offered me a closed-lip smile, the compromising kind. I didn’t know why she’d bothered coming. She wouldn’t offer me the distraction I fooled myself into believing she could provide. 

“Hate is not a limiting condition to grow fond of another, I don’t think.”

Was that what she really wanted? To get close to me? Why? I couldn’t find a way that it made sense. I didn’t want to anymore.

“We’re carved off different stones, Marjorie.”

This seemed to annoy her. She turned her troubled eyes at me. Her freckles twisted angrily as well in the shadows provided by the sconces lighting the square. 

“So you only give your time to people who share your interests? That’s a very sad existence.”

My jaw locked.

“Nodding approvingly at ways I don’t abide, smiling at jokes I don’t find funny. I can’t do it for long. I’ve tried.” I was very aware of my glare. “That, I think, is the sad existence.”

Marjorie parted her lips to speak, but I beat her to it. 

“Neither choice is the best. One leaves you alone. The other turns you into someone else. I simply made mine.”

Finally, Marjorie could give me her demure laugh, “I mean no offence with this, but your vision is too closed off. I’m not saying you have to change everything. I’m saying you don’t even try. You want people to get close to you, but you don’t like giving parts of yourself away.”

“Is anyone supposed to?” I snapped, crossing my arms.

Marjorie pressed her hands flat against the surface. If she were alive, that would have drawn noise. 

“Yes. Because you’ll have something in return.”

I could feel the frown deepening on my forehead. 

Marjorie looked down at the crowns that remained on the stand. She stared for so long I started to think they were talking to her. Then she leaned forward. The stand was a small thing, so her face came dangerously close. 

“You love Nature, but you don’t understand that relationships work the same way.”

My heart thundered. “What do you mean?”

“Sometimes you give more, sometimes you take. It’s a cycle, like the seasons. If you break it, the relationship dies.”

“You make it sound so simple.” 

There was a bite to my words.

She raised an eyebrow. “You make it so complicated.”

Marjorie sounded like Father Caedan. Her mouth uttered words that made sense to everyone but not me. My life was proof that what she said didn’t apply to me. Like Father Caedan and everyone else, Marjorie wouldn’t understand. Every interaction I had with her so far only served to prove my point. 

“Why are you here?” I asked, finding the rage had left my voice. 

“I was bored.”

A small, sad smile tugged at my lips, and a pang of hurt seized my heart. 

“Somehow, I believe you.”

Marjorie’s emerald eyes glinted with mischief. “Why wouldn’t you?”

“Why would I?” I bit back, matter-of-fact. 

She pushed herself from the table. 

“See. You’re not giving me anything.” 

Despite her words, Marjorie didn’t sound annoyed. 

Marjorie was playing at something. She said she was bored after all. 

None of that changed what all the years behind us made me feel about her or how her words stung the day before. She still hadn’t said a word about it, and I wished she would. 

People never did, but I always expected them to get back to the last place we left off. It felt wrong to continue on without addressing something that left this type of energy. I could feel how that was adding kindling to my already short temper when it came to her. It didn’t change the fact I wasn’t addressing the matter either. 

“I’m not sure I want to,” I said honestly. “I’m not the only one holding things secret.”

Marjorie’s face froze, like someone who’d just been caught in a lie. 

It quickly broke into a contemplative smile. 

“You’re everything I expected.”

My eyebrows drew together. “Somehow. that sounds like a compliment.”

The right corner of her smile tilted upwards. 

“It is.”

A sharp laugh sounded from behind her, drawing our gazes to the partying crowd. 

Marjorie considered me for a moment before she said, “I don’t know why I’m stuck, but I won’t find out on my own. And you won’t get out of your shell alone either.”

In my experience, people only confided in me when they could benefit from my advice or as a temporary resort until they found someone better to rely on. I didn’t love the bridge Marjorie was casting my way. 

When I didn’t reply, Marjorie rested against her elbow, still looking at the girls.

“You know it’s okay that you hate me or envy me. I can understand it. I’d hate myself if I were you.”

“Why?” I breathed, looking only at her.

Marjorie laughed dryly. “Because I was the biggest lie ever told.”

Not dry, I corrected in my mind. Depreciative.

She looked at me then, her position making her need to raise her chin to meet my eyes.

“What in Heavens do you mean?” 

Majorie pulled up to her hands again, defying the looks of everyone present only a few meters away as she stared into me, urging me to stare back. 

“Oh, Eilidh, but don’t you know?” 

Her voice made my toes curl. 

I looked away from her, ignoring that she was only a breath away. Her cold energy seeped into mine, causing me to wish it were different—thanking my Gods it wasn’t. 

“And what does one like you suggest I did to get out of my shell?” I prompted, ignoring her question.

“Right now?” I could hear the pleased amusement in her voice at the previous dismissal. “In this very moment.”

I could see her head shake from my periphery.

“You wouldn’t do it,” she challenged.

Oh, no.

“Dare me.”

Marjorie stepped into my gaze. 

“Go dance with them. I would go with you, you know, if I could.”

I let out a breath. “They hate me.”

“Apologise.”

I closed my eyes, hating how she made it sound so simple. The string of music and chatter wasn’t enough to silence the laughter from the girls dancing nearby. A young version of me urged me to go… no matter the cost.

I opened my eyes. 

“Fine.”

Marjorie gave me a pleased smile, gesturing towards the girls. 

Then she held up a hand. “But first.”

I followed her hands to the stance, where she tried to grab one of the crowns and failed miserably. I could see her body flinch, the expression on her face darkening. I swallowed her emotions like a second skin, and the moment’s lightness dimmed. Her words came back to me. 

I don’t know why I’m stuck, but I won’t find out on my own.

Fine. I’d do this and help us both. 

I grabbed the one she’d chosen. It wasn’t the last flower crown left. It was one of thorns. I’d been eyeing them since before she’d arrived, and I wondered if she’d been watching me in the shadows before materialising in front of me or if I’d just been lucky she chose the one I liked the most.

“A fitting crown for the most beautiful girl in town,” Marjorie said as I placed the crown on my head.

My hands halted where they were. I stifled a laugh, but I could feel the way my excitement dimmed at her words. 

Marjorie held my gaze as I dropped my hands, a charged challenge passing silently between us. 

“And I think me a liar,” I breathed.

I cornered the stand to where she stood, a step closer to the girls in their merry dancing. From my periphery, I saw Marjorie’s expressive brows draw together.

“Hasn’t anyone told you?” she asked, stepping closer.

It was only a step, but her cold aura brushed against mine, sending a chill down my spine. I caressed the naked skin of my forearms for some warmth but mostly to distract myself from her nearness. 

“What?” 

My eyes fell on hers. Marjorie’s charged gaze was hard to keep. No one had looked my way like she did now. 

“Ghosts can’t lie.”

I brought a hand to my mouth to cover my laugh. People weren’t looking, but they would if I started laughing alone. It didn’t take long for me to forget others couldn’t see her. It was hard to remember everyone’s reality and act accordingly when mine was so different.

But I always ended up remembering and trying to. 

“You jest.”

Marjorie chuckled, leaving me wondering as the song drew to an end and our attention tunnelled to the girls. 

“Go.”

I did, if only because staying next to her then felt impossibly worse. As I tumbled easily through the fumbling poor crowd that left for drinks, I wondered if Marjorie had said it on purpose to make me leave. I fought the urge to look back and see if she was still there.

“Hi,” I tried my best to sound cheerful as I reached them.

Four heads turned in tune towards me. 

I was used to being many spiteful things to others. I liked being a liar most of all. The worst, though, was feeling like a thief. Knowing my mere existence had the power to steal happiness. 

“What do ye want?” spit Jane. 

I bit my lower lip. “To apologise for my manners.”

Violet shook her head of curls. “Surely you can’t just⁠—”

“We all have our moments.”

The girls all stared at Celeste like she’d gone mad. I held her gaze in a silent thank you but couldn’t bring myself to say anything else as the others traded meaningful glares with one another.

I turned to leave.

“Eilidh, wait,” Celeste said.

I halted and turned back.

“Today is for celebration, and you’ve helped a lot,” she explained, intoning her words for meaning. 

The girls’ gaze fell on me again. I felt like a pig being assessed for slaughter, but I kept my chin high. 

Claire was the first to crack.

“Dance with us.”

I shook my head, feeling defensive. “You don’t have to do this out of pity.”

After a moment of silence, Jane laced her hand in mine and drew me to the circle, and the gesture felt like the seal of a letter.

I couldn’t stop myself from searching for her.

Marjorie was already looking. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and as our eyes met, a bemused smile stretched on her lips, replacing the sadness I caught there a moment before. I fought the urge to keep looking, and returned my attention to the girls. But as I did, I felt her eyes on my back. 

As the folk song carried on to the next, I fell in step with them and the next chant we all had grown up with. Each of these songs was part of Aberdeen, and something about singing something we all knew made me feel the undeniable bond I shared with them. No matter our daily affairs and social circle preferences, we were all girls of Aberdeen. And at that moment, it felt like the only bond that mattered—the strongest.

My gaze always caught on to Marjorie as we twirled. The ghost’s gaze lingered on us, a sad smile on her face. It felt like irony that I was the only one between us who didn’t like her when she was alive, and I was the one who got to see her in death. I kept twirling, but a blanket of oblivion spread between me and them. The invisible string between me and the dead would always come to halt a scene and haunt me. Remind me of what lasted longer than a brief moment of belonging. 

Two songs later, Celeste called the dance off. She wanted to find a beer, and James, the oldest of the smith’s sons, approached to ask Jane to dance. We watched them leave together. As the flames by the stands lit their silhouettes, Claire closed what was left of our circle, and I found myself trading a conspiratorial smirk with them. 

As I did, I realised this was what I wanted. And it’d been so simple. I knew it was a fragile thing, but it only took some silly apology and some of my pride. 

But the night had taken a turn. The breeze and humidity were becoming uncomfortable on my skin. My eyes lingered on James and Jane, who didn’t seem cold at all. 

Claire and Violet blurred away as other thoughts started running through my mind. Hugh hadn’t come to the festivities, and neither did Ava. I’d thought they would eventually make a late appearance, but now we had officially reached that part of a festival where the memories of it felt closer than the present. Mother was still chatting with her friends on the opposite side of the square. Dad and Philip were at the pub. Maybe Hugh was there, but no. His friends were all here.

The soft pressure of being gazed upon drew my attention to the place where Marjorie had been standing. My heart halted in my chest as if learning a new quirk, but it was disappointment I swallowed down at finding Marjorie was already gone.


THIRTEEN
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Ava couldn’t see or sense me like Eilidh, but I still found myself being pulled towards her house and where I knew I’d find her. I couldn’t help it. It was my fault she’d been robbed from me, and I would never forgive myself for it. I found myself stuck in people or situations, but the truth was I was always the one to blame.

A few days after the Autumn Festival, I found myself in Ava’s cottage, one of the smallest on the main streets. Ava was baking an apple pie to take to the Dannoch’s. She worked around the dough carefully, treating it like a wounded animal needing love. Behind her, the cabinet still stored my favourite mug, and my spoon kept its place in the small pot on the island. It was never like people understood they were mine. The knowledge of their belonging was mine and Ava’s alone. 

Just another secret.

Watching her interlacing the dough brought memories of other times. Baking was one of our favourite things to do together. Other people were rarely involved, which meant we could be alone. This kitchen had become one of our safe havens in a way. Not that any place ever felt safe when my skin touched hers, or my smile brought hers to the surface.

It was a different kind of touch.

It wasn’t innocent. 

A pang in my heart forced the memory away as I watched her face change as she worked. The look in her eyes told me she was far away from here. Cooking was Ava’s small haven. She looked peaceful, contrary to the sour face she carried around. 

Her shoulders carried a slump that wasn’t there before. Ava’s complexion was darker than mine, but she looked sickly pale. She possessed welcoming features, but her kindness was quicker to falter now. Her opinionated mind wasn’t as righteous as it had once been, knowing when it should stay silent. 

A girl’s world was to value silence when it was due, which was most of the time. 

I’d heard rumours about the arguments she’d been involved in. They didn’t look good for her. People showed compassion because everyone did in some way to those closest to me, but it would only go so far, and I worried. There would come a time when people wouldn’t want to hear it anymore. Worse, it would raise suspicion. Because what people didn’t understand—yet—was that Ava was grieving more than my passing.

The day I died, we had been estranged for a few weeks. Ava was struggling with herself and her family’s expectations for marriage. She started to be more controlling and jealous of every lad I spoke to. Fear was growing dark roots we couldn’t tame in our relationship. After enduring this for a while, I pushed her away. I didn’t want to poison something that had been good for so long. 

Seeing her that day hurt because all I could see was heartbreak and rage twisting her features. Her face told me she was waiting for me to change my mind, but I thought I was making the right choice for both of us. 

I lashed out at her, angry that her reaction was tempting me to believe her. 

“Stop making this about you. You’re being selfish and irrational!” 

“No, I’m not. You just don’t love me enough to try.”

My lips parted in shock. Not a word came out. 

Footsteps echoed down the hall, and we both turned away from each other in time to compose ourselves. A moment later, Ava’s younger brother came barreling into the room and pulled on her skirts, a wood toy in hand. I looked away before he saw my eyes.

“Why are you crying, ‘Va?”

I could feel his gaze on me.

“I’m not, sweet thing. It’s the allergies.”

When I turned back, my heart broke at the sight of her and Neill on her arm. Neill, who nearly caught us in a compromising argument but was too young to understand.

We both had families to protect. 

Ava’s eyes hardened at whatever she saw in mine. I could only think Ava’s distress was my doing.

No. We were not right for each other.

“It’s getting late,” I announced. “I’ll show myself out.”

“Nonsense.”

Ava turned on her heel to the door, and I followed after her. As we crossed the threshold, her hand saught out mine.

“I can’t live without you, Marjorie,” her voice cracked.

I reached back, feeling my own heart breaking. This would be the last time I’d hold her like this. In more ways than I knew at the time. “Yes, you can, my love, and you will.”

None of us could have predicted that we were doomed to an even worse fate. 

A week later a terrible accident befell our town. 

It was a day where mist and dew clammed over skin. A day no one wants to live. Looking back, I’d live a thousand days like that, if only I got to live another, because that was the day I died. 

I tend not to dwell on my death. I never thought about it much during my lifetime. I was a firm believer it would never come for me. At the very least, it felt irrelevant in my days so as not to rouse my attention. But it did. It comes for everyone, even the lucky ones. 

As I lay there, cracked and blood spilling from my head, Ava crashed down beside me, it was all she could do not to press her lips to mine lest someone saw. For a long time, I tried to fight the cold that washed over me like a hit of those winter waves. 

It was as useless as believing denial could save anyone.

It was heartbreaking to see. It was even more cathartic when my body didn’t erase itself from the atmosphere, and I knelt there, crying beside her, hugging her while she didn’t feel me. Couldn’t feel me. I didn’t have a body to control, much less power to affect what happened to the life I left behind and those I loved.What happens after death, there’s no rule to it. Not one that could ever be named. 

Maybe it was my will to live, or my unwillingness to let go, but I found a loophole.

I stayed.

That day, the woods claimed my body but not my soul. 

I saw myself fade away. 

Everything anyone ever did matters differently when you die. Whatever you did will never be undone. Faces twist forever with the consequences of your actions. Tears you caused rock bodies to their core. And you’re still there, existing but broken past the point of salvation, begging at any force to let you say one more word.

You needed three. 

You have none.

There was no force to hear you. No God that was so promised.

No Hell, either.

Maybe not for you. No. 

It was just you.

You and the dead you don’t want to touch.

You and the few ones who can see the dead.

You and Eilidh.


FOURTEEN
[image: ]


“You can’t help being dragged back into the shadows, can you?”

Marjorie’s voice rang into the quiet of the small library. She was standing at the edge of the aisle. I couldn’t help but notice her attire. In place of a dress, there were pants, and for the top, she was wearing a scandalous male tee. The cut let me see the outlines of her breasts, and I quickly averted my gaze. 

She looked… what was the word?

It wasn’t unusual to see a woman dressed in male clothes in this town, but it was often occasional or a slip in time. For some reason, the thought that she should only wear this style slipped into my mind. The contour of her breasts followed, and I pushed it away. I could feel myself fighting a blush. 

What had Marjorie asked? 

“There are many shadows in a library, indeed,” I coughed.

I was aware that wasn’t the answer to her question. 

Marjorie stepped forward. Even not looking at her, I could feel the amused smile blooming on her face.

“What are you reading?”

A simple question.

A simple thing to the confused mess in my stomach. 

“A Biblical Study in Herbs.”

“Hmm.”

Marjorie took another step towards me. 

I looked at her soft features as she leaned to read over my shoulder. If she were alive, I’d feel her natural perfume, maybe the warmth of her breath on my cheek. But she wasn’t. I would never know what scents in this world she’d claimed for herself or the feel of her skin seeping warmth from her body to mine. I didn’t know why I caught myself thinking about it at all. And yet, my eyes perused her features. 

Marjorie had a round face, where freckles had decided to fall in place like she was an entirely new world they wanted to chart. They were visible even a few paces away, but this close, I couldn’t pretend some faded where they shouldn’t. There was this urge to press my thumb to the gaps, hoping that hiding them would make her real in the way I longed her to be. Her long raven hair framed her chest and hid the generous slope that kept drawing my gaze. On her face, her eyebrows sat full and flat, unruly. The only thing stark in her was her eyes—not the colour but the feel of them. 

And then there was her smile. I’d never seen such beautiful lips. 

“What?” 

Her lips pressed together softly as if to stifle in a laugh.

“You’re so strange.”

I swallowed deeply, pressing her words into the void where I hid all that hurt. 

“I didn’t mean it like an insult.”

I looked away and buried my eyes in the words. I read none. 

“It surely felt like one.”

I heard Marjorie sighing behind me. “I’m sorry.”

I nodded, unable to forget it. 

“I just mean I never met anyone with interests like yours. I don’t fancy the things you do. But I find it so intriguing.”

“Intriguing enough to make good jokes?”

Marjorie looked at me like she wished she could understand the way I thought or maybe just take her words away. I looked down to see that her hand had risen as if she wished to do something with it. She dropped it, knowing touching me in the real sense of the word would never be something she could do. 

“No. I mean, maybe I would have mocked you when I was alive, but death offers you a certain clarity. There is a reason you have this gift.”

I could feel a small frown forming on my brow. “I don’t call this,” I gave her a pointed look, “a gift.”

Marjorie sighed. “I’m grateful you have it, whatever you want to name it.”

“So you don’t have to be alone?”

“Yes.”  

“That’s selfish,” I spat.

“It’s simply the truth. Ghosts can’t lie.”

I turned my back to the shelves and drew a step back so I could lean against them. “Hmm, a few days ago, you told me you were the biggest of liars. How can that be?”

I shifted to put some distance between us, but Marjorie felt just as close. The book I was holding to my chest was the only barrier between us, and I could swear Marjorie’s eyes fell to my lips before she returned my stare. 

“It’s called omission, Eilidh. And I grant you, I’m not lying about being bored and alone.”

Her words drew the breath from my lungs. I inhaled fully, hoping to restore it, not understanding why it left in the first place. 

“Maybe you’re better than us,” she continued at my stunned face. “Seeing ghosts from an early age… I mean, I would have shit myself every day. You kept it like a secret and found yourself learning the ways of Nature. That’s beautiful.” 

Marjorie dropped her gaze to the book in my hands. 

“What you did with the flowers for the festival, and what you want to do… I hope you can achieve it. I hope more people see the beauty in your work.”

The air was gone again. I wasn’t sure I could find enough to replace what she’d taken this time. I never received compliments, certainly not about my interests. I didn’t know how to accept them. There were too many reasons they weren’t held to such standards of praise. As much as my heart clenched at Marjorie’s words and the brightness in her eyes, I didn’t know if I could agree with her.

“I don’t want to be better. I just don’t want to change my ways to be allowed to live my life.”

A small smile pooled on her lips. 

“That’s brave.”

I shook my head because it might be, but it would never win me anything in this life. My hands held the book tighter against me, suddenly defensive. Annoyed. Irritated that she could never understand this feeling when it was a constant for so long in my life.

“Why are you being so kind?”

Marjorie’s lips parted just a little, but she’d done this a few times now. Maybe it was what she did when she didn’t know the reasoning for her feelings. I wasn’t sure why I even cared to notice. 

“I don’t know. Do I need a reason? It seems I always need one with you.” She stepped closer like a fox advancing on their prey. “Do you want me to be mean?”

“I don’t want you to lie.”

Marjorie’s bemused smile froze on her lips like my words shocked her. She closed her mouth and nodded, staring me down with shadows in her eyes. 

“I told you. I can’t.” A moment passed before she added, “Show me what you’re reading.”

It was not what I expected her to say, but I was thankful for it. Her words held a clear action, and I needed to focus on something I could do. I held the book open to face her so she could lean over and read. The morning light coming from the two large windows on opposite sides of the room cast the perfect light to read the careful slopes in the text. I’d just found the volume when Marjorie popped up, so I hadn’t had time to lose myself in the words. The placement of everything seemed neat and organised, though, surely a good sign. 

But any thought of what the book was about was interrupted when Marjorie surprised me by leaning over and resting one of her hands on the bookshelf behind me. With Marjorie hovering over me to read like this, I could think of nothing but her nearness. Our height difference cast light on the other differences between us. My sharpness against her sparkle and domineering energy. My warmth against her coldness. 

One alive. The other dead.

Marjorie was making a good show of looking interested in the words on the pages. I didn’t take her for a reader. I doubted words on a page could capture her attention. They were too still for a girl with a wandering mind like hers. And yet her gaze lingered on the book like she was trying to understand.

“It’s so clear why this captivates you.” 

Marjorie’s eyes were on the book, but I felt her on mine. I had the feeling I’d been caught committing a crime. I cringed a little at her words, thinking myself a fool for seeing meaning where there was none. There was a hint of irony in them. 

“Herbs have a certain allure.” My words matched her tone, but I meant them. 

Marjorie’s eyebrows pressed together in a clear sign that indicated she was judging me. Her eyes were still perusing the book when her fingers reached to turn the page. She drew them back the moment she realised her mistake, but I didn’t fail to notice the pain in her features. I turned it for her, showcasing a drawing like those I did in my collection. 

I traced the upside-down contours drawn in charcoal with my fingers, and before thinking twice about it, I tried to reach forward for her hand to bring her along with the movement. Her unnatural essence felt colder than a winter breeze.

She was weightless, but my skin tingled when we made contact. I couldn’t hold her, but I did feel something. It was like the moment before warm water hits frozen skin or the insufferable moments before your cold feet warmed up under a blanket. The empathetic side of me couldn’t help but feel a little sad for her. Marjorie never would feel warm again. When it came, the thought chilled me down more than her deathly touch ever could. But if I was worrying about the odd reactions I was having to our interactions, I wasn’t alone.

Marjorie surprised both of us when she didn’t draw her hand away. Marjorie let it hover over the paper right beneath mine. I didn’t question the underlying nature of what I’d just done. I felt too curious at the bridge between us and the sadness in her. I couldn’t fathom what must be in her place. If Marjorie hadn’t moved on or gone mad, she was still present enough to feel human emotions the way the living did. The Marjorie that stepped to dance on table tops and draw crowds in to answer her wishes had gone over a year without talking to anyone but ghosts, a year without nothing but coldness and death. It would only get worse for her unless she found a way to move on.

Marjorie’s eyes weren’t on the book anymore. 

The chatter outside broke into the room through the gaps in the windowpanes. It still wasn’t enough to crack the atmosphere between us—to dim her presence.

“They do, don’t they?” She was staring at our hands intertwined.

It took me a moment to remember what we had been talking about. Herbs have a certain allure, I’d said.

“Herbs.”

My eyes fell on the drawing. 

Marjorie nodded.

Our bodies didn’t acclimate to the coldness between us, and I wondered what she felt when we touched—if touching me brought her warmth. 

“Here,” I tapped the tip of my finger on a paragraph for the bolder scribble. It was an attempt to give myself something to do because my heart was beating faster the longer I looked at her.

Her eyes read the text above my finger, and she offered me a small frown.

“What’s so interesting about foxglove?”

A laugh escaped my lips, and I hit her arm jokingly—or tried to. 

“Don’t call them that boring name. They’re my favourite flowers.”

A playful smile mirrored mine on her lips, and her eyes pierced mine like whatever I said was worth remembering. 

“What’s the other name?” Mock interest danced in her tone like a child who couldn’t help themselves. 

“Fairy fingers.”

Marjorie looked at me like I was a lost cause.

“It will do you no good to go on about using that name now.”

I ignored her remark and looked at the flowers drawn on the page, “Their season is over now. They won’t bloom again until next Spring, so I have little time to find white-coloured ones for the arrangement I’ve been drawing…” I stumbled on my words, feeling the ache spread through my body as I remembered the fate of my drawing, but feeling excited about the prospect of collecting these blooms all the same. Asking Mother about my book was as much a futile effort as looking for it myself around the house. She’d just take it from me again.

Marjorie looked at me as if she were taking her own conclusions from my character. I didn’t care what she thought of me, but the feeling of being silently judged should feel less relevant by now.

Her words surprised me. “I hope you find it. Maybe we can leave now and go look for some.” She looked at the book like she wanted to grab it herself, and I saw her frustration when she couldn’t. “You must know where they tend to grow.”

I did.

Mistaking my silence for reluctance, Marjorie added, “Surely there are other blooms that will create the same effect. Flowers look all the same if you really think about it.”

Marjorie said this like someone who wanted to help by providing a solution, but it had the opposite effect. I could feel the expression on my face freezing, and I hoped my glare hurt as she stared into my eyes. She didn’t mistake my reaction for anything other than clear offence.

The steal in her eyes softened to lakes of emerald as she took in whatever she saw in my face.

“I’m sorry. I butchered this, didn’t I?”

The way she said it struck a nerve. Marjorie was the type of person who sounded on the verge of cracking a joke about the thing hurting you when she apologised, and you knew whatever hurt you didn’t have the power to affect her. I expected nothing else from Marjorie Saint James. Lucky for her, she didn’t have reasons to apologise often for sure.

But her eyes… her eyes looked so alive with sorrow I couldn’t look away, and for some reason, the quiet steel in her voice didn’t hurt so much. 

The moment was there and gone.

She looked at her hand before drawing it away as if the word was the key to breaking whatever spell had been cast over this small library. Strange things happened here. 

“You must be careful, though. They’ll burn you for it.”

My breath caught in my throat. My fingers pressed the edges of the pages before I closed the book and pressed it to my chest. I was reminded of what I’d confessed to my mother. The fact that Marjorie recognised the threat only made it more real. I worked some warmth into my skin to fight the sudden chill. 

I don’t want to die.

“You saw the posters on the street lamps,” Marjorie argued as if my reaction wasn’t enough. “They’re cutting wood. I heard they’re taking a statue down tomorrow.”

Anger hit me like a wave. 

“And they’ll burn me on the account of what?”

Marjorie’s mouth turned into an astonished pout. For a moment, tense silence sparked up like soft embers in the atmosphere between us. 

“Have you forgotten what you’re being listed for? Lust accusations are dangerous, Eilidh. Witches, they’re calling them. Women who sleep with the devil and do his work.”

My lips trembled. I didn’t know if in fear or rage. Maybe both.

“I didn’t…”

“It doesn’t matter!” Marjorie yelled. 

Why?!

Oh, but I knew why. It took one look in the mirror. 

Marjorie leaned in, her nature gentle despite the terror in her eyes. “You’re already seen as a lustful woman. You know your way with plants. You go into Nature alone. You are an outcast.”

I knew she was right, but gods. How could I explain to her the dual way my mind worked? Most days, I simply wanted to feel like I belonged here. Others, I refused to swallow my pride and agree with things that didn’t make sense to me. Some days, I felt welcomed but ended up realising it didn’t suffice. It was one thing or the other. What I was or what I could be. What I wanted or what I should accept. And as loneliness greeted me again, it was like I’d bathed in waters with the power to erase memory. I’d start again, wanting to belong. I’d do everything again, and I’d learn a new way to edge my way through the cracks as much as everyone would ever allow me. I’d feel defeated when it still didn’t fill the void inside until I wanted to belong more than I wanted to be me. 

There was a small comfort to be found in staying in a loop of one’s own.  

“You should stop for a while,” Marjorie pressed on at my silence, turning our attention back to the book and my passion. The only thing that made me feel purposeful in this life so far. With these times coming, maybe even that was over. People would no longer love my flower arrangements. There was nothing I could give.

No.

Marjorie might be a mystery, but she sounded like any other person from this town. 

“Look, I meant everything I said, but this will be your deathbed if you don’t take it seriously.”

I clenched my teeth and didn’t bother hiding my discontent as I shelved the book in its rightful place next to religious titles. 

My back was to her now, but I swore I could feel her on every inch of my skin. What was this feeling? Maybe I should get out of this room.

“Eilidh.”

I didn’t want to look back at her. I knew what I’d see when I looked, and there was this lump in my throat and a pressure in my chest that wasn’t there before. 

“I can’t.”

Marjorie took a decisive step forward.

“You can, you’re just being stubborn.”

I turned and met the fight in her eyes with my own. Marjorie was still leaning over me, her hand on the damning shelf. It made me feel smaller than her, so I quirked my nose and tried not to feel like a child about it. Meeting her gaze just set my anger, though. 

“You’re the last person to be able to lay any claim over what’s easy or not in my life.”

Marjorie cocked her head. “Stop letting the envy you feel cloud what I’m telling you! This is about saving the very life you said you’re afraid to put on stake.”

My skin tingled with rage. “I’m trying!”

“Are you?”

Every word she said was setting off my defences. I just couldn’t stand her. And yet, I wanted her here. I wanted to look her in the face while I let my anger consume me because, deep down, maybe this was the fight I needed. It had always been easier for me to listen to people I hated than the few ones who loved me. 

“It’s just not easy not being yourself.”

Marjorie’s eyes traced a path between mine. For a moment, she looked lost, like what I just told her had set her off-balance or like I’d slapped her.

I waited for her answer, seeing her expression go through several emotions. Inside my chest, my heart was thundering. The palms of my hands felt clammy on the book I was holding. For some reason, her reaction was building this expectation inside me. What are you telling me? What was it in what I said? Why are you looking at me like I just made you question the entire world? What are you hiding? For so long, I went to bed thinking a part of me would give anything to be her, and now she was looking at me with eyes that told me she’d laugh in my face if she knew. The look she was giving me was the in-between pity and envy. It was neither one or both. I decided that I liked it and that I wanted to maintain it. 

Marjorie had expressed she was a liar when she was alive, and now I wanted to hear her face it. I wanted to know that there was another reason to spike my hatred when she was alive. I wanted to keep her like she was in my mind—a beautiful face I couldn’t stand.

And wasn’t she so close now?

My eyes fell to her lips.

They were pressed into a trembling line like she was mumbling over words. She’d been so controlled until now. I liked this new-found power to confuse her. I loved that I knew of no one who had it before me.

“Do ye kill babes in their sleep?” I asked.

Marjorie’s face broke into dumbstruck, and I felt pleased.

“You told me you were the biggest lie ever told, so I take it you spent your life hiding something big. But if it’s not babes… I’m failing to see what big thing in your personality you spent your life trying to hide and having an easy time with it.”

Marjorie seemed torn between hugging or slapping me, but I might be reading her wrong.

“Do you really feel that?” she asked instead.

I cocked my head. “What?”

Marjorie’s eyes looked like ponds of interest and judgment.

“That it’s hard not to be yourself.”

I brought the book flat against my chest. “My name wouldn’t be on that list if it was.”

Marjorie’s mouth fell into a condescending smile. “I don’t know if that makes you the bravest person I’ve ever met or the foolest.” Her eyes fell to the book cover, but the object of her attention seemed far away. “And I don’t kill babes in their sleep.”

I leaned forward, letting my nose fall just inches below hers. “What a shame.”

I was terrified to find that there wasn’t much of Marjorie to hate this close, and she seemed to have reached the same conclusion.

We both took a step back at the same time. My back hit the shelves, and hers hit nothing. Marjorie seemed to stumble over her feet, though, and the smallest of warmth kindled low in my stomach. I loved how distressed she looked. 

Of course, this being Marjorie, she quickly collected herself. “Regardless, you should stop for a while.”

I sighed. “You’re just concerned because if I’m gone, you’ll be all alone in this world.”

Marjorie’s lips pressed together. “Fine.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Fine?”

Marjorie paced around in distress as she talked, “A part of me might find you brave and even admire you, but the way you are thinking about this drives me mad. How hard can it be to not read about flowers to save your life? Or be on your own in the woods? How do people’s words affect you so little?”

I leaned back against the shelves. “There she is. The girl I hate.”

Marjorie’s lips went from trembling with distress to outright bewilderment. “Stop claiming that! You didn’t hate me.”

“Didn’t I?”

“No one did.”

She was defensive about this, as if the thought of someone thinking ill of her was enough to drive her mad. It didn’t surprise me. This was the reason I hated her in the first place. It was so easy to be loved she couldn’t fathom a world where she was hated.

“There’s nothing about me to hate. You’re just envious of what I had.”

A small smile that held no joy stretched on my closed lips. “Look where it got you. Did you live a single day of truth in your pathetic existence, Marjorie?”

Marjorie’s jaw set with anger. “Of course I did.”

I pushed myself from the shelves, reducing the space between us to only leave room for God’s judgment. 

“And did anyone know?” I provoked her when her eyes fell on me. “Or did those moments feel like sin, like a secret that would carry you to your grave?”

Marjorie’s eyes were forests burning in the summer heat, unbeknownst Autumn was coming.  

“Whatever I did, I’d do it all again not to live in fear.”

Something in me was about to burst, and it wasn’t anger. 

I stepped back. 

“Leave me alone, Marjorie.”

Marjorie scoffed and took a step forward. “No.”

“No?” 

Her expression was all determination. “Look, give me today to prove you can still do something you love but less dangerous.”

The book felt heavier in my hands. I wanted to go pick my flowers while they were still in bloom. It wouldn’t be for much longer. But Marjorie was right about something. I was afraid. How can one not be afraid of their death?

“Do you trust me?” The vexation in Marjorie’s voice had lost its edge, and some sort of pull drowned the angry fire in her eyes. 

“No.”

Back was the impetuous nature of her wild stare. 

I wasn’t sure which was worse.

“Good,” she said with a smile.

Marjorie turned and walked down the shelf aisle. She kept pacing into the corridor, and I followed out of the small library. After a while, I realized she was walking us out of St Catherine’s. 

Muffled voices seemed to jump on my skin like grasshoppers. My heart thundered with the prospect of running into someone and having to return. They probably thought I was cherishing my solitude elsewhere and didn’t bother enough to come to me. Maybe they thought I already left, running from my responsibilities here. Whatever the case, I knew I'd be dragged away if I ran into someone. I heard the other girls being schooled out of their acts across the thin walls of the chapel. 

No.

Not today.

I made haste and followed her out of the building, only Marjorie didn’t get us out of St Catherine. She turned left to the kitchens and I could feel my heart seizing in my chest.

“Psst. What are you doing?” 

Marjorie opened her mouth like she was about to tell me to trust her but thought better of it. Her hand reached for mine as if to trudge me along, but I only met her essence. She let go and the gesture was lost between us. 

Once inside the kitchens, blissfully empty, Marjorie cast a look at the door like she wanted me to close it. No one would listen if she talked, but she seemed unaware of this. I did as she said, pushing the door close behind me.

I took the kitchen in and braced for what Marjorie said next.

She was pacing around the room and tracing her fingers over the flour on the counter. They didn’t get dusted, but Marjorie didn’t seem to notice because her attention was too busy on something else. Marjorie was always doing something with her body that did not match whatever held power over her mind.  

“Take some of those, and let’s hurry out of here.”

Marjorie was talking about the recently baked scones currently waiting to be taken to town this afternoon, a chore that would probably be mine if I wasn’t currently with her now, about to get myself into whatever mess she had come up in her mind that was oh less dangerous than going to the woods to pick up some flowers. 

“You call this less dangerous?”

Marjorie stopped looking longingly at the pastries when her eyes fell on me. Her entire expression lit up.

“You should see your face!”

Her laughter broke some of the tension I was casting over the room with my worry, but it came back again when she proceeded to take one step towards me. Every time Marjorie drew near, my breath halted, as if breathing was a function that was easy to forget when she was around. 

She placed a hand on her hip, drawing my attention to the shape of her hands. Mine were calloused from all my time handling flowers, but I cherished all the small scars over my palms. 

“They won’t notice a few are gone,” she argued. 

I traded a look between her and the butter scones looking and smelling delicious on the counter top. My mouth watered at the thought of the soft texture melting down my tongue. 

Fine. 

I had to be quick. 

I walked past Marjorie, who cast me a proud look and hurried to pack two scones into my bag. They were still warm on my fingers, and I nearly dropped one. 

“Careful, angel. We don’t want you to get burned.”

I gave her a murderous glare for the pumping blood in my veins but ignored her.

My heart was jumping inside my chest. I could feel a thin line of sweat on my brow as I closed the bag and opened the door, but some divine entity must be looking out for me today because the corridor was empty. 

Marjorie looked delighted. 

Fortunately, she didn’t make any other detours. I wouldn’t have let her if she tried. Was this how she behaved? No, I remembered. Marjorie could have been caught red-handed and still have walked freely with four scones in a basket. She probably saw no danger in what we just did. I was suddenly very doubtful of the rest of this plan. 

I couldn’t forget that our worlds were as different as two seasons doomed to never touch the other. Different worlds made for different ways to judge action and consequence. 

I couldn’t forget this was Marjorie Saint James. It was impossible to. And still, a part of me wanted to listen. I wasn’t sure if it was the one who rather cherished the new company more than I would my silence.

Finally, the door.

And the corridors remained blissfully empty. 

I sent a prayer to Nature itself once the air was clean again. The day was warm, and the soft breeze beckoned me further on. I had no problem trudging after Marjorie, who was already making her way down the hill. 

St Catherine was one of the landmarks between our town and the woods. Marjorie walked ahead to the treeline looming on the horizon. 

“Where are we going?”

There was a paved road that went across the woods. It was frequently used by travellers or people in Aberdeen who wanted to visit the lakes. The crowd shied me away from this particular stretch of woodland, so I felt unsteady on my feet as Marjorie tramped on before me. I had a feeling I knew where she was going.

When Marjorie looked at me, I knew I was right.

“No,” I declared.

“Yes,” she beamed. 

I reached out to grab one of her arms before thinking better of it. “I don’t want to draw a crowd,” I mumbled.  Marjorie was unmoved by this because she kept walking. “I’m not—wait!” 

She stopped so abruptly to look at me, and I nearly lost my footing on the sloping hill. She was suddenly very close, with her long dark hair serene against the catching breeze. 

“What are you so afraid of?” she asked, like I was ruining all of her plans.

“First, Mother will know I left St Catherine. Second, that I probably stole from them!”

Gods, even below me on the incline, Marjorie was taller than me. 

She took a step closer.

“Third, you can tell her you were trying to do what girls your age do. Going to the lakes for a picnic.”

“I don’t want to face anyone.” The confession felt too vulnerable on my lips. I didn’t want her to see me like this, but why would I lie? 

To my surprise, her eyes softened. The steel in the forest went away. 

“You’re not. Not today.”

I frowned, not understanding the mind of the girl before me. 

The girl I despised. 

“Just try to trust me, okay?”

Still unsure about this, I knew I didn’t want to go back. Not now that I was breathing fresh air and was free from listening to prayers, I didn’t understand. I nodded and kept walking down the hill. 

We walked the path to the woods in companionable silence, but I could feel Marjorie thinking over our interaction. It wouldn’t be long until she made a snark remark, and there I was, anticipating it. 

Marjorie guided us through the first stretch of woodland when we crossed the treeline, but to my surprise, she didn’t take the path to the lakes. I’d come here with a few times, though not one managed to be enjoyable for me. I remembered Marjorie from then. She was there every time I happened to come. Marjorie was usually in the water or casting her face up towards the sunlight. She was the brightest beacon, laughing so loud and still managing to sound annoying to my years alone. 

Back then, I couldn’t take my eyes away from her. But I had never come down the path she was threading.

“Where are we?”

Marjorie raised one eyebrow. “At the lakes.”

I looked around at the new space I never saw. It was beautiful. A clearing that stretched out into a vast expanse that ended in a large waterfall. 

“Not everyone knows about these.”

A huge weight lifted off my shoulders. I could feel the pressure of my glare as my eyes fell on her. “Couldn’t you have said that sooner?”

Marjorie didn’t look the least concerned with my reaction. 

“I like to see you squirm. Your face does this thing.” Marjorie attempted to mimic my expression, and I was tempted to push her to the lake, only to remember that would only earn me a free fall into the water myself. “You look adorable.”

I blinked.

Marjorie sat with her legs crossed against a fallen truck by the shore. The grass was tall enough to make it comfortable. 

I settled next to her and rushed to take the scones from my bag.

“Hungry?” she asked with a small smile. 

I brought a hand to cover the crumbs on my lips from the first bite and tried to fight the blush spreading on my cheeks, but to no avail. 

“I have a sweet tooth,” I confessed. 

“Who doesn’t?”

Our gazes met like we just shared a joke, and I didn’t entirely hate it. 

Her eyes fell on the scone in my hands. I tried to push away the guilt and sorrow that came with her silent reaction. I couldn’t imagine what was to her existing like this. I could feel the heartbreak emanating from her.

Marjorie spread her arms over the trunk, and one went all the way across my back. Everything she did showed she wasn’t the littlest bit afraid of taking space. Marjorie welcomed any chance to make herself seen and take what had always been hers. 

“How is this any less dangerous than going to pick my flowers?” I asked to try and lighten the mood, and because I was having a hard time understanding.

Marjorie smiled, gazing out to the dragonflies creating ripples on the lake. She had this contemplative look on her face.

“Because the next time you come to the lakes, you’ll be with other girls. You will talk to boys.”

I found it hard to swallow the last bite of the scone. My mouth felt dry. 

The thought I’d engage in any type of interaction wasn’t as reassuring as she tried to make it sound. I doubted talking to people would ever feel as exciting as it was to her. But Marjorie was right in this. People would be there, and I needed to find a way to look forward to this. The thing that always helped me was finding a purpose.

“Hugh comes here often,” I breathed but couldn’t meet her eyes. 

I picked up some grass instead and twisted it into a braid in my fingers. 

“You really must forget about him,” Marjorie sounded annoyed. “He’s not good for you.”

It was hard to focus on her reaction when my mind cared about one question. Who was? 

I kept braiding the grass and looked around for small blooms to adorn the small ring.

I bit my lower lip. “You don’t know Hugh.”

“I do.” Marjorie didn’t sound annoyed anymore. “I did—Have you received any of his letters recently?”

Her question was met with silence. 

My movements had drawn Marjorie’s attention, and her eyes were lit up with interest under a small frown, momentarily forgetting our conversation.  

“What are you doing?”

There.

I got up and plucked small valerian blooms before returning to her side and starting to twist the steams together. 

“What do they look like? They’re flower rings.”

Marjorie’s lips stretched into a small smile. 

“Here, for you.”

Marjorie gave me a look, but not before some light ran from her eyes. I could swear her cheeks turned scarlet for a brief moment. 

My mouth parted into a small pout. “Right.”

“I want you to wear mine.”

I gave her a quizzical look. “Why?”

“It looks good on you.”

Marjorie’s eyes lingered on my fingers for a moment before she shook her head in what could only be described as frustration and shifted to sit facing me. 

“There will be other boys.”

I twisted the rings on my fingers. “They won’t look at me.”

“They have to.” Marjorie’s voice made the birds take flight from their branches.

My heart was starting to beat at an erratic pace when my eyes fell on hers. 

“Why?”

Marjorie’s unruly eyebrows drew together in confusion. I couldn’t figure out if she were trying to find an answer to herself or understand how I didn’t see what she did. 

She shook her head, making some strands frame her round face. “Forget it.”

Marjorie pushed herself to her feet. She continued walking straight ahead, down to the water. I felt my eyebrows draw together as realization dawned about what she wanted to do. 

“That’s not fair,” I shouted after her. “You won’t get soaked.”

Marjorie looked at me over her shoulder. “Life is not fair.”

A small smile tugged at my lips. The beating of my heart was slowing, like a heavy tide coming to rest. I reached over to unlace my shoes and watched Marjorie bend to tickle a squirrel from my periphery, but the creature ran as fast as it crossed her path. My smile grew. Marjorie had the nerve to look genuinely offended. When her eyes fell on me, I got up and met her by the lake’s edge. 

“Ladies first.” Marjorie extended a hand toward the lake. 

I narrowed my eyes at her in silent challenge. 

Marjorie waited. Her gaze turned perusing. 

Still, I made no move to be the first to move.

“Ladies have no manners these days,” Marjorie said these words leaning over me, which accentuated our height difference. The movement was so fast my breath left me for a moment. When she drew back, I could still feel her cold tickling the heat on my cheeks. 

Odd.

Marjorie was the first to step into the lake. 

I followed after her, as was apparent pattern of the day. I braced myself at the edge, but one look at Marjorie renewed my determination. 

The water was cold, and the initial bite made me wince, but I thought about how wrong this sounded and how happy I was and let it go. 

I came to stand just an arm’s length from her.

“The things I’d do if I were alive,” Marjorie breathed, tracing her fingertips over the water, but her eyes were dead collectors. They looked around the woods, noticing everything they lost. 

I looked about the shallow expanse, feeling the pull in my eyes and heart to find something to help her. My gaze locked with the twinkling of the water’s cape. Autumn leaves wandered about, some half-drowned, others were completely sunk on the lake’s floor. My feet were half buried themselves. I readjusted my stance to counter the pull of the sand to become one. 

And then, “Can’t you move water?”

“What?”

“Some ghosts have power over the physical world. I’ve seen it.”

Marjorie frowned and looked at the water around her like she doubted the power she had over anything. But slowly, she traced her fingers across the surface, focusing so hard that a thin line appeared between her thick eyebrows. Her fingers broke the surface before trusting up towards me, and water drops came raining down on my clothes. A few hit my cheeks and my neck.

A small smile blossomed on my lips.

Marjorie’s eyes jumped from me to the lake as if she had just witnessed some supernatural event. Her fingertips traced the water slowly, and doubt crept into her face again. 

“I can’t feel anything, but…”

Slowly, it gave way to something else.

Pure joy.

“Eilidh…” Her hands moved again, and this time, it wasn’t just a few droplets of water hitting my skin. 

Not a single droplet hit Marjorie. They went through her. 

“This is so not fair!” I cackled.

When the water drew a chill to my bones, I fought a valiant shiver, but I was still laughing. Marjorie had stopped, and her eyes were on me, lost if I ever saw the feeling. It took me a second to realize the dress was completely plastered to my skin. The season didn’t allow for white fabrics anymore, but Mother and every other girl at St Catherine were still using them often as if this would persuade people of our innocence. My arms were already crossed over my body to fight the temperature, but I pressed them further against myself.

Marjorie blinked, and took a step toward me. She looked concerned. 

“You’ll freeze,” she breathed, and her even colder essence seeped into me when her hands laced around my arms. “I’m sorry. This was silly. I just… I can’t feel—I’ve forgotten what it feels like. The Seasons.”

I mumbled something over my lips, feeling my cheeks burn because I hadn’t been thinking about my cold at all. At least not the water’s soft edge. 

“We should go,” she said with a small smile.

Marjorie drew back, and I let out a breath. I cast a stray wish that the warmth in the sun would soak up my clothes, but this was Autumn. I was going home. The thought blew away any joy the moment filled me with. 

“What will I say to my mother?” I asked after her.

Marjorie was dancing on her feet again, twirling without a care in the world as she trudged up the soft incline. 

“You’ll say you had the most fun with girls by the lake.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I thought ghosts couldn’t lie.”

Marjorie winked at me, and I halted on my step. “I’m not lying. You are.”

Gods give me patience.

As I pulled to my feet and accepted the crook of her elbow, her essence pulling mine in a way I was starting to be confused about, I found myself doubting her words. It was just that this was the most fun I had in years, and it wasn’t because of the lake. 

It was because of her.


FIFTEEN
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My mind was distracted as I ambled along the meadows on my usual morning stroll, collecting early blooms and breathing in the fresh breeze. Dew created a tearful landscape and dampened my skirts as I trudged along the tall grass. Before long, I realized my feet were tracking a new path of their own, and for a while, I let myself follow. I was too entertained by thoughts of the previous day. They were lively enough to dull the touch of Nature around me. Soon the dearth sight of a handful of flowers made me drop them on the dew-covered grass. 

What was wrong with me that day? 

It was impossible to fight the pull in my stomach, tugging me on. The need to see her gravestone overwhelmed me and powered my hike up the incline.

I never saw the place where they buried her. I didn’t come to the graveyard often, and I never had a good reason to come after her death. I guessed I still didn’t, but something shifted in the past few days. If her passing had dulled the reasons I had to think about her, Marjorie’s reappearance in my life reminded me of why she distressed me. Distressed minds had a way of following their worst impulses. 

It felt hard to explain. It was like I needed to know more. I had to learn everything there was to know about this girl, and I told myself it was to preserve her as she was. Because an illusion was easy to crack once it was real, and parts of these recent memories weren’t filled with envy or hate or any feeling alike. The thought I might want to see her differently chilled me to the bone more than the mighty morning breeze on the hill.  

The outline of the gravestones on the horizon made my skin tingle with determination. St Julian’s stood next to the sight like an ominous reminder that I couldn’t stay for long. I hastened my step as I searched for her grave, but it didn’t take me long to find it. 

Thereeee, Eilidhhhh.

I looked in search of the voice and found the ghost of a little girl pointing to a sight at the centre of the collection of headstones. 

“Thank you,” I mumbled. The little girl smiled and vanished. 

Above, the clouds were parting to give the sky some colour. 

I didn’t waste time.

Relief washed through me as my eyes read the name carefully engraved on the dark stone, as if I needed a reminder she was actually dead. The headstone was shaped into a curve, and it was carefully carved. The surface looked wet from last night’s rain, and moss had started turning the stone into a host. Resting against it, fresh flowers withered away. Lilies and forget me nots.

All I could think of was of course it was a pretty grave. A pretty stone for the most beautiful girl in Aberdeen. Mine would never be like this. My parents couldn’t afford it, and no one but them would care to visit. 

The thought angered me more than it should, but was it so despicable of me? 

I might hide it with cruelty or silence, but I wanted my life to matter. I wanted it so badly it hurt, and I went out of my way to find the thing that finally made people go out of their way to show they appreciated me. I found it in my art. My flower arrangements that felt like little versions of me people could love. They were the only parts of me that people never spoke ill about or hated.

But Marjorie got it all.

She got it all just by existing.

Who was she to get so much?

My nails scraped the skin of my palms, but I balled my hands into fists. I would rather die than let her matter so much to me. 

I dropped to my knees, feeling the coldness of the dewy grass seeping through the fabric of my skirts. My fingers reached out to the stone. It reverberated with energy, and my skin tingled at the first contact. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say my touch soothed whatever magic was at play here—whatever made it so that I could see her at all. 

I traced the markings in the stone, feeling the truth in their depth. Death came for us all, no matter how lucky the life we lived, but Marjorie was loved after hers, something I would never be.  

Suddenly, it was hard to breathe. The air in the graveyard felt heavier, and as I looked around, more ghosts walked the place. I shut my eyes against the sight of them, and curled my lip in anger as one tried to hug me. They were a plague. 

I dropped my fingers from the stone and got up.

She was full of herself. She was shallow and couldn’t hold a meaningful conversation without her eyes wandering for the next sensation. She lived in the moment and without any purpose unless you sat and made her think of it. Worse, she didn’t seem to need one because who needed a purpose to carry them on when every day was filled with joy? 

It was not to say she didn’t cry over things or that sometimes life didn’t go the way she wanted, but blame me for my immaturity and lack of empathy. When it came to Marjorie, it didn’t matter. I didn’t care. I loved to hate her. I loved to envy her. It made my pain feel valued. It was one of the few things that did.

So why did I come here?

Maybe a part of me needed this reassurance, this physical reminder that there were reasons why I envied her. I just hadn’t realized how much they mattered to how I saw myself. Marjorie was the reason I got to be angry at my town, and I wanted to keep her that way.

Slowly, my breathing returned to normal, but my feet were still bewitched because they were not moving. 

What was I still doing here?

I had to leave. I was standing like a statue, unable to turn my back on the stone and carry on with my day. This was Marjorie Saint James’s grave, a girl I never knew. If someone walked by and saw me, it would be enough to start another nasty rumour. I couldn’t be sure what they’d deduce from the sight, but people could be creative. 

Still, my shoes were grounded to the wet grass. I couldn’t be sure if it was the humming of the ghosts or the birds chirping at the day about to start. Nothing seemed louder than Marjorie’s words coming back to haunt my mind. 

I am the biggest lie ever told, she said.

What did she mean by that?

Nothing she said about me caused such distress as these words did. I hated her so much for that confession. These were the words with the power to uproot the growth of my beliefs about her. I tended to them in this lush soil, and now it felt like she had come to harvest everything with a sweep of a hand. I didn’t know where my thoughts could take me. I felt torn between my burning curiosity telling me to indulge them and the fear of what knowing might do to me. It was clear her words meant one thing. 

Marjorie Saint James had secrets. Aberdeen’s golden girl could turn to rust, and I would be the only one to know. 

Not ironically, that only made me angrier.

I refused to think about this. I was not letting myself down this path. I just realized the kind of pull she had on me, and I had to be careful about whatever secrets Marjorie Saint James might harbour. One might be all it took to upend my world. 

I might let her frustratingly soothe my desire for connection and even help me, but I couldn’t fool myself into thinking Marjorie was the pure-intentioned, brazen lass everyone believed her to be. I was, after all, the only one who ever realized she might not be so deserving of that adoration.

And I couldn’t forget it now.

She was here to move on and, in the meantime, she would try to help me. 

That was the start and the end of this.

A raven’s caw woke me from my daze a moment before movement drew my attention to the group approaching from the church. Early mourners. They were in deep conversation. 

Closer, a pair of women crossed the threshold of the church’s adjacent chappel with laundry and liturgical objects in their hands. The click of their shoes along the makeshift stone path was the only sound between them, so lost they were in their routines. 

It was a reminder that around me, the day was starting, and I had a life to live. 

This was a graveyard, after all, and I had to be careful if I didn’t want to become a ghost myself.
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“What are you reading?”

Marjorie showed up as I enjoyed the solitude of the small library in the early hours of the morning after rituals. She pointed to the sentences I was reading to follow along.

Remember her grave.

It was so hard to.

Marjorie assertively let me know she didn’t like what I was reading and made me find a book we both enjoyed. 

But Gods was she a slow reader. 

If she were alive, she would have another reason to complain, for all the side eyeing I cast upon her would have burnt her forehead. But I got distracted. I found myself noticing her lips like a painter would. The top part was shaped like the hills and spoke of home, and the bottom half was so full it asked to be bitten like candy.

“I can’t understand the allure of literature, I swear I don’t.”

Her eyes drew me in the most while she talked. Even when she laughed—and I was quickly learning that Marjorie was always laughing at some silly thing she found in our way to make a joke of—her eyes kept wide, a plethora of joy that distracted me from her words and the role she always played in my mind.

Instead, I felt breathless.

I was also warm.

“I’d like to be the person who enjoys it,” she confessed as I shelved the book.

“You don’t need to be,” I told her, and meant it.

“I know.”

At Sunday service, she appeared, as if summoned. Lords, I felt grateful, even if I would never admit it to her.

I believed she’d been as religious as any other girl in town, a golden girl who followed her faith to match, but she was that lass no more. 

“Sin no more, and you shall be on your way to the Lord’s world when your time comes,” Preacher Caedan was saying. 

Marjorie was looking down at him, “Oh, but you lie, Sir, for I’m here waiting for such grace. Wait, was I even sent an invitation?” 

My heart, otherwise at a dying pace during mass, beat wildly in my chest and made it go by in a blink. 

“What happened when you passed?” I asked her at some point later at home. 

Marjorie seemed beaten. She wasn’t expecting the question, and it showed. “I didn’t go to Heaven, nor Hell.”

I nodded as I made my way to the chair, where I brushed and braided my hair in my room. As I sat and started untangling the days’ knots, I watched her in the reflection of the mirror in front of me. 

“Didn’t you find God?” I pressed.

Marjorie shook her head. 

“I didn’t find any Gods.”

No Gods? A weird sensation settled in my stomach because I felt my gods in my pulse like my own heartbeat. Maybe that was not the purpose of faith—to be right or wrong.

I took my time finishing brushing my hair, and by the time I was done, the sadness had left Marjorie’s eyes. At that point, I knew Marjorie dealt with sadness like I did with overgrowing greenery. She cut it with mastery. 

I took the change in the air to get up and sit next to her.

“Haven’t you found a clue to what will help you move on?” 

“I’m not sure I want to anymore.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised by her blunt honesty. Marjorie cared about how she was perceived, but she wasn’t the type of person who worried about saying the wrong thing. 

I envied that.

“Why?”

Her smile felt heavy with meaning. 

I was nervous. My knees felt frail when she looked at me like that. 

“You know why.”

The way she was leaning slightly forward, her hand on her knee, and her straight black hair framing her face into an almost oval shape were honey to a starved beast. The freckles all over her face were the worst part, and I looked away.

No, I didn’t.

A day later she appeared to me on my way home. We talked about everything during the long walk.

Like a difficult knot that starts to untangle, we opened up about our lives, and there was a cheerfulness in sharing that was impossible to ignore. The initial fear that she couldn’t possibly understand me easily lost strength when she looked at me like I was the only thing worthy of attention in this world. It was a new feeling. A good one. And despite the fear always present that one day I would wake up to find her interest gone, I longed for it more than I was scared of that outcome.

You know why.

Marjorie fell into my life like a reluctant leaf that wouldn’t give in to Nature’s urges. She fell and nursed a new growth inside me. It was easy to feel I lived in this sort of dormancy.

Marjorie was changing that. 

I pulled the duvet and slid into the bed. 

Marjorie looked longingly at the small space still left, as if she wished she could do the same. I imagined she did, and we could share the bed’s warmth against the growing chill outside. The days were getting colder fast. It wasn’t the beginning of the season anymore when it barely felt like Autumn. There was no doubt we were well into it.

And in another life, maybe Marjorie would have done just that. As it was, she looked on, longing in her eyes. And when my eyes fell closed, I could feel the space she left vacant when she left. It was cold like it would always feel to me, but I didn’t understand why it started to feel like a loss. 
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“Your eyes always follow the ships when you come here. What’s so interesting about them?” Marjorie said one day when we came to the shore. 

It was Sunday after mass, and Mother was too busy with preparations for Father’s upcoming mine sale to care that I was out.

“What’s boring about them?” I asked instead, returning to the present and the memories I wanted to keep.

Marjorie didn’t answer, and that felt like an answer in itself. Her guardedness made me unsure about how much I felt like being vulnerable with her. I didn’t think I’d ever feel comfortable talking about the things that made me an outcast. It was a contradiction, how much I liked to talk about them compared to how uncomfortable I always felt.

“Maybe you should buy a passage. I heard it’s not that expensive,” she said with a timid smile.

I said nothing back, and Marjorie didn’t press the matter.

I wished she had.

The truth was I didn’t like hearing people wanted to send me away. I hated that the same conclusion came from Marjorie’s lips. 

“I wanted to go for a while,” I confessed instead. I wasn’t sure if it was a lie, but I considered it as if it weren’t.

“What changed your mind?”

You.

Not him. You.

The answer was so instinctive I felt my eyes ran away from her. At that point, I knew my feelings for Marjorie were growing. I just didn’t know they were this strong. Like a lightning bolt.

Marjorie was still looking at me, and I felt like a coward.

“There is something about these woods. This is home.”

Marjorie’s expression broke.

I wanted to ask her about her reasons, but I wasn’t sure about mine anymore. I felt the need to deflect—to protect the littlest things I was still sure about.

Seagulls screeched overhead, and we both looked at their fight in the sky.

The beach looked angry today.

We fell into a comfortable silence, watching the birds fight. Eventually, I realized her eyes were cast forward at the ships breaking the horizon.

“They’re so still.”

My heart took a small lurch in my chest.

“They’re fighting against the current,” she said.

I couldn’t help but wonder if she was talking about ourselves.


SIXTEEN
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“Where have you been?”

Mother’s question died in her mouth as she walked into the kitchen. I wasn’t sure what she saw first: me or the mess on the table. My skirts were completely white from the flour, and I was in the complicated process of peeling off bits of wet dough from my fingers. Looking between me and the counter, I wasn’t sure who counted as the recipe. I’d managed to assemble a dozen rowies, but from the look Mother was giving them, I hadn’t done a good job. 

Her eyes fell on me.

“Child, I don’t have the energy to get angry so often. Please explain what I just walked into.”

I picked up a wet rag to help me clean my hands and braced myself.

You can do this, Eilidh.

“I went to the lakes the other day. I was hoping I could go tomorrow because of the weather and bring some pastries to share with the girls.”

Mother’s face was clearly wondering who were these girls who cared to talk to me if I wasn’t lying. Which I was. But would she be able to tell?

Maybe I had to explain it better.

Yes, that seemed right.

“Marjorie Saint James’s friends.”

Mother frowned. “Marjorie—I thought you despised that girl.”

“I did, but her friends aren’t so bad.”

I could see it in her face that she didn’t believe me. Why did I have to say Marjorie’s name? 

“I hate it at St Catherine,” I rushed out before she could judge too hard the slippery in what I was saying. “There has to be another way to fall into everyone’s good graces.”

Mother’s lips parted, ready to say you have tried.

“It will be different this time. Give me another chance.”

Her large shoulders slumped in defeat, and the tension between her eyebrows disappeared. My mother wasn’t a bad person. She cared what other people thought, but it came from a place of love. 

Mother walked around the counter to where I stood. She was shorter than me by a total inch, but I was bracing for her approval like I was still five, and her shoulders felt impossible to climb. 

“You will continue to attend St Catherine,” my chest grew tight, “but I will allow this for tomorrow. We will discuss the rest depending on how it goes.”

I swallowed my worry, knowing this was the best I could have hoped for. 

“Will you help me bake?”

Mother smiled. “What is this ye’re trying to bake?”

“Rowies, Mum.”

Mother shook her head like I was a lost cause.

“Do they give ye kitchen task at St Catherine?”

“Sometimes.”

I could swear Mother’s face blanched.

“I will have to talk to them about it myself!”

“If this works, it might save you the trouble.”

I could see it on her face that she didn’t believe I could do this. 

“Did ye really talk to these girls today?”

“I did.”

Mother frowned but seemed happy to let the matter go for now.

“Let me help ye with this. I think I have a pretty basket you can take tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Ma.”

Mother moved to hug her arms around me but took one look at the state of my clothes and stepped back in time to save herself. 
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Marjorie appeared to me as I made my way down St Catherine’s Hill the next morning. 

“There you are,” she said with a smile.

Her eyes lit up under the morning light as she took one look at the basket resting on the crook of my elbow. 

“What do we have there? Wait, don’t tell me. I really don’t want to know.”

A hand fisted around my heart for her, but I couldn’t let it matter with the beating of my heart growing loud in my ears. 

“Hi.”

“You seem nervous.”

“I am nervous.”

“For no reason. You did this before with the girls. This time will be no different.” My fingers grasped tightly onto the basket’s lid. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe in myself. I just didn’t know if I wanted this at all. 

“Hey,” Marjorie breathed, so soft against the howling winds hitting us on the incline. “I will be there, right next to ye.” There were limits to what Marjorie could do, but her words comforted me in a way nothing else would. 

“Talk to Sorcha Curraigh,” Marjorie continued. “She’s the kindest. Daughter of tailors and lover of all things sweet.”

Marjorie couldn’t convince me that any of them were kind, but I noticed myself grasping the information like a lifeline. 

“Whatever you do, don’t talk to Ava Bhriain.”

The name had my eyes jump to hers.

“Ava. Why?”

Marjorie frowned. “Didn’t you say she and Hugh were involved? That could get messy.”

“Aie.”

Marjorie laced her fingers on my free arm. Her closeness dropped some of my defences.

“You can do this. I believe in you.”

I believe in you.

“Thank you.”

Marjorie smiled at me with pride on her face, and we kept walking. It had rained during the night, and dew beckoned us like an embrace further across the woodland. Thick mist clouded at our feet as we made our way down the woods. The trees grew closer together and made us grow closer before eventually sparsing out again, and we met with the large expanse beyond. 

The lakes were a small haven in the forest. 

A small group was already there that day, sitting and talking cheerfully. They’d brought a basket with goods. My step faltered as I drew near. They hadn’t spotted me yet, lost in the conversation, but every face was clear now. It couldn’t be… but it was. Celeste was with them.

“Eilidh?” Marjorie stopped when she felt my mood change. 

I didn’t look at her as I kept walking. I was afraid if I did, I’d let this new thing I didn’t expect give me enough doubt to turn and run. So when I grew close enough to draw their attention, their eyes fell like vultures in me. There again. 

The thief.

“You can do this,” urged Marjorie. Our shoulders were breadth’s way from touching, but everyone was unaware of her presence. I wonder what Marjorie felt. 

I forced myself not to look at her as I braced myself, my hands tightening on my basket’s handle. 

“Aie.”

Celeste looked as shocked to see me as I was with her. 

“What is she doing here?” asked Louise. She was holding a drum with a half-finished embroidery of poppies and bees in her hands. I never saw anything quite as boring.

“Does it talk?” teased Cassandra, looking around to see the effect of what she hoped was a great joke.

I chanced a look at Marjorie from my periphery, already asking for patience. Her lips trembled like she was barely holding in laughter. 

“I was wondering if I could join you.”

Seven people made part of the elusive circle. Louise, Cassandra, Ava, Sorcha and Celeste. And then there were two lads. Jason and Michael. 

And Marjorie, of course.

Louise’s eyes turned to slits. “And why would you think that?”

We have our differences, but I want to be better than I have been.

I would never be caught saying those words.

“What’s in the basket?” asked Sorcha. 

“I brought food.”

“She brought food lasses,” Cassandra jested. 

“Show us. If it’s good, ye can stay,” Louise remarked, turning to Cassandra as if they were a pair now on the secret joke. 

I opened my basket to reveal everything Mother helped me bake yesterday. We baked rowies, but she also prepared fresh bread and homemade jam. The girls leaned in to peek inside the basket, and their faces transformed with the most various expressions. Ava frowned like whatever she saw was a personal affront. Sorcha looked delighted.

I shifted the weight on my feet, waiting for their judgment. My eyes kept being drawn to Marjorie next to me, whose face had turned into a blurred canvas. She was so still I thought touching her would break her into ashes. I could feel the expanse of longing and annoyance just from her being, though. 

I just wanted to leave.

With her.

“Seat with us,” said Cassandra after what felt like an eternity. It didn’t escape my notice that she turned to Louise to whisper, “Only for the rowies.”

The way they were sitting made the only spot available next to Celeste. I cursed to myself and brought my feet there. Celeste hadn’t said a word yet, and now that I was sitting next to her, she took it a step further to avoid my gaze. Marjorie didn’t follow me, taking a seat on the fallen trunk behind the girls. This way, she was facing me. It didn’t shock me that I wanted her closer, but I pushed the need away. 

Conversation resumed after that, but not without excluding me. At least, it was what I felt. Their eyes never strayed to mine for an answer anyway. I could make an interjection but something told me it would be received just as well as the one I made of Marjorie.  

The girls were the most oppinative of all. They didn’t look afraid. If anything, they almost looked angry that good women’s honour was at stake. 

“What with the list, they will have their job done,” Louise argued and pinched the embroidery with the needle to continue the stem’s path.

“Celeste will be the first to go,” cracked Ava, crushing rowan beads with her white gloves. She met my gaze and returned to finishing her embroidery. 

I never paid much attention to her before she got involved with Hugh, but now I couldn’t help but notice how proper she looked until she opened her mouth. Her hair was almost blonde and neatly tucked into a braid tight enough to have been made not too long ago. Maybe Sorcha, sitting to her right, helped her. Ava’s skin had a tan mine would hardly achieve. Her clothes were dark, her jewellery heavy on her neck, and her light brown eyes had a feline look to them. My eyes struggled to stop analysing her. I was always sensitive to energies, and something felt off about her. 

Around us, everyone laughed at her words, but I didn’t miss how the boys looked at Celeste like she was lesser than a female. 

“So Eilidh, how is Hugh?” asked Cassandra. 

Some stifled their laughter behind their hands. The boys booed their contentment. Ava’s eyes widened on her face with mock interest. She was no better than them. Fire pooled in my gut. 

This was who he liked?

My gaze was drawn to Marjorie. I was making a conscious effort not to, but something pulled me in. 

Marjorie looked at Ava like she’d just proved the last season she lived was cold when her memory preserved its warmth. 

“Cassandra,” Sorcha warned. 

Celeste, bless her heart, hadn’t uttered a single word since I got here. Maybe that’s why she was here at all. They all but forgot her existence. She wouldn’t still meet my eyes. 

Suddenly, I had enough of these girls. 

“Maybe you should ask Ava.”

Every pair of eyes turned to me. I found I only cared about one.

Across the circle, Marjorie looked surprised and clearly torn between cracking a smile and yelling at me. 

This is me.

Do you like her?

“We are not together anymore,” said Ava, placing her embroidery down and crossing her arms under the generous swell of her breasts. 

If her eyes could burn, I wouldn’t be sitting here.

“Thinking of throwing yerself at the poor lad again?” taunted Cassandra, reaching to grab a rowie from my basket. 

“Maybe you could ask him if she did,” barked Louise with a wicked smile. 

My stomach sank. Louise’s gaze was cast upwards, and I followed it to the top of the incline. Hugh and one other boy I thought to be Peter, another smith’s son, were making their way down the hill towards us. Hugh hadn’t even taken a seat when Cassandra posed the question again. 

“Did Eilidh throw herself at ye again?”

Hugh didn’t look at me. In fact, I felt he was doing everything he could to avoid acknowledging my presence. 

I wanted to die.

“No.” His voice was as dry as Summer grass. And to my surprise, I felt nothing for it. 

The leech didn’t let me go.

“Have your eyes set on someone else?” Cassandra blinked her long lashes. 

I rolled my eyes, trying to downplay the situation. “Might we only talk about boys?”

“What else do you want us to talk about with ye?” woofed Cassandra. “It seems like the only thing we might have in common.”

Was this how she wanted to play?

I shifted my position so my legs were cast to one side. 

“Has Thomas proposed to you yet?”

Cassandra’s cheeks turned a bright, vivid red, and if I didn’t know myself any better, I might even say I put a spell on her.

“He will, just before the year’s over, ye’ll see,” If her chin could rip open the skies, it would have. What’s more, Cassandra seemed to struggle with her words.

My body rejoiced with pride. I leaned against my land, feeling suddenly more relaxed in this interaction.

“You’ve been going on for a long while,” I jested, not missing my cruelty. “Maybe he’s just going to dump ye.”

Marjorie’s eyes widened in alarm as she witnessed the interaction develop, but everyone else seemed entertained. 

Cassandra pulled to her feet and brushed the wrinkles and bread crumbs off her skirts.

“I think I need to stretch my legs. I’ve been sitting for too long.”

Louise and Ava followed her down to the lake. Suddenly, it was only me, Celeste, Sorcha, and the lads. 

“I’m sorry about them,” said Sorcha, placing her hand over mine. 

You might be, but you said nothing to help me.

Maybe I was wrong in placing the responsibility of intervening on her, but I wasn’t about to accept her flickering attempt at kindness.

I took my hand away and returned it to my lap.

Sorcha scoffed and got up. She started making her way down the incline to join her friends at the lake’s edge. Ignoring her, I turned my attention to Celeste, trying to forget the boys’ presence. 

It was all I could do not to look at Marjorie.

“Why didn’t you go with them?” I asked my friend. “You’ve been pretending I’m not here since I arrived.”

“Anything I said would just have made it worse.” Her first words sounded rough. 

I threw my arms about. “What are you doing here?”

Celeste’s eyes lit up with frustration. 

“The same as you. Trying to save my life.”

I scoffed and shook my head. “Do you think this is futile?”

“No.”

“I do.”

One of the boys laughed. I knew Hugh’s laugh well enough to know it hadn’t been him.

“It’s yer own fault,” Peter said.

I cast my gaze on them. “Excuse me?”

“Women are prone to immoral behaviour, but you shouldn’t be daft enough to follow it. Some of you understand this. Then there’s women like you… but I guess at the end of the day, you’re all the same.” Peter laughed, and it did nothing for his ugly face. He shook his head and took off his beret, like arriving to a conclusion. “Women shouldn’t speak,” he said with a shrug.

The other lads nodded their approval. Michael even clapped his back like he made the statement of the century. And Hugh… Hugh’s lips morphed into a jester’s smile. 

“Eilidh,” Marjorie’s voice broke the anger in me, but when our eyes met, I knew I wasn’t done. 

I turned back to the boys.

“Men should fear the day they don’t.”

The boys’ laughter ceased.

For a moment, I thought Peter might get up and do something reckless. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good, but I was the girl who got into brawls. 

He was just a lad, I told myself.

Fear danced in my veins, but my heart thundered with rage. Or despair. Maybe it was anger at myself, knowing this was already a failure. 

Did it even matter?

“Celeste! Eilidh! Come over here!” Cassandra’s voice worked as a blessed distraction. 

Peter spat on the grass before pushing to his feet to follow the lads. They all got up from their seats to make their way to the lake, but not without casting sneers my way. 

I didn’t feel like going, and frankly, I was about to grab my things and bolt when Celeste’s hand grabbed my pulse. I met her eyes, and the emotions in them gave me pause. There was a plea in her gaze. Despite our tense interaction, she wanted me to stay. 

Maybe I was a fool, but the young heart that held memories of us running down the mist clouded hills as children and crocheting blankets for winter with our moms made the decision for me. I watched relief spread through her limb body and instantly felt like a better person for it. I tried to hold on to that feeling.

Begrudgingly, Celeste, Marjorie, and I rose from our seats and walked down the expanse to the margin where they were crowding. Louise had taken off her shoes, and her feet were submerged in the shallow water. Cassandra was sitting on the incline and taking hers off. The boys were throwing pebbles at the lake but stopped as we met them. 

“Louise let her bracelet fall on the lake.”

Celeste’s eyes widened in clear worry next to me, but I was already sinking with dread. I had a feeling I knew where this was going.

“It’s just a bracelet,” I observed. 

“No, it isn’t,” barked Louise. “Celeste, can you please go get it?”

Celeste blinked, clearly hesitant about what she should do in this situation. 

Something took hold of me.

“I’ll go.”

“Eilidh, you don’t need to.”

“I’ll do it. What does it look like?”

Louise’s forehead crinkled. “Silver with a delicate brocade. Nana gifted it to me.”

“She doesn’t have a bracelet like that,” Marjorie warned. She was standing next to me, and all I wanted was to lean closer and try to grasp onto all the memories we’d made so far to forget this. Maybe I just wanted to lean into her.

I didn’t let my thoughts stray. 

Marjorie might be wrong. Even if she wasn’t, I didn’t have a good excuse to doubt Louise. I was going into the lake.

“Eilidh, no,” she breathed. I didn’t dare meet her eyes. 

The breeze was still kind on our skin, so maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. 

I bent to unlace my shoes and take off my clothes, so I wore only my chemise. The girls stepped aside, and I walked past them to the lake. I looked above the surface for the glint of metal but didn’t find anything. 

I barely heard their laughter before feeling the push of hands on my back, propelling me into the lake. I lost my balance and fell on my knees on the water, wetting every piece of clothing nearly to my shoulders. I followed the sound of their echoing laughter and saw them doubling over and pointing fingers at me. 

“Did you see the way she fell?”

“She’s so weird.”

“Her hair is a mess!”

“I think she’s beautiful.”

“She’s put a curse on you! Witchh!”

My eyes tunnelled to Cassandra, though, who was picking up my clothes and shoes. Dread pushed me to my feet, but as I felt the water sticking the fabric to my skin, I knew it wouldn’t be a good idea. 

I might be well selling my entire reputation if they saw me close to naked.

Marjorie stood by the lakeside, looking torn between her friends and me. They noticed what Cassandra was doing, and their smiles stretched further on their lips. They rushed from the lakeside to where we’d been sitting and hurried to grab everything from the grass, including my basket. And then they were gone, the trees swallowing their wickedness. 

Celeste left with them.

Marjorie was still standing by the lake. Her eyes looked devoid of all emotion, making her the scariest I’d ever seen her.  

“Don’t tell me you warned me.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“I couldn’t argue with her. Everything I said would make me look mad. How would I know?”

Distress pooled on her essence and disquietened the leaves on the trees around us. Marjorie started walking towards me, dipping her toes on the edge of the water. 

“You could have simply let her go in your place.”

Rage built inside me. Marjorie made it sound so simple.

“You could have.”

“Well, I didn’t.”

Marjorie stood only a few steps from me now. The elements didn’t affect the texture of her clothes, making her look almost comical in the lake. 

“If you’re going to lecture me on this, let me save you the trouble. Leave me alone, Marjorie.”

“No. Let me help you.”

Her eyes fell on me and my state of undress with clear worry. As much as the rawness in her words made me drop my defences a little, the fact was she couldn’t. Marjorie would never be able to help me. These were the moments that served as reminders.

She was just a ghost.

“Leave, Marjorie. The last thing I want is for you to watch me make my way across town nearly naked.”

If I didn’t know her any better, I’d say tears blossomed in her eyes. 

“I would, but I can’t.”

“Then pretend I can’t see you.”

If Marjorie heard me, she ignored me. She inched closer like she was demanding my attention, “You can’t walk all the way to your house in this weather. Stop at St Catherine’s. They’ll have something you can wear.”

The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind yet. I simply nodded and brought myself to stand. The movement made every inch of my clothes stick to my skin. 

“Eilidh, look at me, please.”

“Looking at you right now reminds me of every reason why seeing you is a curse,” I said, wringing out water from my sleeves. The moment I got out of the lake, my skirts would glue like wet plaster against my bare legs, and the freezing wind would bite me to my bones. 

I closed my eyes and fought the vengeful embroidery needles pricking the backs of my eyes. I was already drowning out so many sounds.

“You don’t mean that,” Marjorie said. 

Of course, I couldn’t drown her out. 

“Yes, I do, and you know it.”

“Eilidh.”

I ignored her and walked past her to the margin. They hadn’t even left my shoes. 

My thoughts were spiralling. 

What made them think I deserved this? Why was I so despicable? What was it in my skin that called for this type of fate? What did I ever do? Why was it I couldn’t defend myself against their cruelty?

I thundered up the incline, pulling all my efforts to forget the discomfort of the tugs breaking the soles of my feet and the wetness turning to a biting chill everywhere. When my skin captured the other kind of cold, I knew Marjorie was on my trail. I didn’t look back. I prayed to every god that might exist that when I turned to look I’d only find blissful emptiness. 

My body was starting to feel hot when I still had a twenty-minute walk to do. I spent the entire time cursing, and I swore the trees reverberated my anger. 

But eventually, St Catherine loomed just beyond me.

I did it.

Nature be blessed, the first familiar face I found was Sister Leonor. Her young features filled with apprehension as she hurried her step towards me. 

“Poor thing, what happened to you, lass?”

“I fell into the lake.”

“Come.”

She turned on her heel, and I rushed to follow her, trying to forget Marjorie’s essence right next to me. Sister Leonor guided me to a room I hadn’t yet been at St Catherine’s. She rummaged through a duvet placed diagonally at one of the corners and handed me a nun’s habit. I thanked her, and she placed a hand on my lower back as she made her way out the room.

“Dress here, dear.” She took another good look at the state of me. “Pray you won’t catch a cold.”

I offered her a small smile I couldn’t even be sure was a smile at all. 

“I hope you have the decency to stay outside while I get dressed,” I said to Marjorie, but the room was blessedly empty. Maybe she was gone. 

I opened the door, and there she was, leaning against the wood. If she were alive, she’d have fallen into the room. She righted herself, and her eyes took me in with confusion. Marjorie’s forehead crinkled with a light frown.

“You’re not dressed yet.”

I slammed the door in her face.

Why did I think she’d stay inside the room with me while I changed, and why did that leave me this nervous? She was a girl. She was just a girl. My heart was thundering in my chest, though, like I was being a fool to think it was that simple. I had no energy left for these questions. Clearly, the cold was getting at me and waking all types of weird reactions in my body.

I didn’t want to think about what I was wearing, but I could feel it. It was so wrong that the whole thing felt tight despite how loose it was in my arms. 

I pulled the door open, and Marjorie was still there. Her green eyes widened as she took me in.

“You look…”

I started my way down the corridor. I didn’t care what she had to say. I just wanted to go home. But for all my decisiveness, I found myself wavering on my steps. Now that I’d changed into dry clothes, the reality of going home was crashing on me, and I didn’t want it. 

What was I going to say to my Mother?

This entire situation, from the thought of them welcoming me at the lake to my clothes, would be comical if I didn’t feel so empty.

“Eilidh.”

I ignored Marjorie, continuing my way down to the ground floor.

“I prepared some tea. Do you want to stay for a cup?”

At first, I thought Marjorie had spoken again, but my eyes rose from the floor to find Sister Leonor holding a teacup in her hands a few steps away. 

I didn’t know what it was, but I found myself drawing closer and finding the prospect of a warm tea divine. I nodded and followed her to the kitchens, where memories of me and Marjorie here just the other day filled my mind. It was like everything I did or thought rounded back to her. It wasn’t so different from when she was alive, yet I could feel the pull of something else here. Something I didn’t know how to piece together just yet. The persistent feeling made me search for her, and I almost expected to see her leaning by the counter, waiting to exchange a knowing glance with me. But when I looked back, Marjorie was already gone.

So I sat facing Sister Leonor and hoped my face wasn’t a clear canvas to what we did.
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Opening the door to my house made the entire day burst from me like a flood. Each step to my bedroom reminded me I was made of pieces and that they could fall, one by one. Maybe one day, I would have none.

But finally, I was home.

Mother came over, asking time and again what happened. My sobs and my pain stopped me from ever answering her. She took this as a sign to get even closer, and I shot one of my hands to stop her. I couldn’t handle anyone invading my personal space.

She drew even closer.

“Leave me alone!”

I turned and yelled at her face, letting all my rage out. “I said leave me!”

She froze.

The look on my mother’s face was the last thing I remembered from that day. It was the fear and the realisation that nothing I ever did would change my fate. It was the moment I knew she’d given up on me. That night, my bed felt warmer than it should with the raging cold seeping through the cracks on the doors and windows. I threw off my blankets and blamed it on the falling to the lake, but I knew deep down this was a different sort of heat.


SEVENTEEN
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“They have help.”

I closed my eyes to try and block her presence and the pain in my temple. I pulled my shawl tighter around my body and worked the fabric with my hands to bring some warmth onto my skin. The day was turning out perfectly until she decided to show up, even if I was sick. It was probably not the best decision to come by the shore and the cold breeze, but I needed some time alone.

Marjorie was ruining it.

Marjorie managed to draw something absently in the sand. Her eyes glinted with delight when she noticed it, but it became fleeting when I didn’t address it.

“The ships. Their weight is held by an anchor.”

On the horizon beyond, the ships seemed to be sitting in a frozen glass, but I could imagine it like an invisible string that tied their fate until someone, or something, propelled it forward.

“All you wanted was to move on. Haven’t you found your way yet?”

I just wanted her gone. I let every bite in my words tell her exactly that. Whatever tentative bridge we managed to build between us came crashing down after the lake event. I couldn’t bring myself to look at her.

It made me feel like a fool.

Through the charge in the silence between us, I knew she understood.

“No, I haven’t. But you’re wrong.”

I hummed, not really interested in anything she had to say.

“Eilidh, all I wanted was to forget for a while. That’s why I came to you. I knew you’d help me.”

“Well, I hope you got what you came to find. And make no mistake, you will,” I turned to look at her. Let her see the hurt in my eyes. Let her see what she did or what she would have done if she were alive. “Soon enough, you will forget about me.”

Because soon you’ll be bored.

Or you’ll realise I’m too much.

Or too other.

Marjorie’s eyes glazed, and it was a physical effort not to believe in the hurt in them.

“There is no way one could forget about you, Eilidh Killbride,” Marjorie whispered.

She leaned closer, her fingers tracing a tentative path to my knees.

I pulled away.

Marjorie bit her lower lip, casting her eyes to the sea.“You don’t understand.”

I swallowed and found a lump in my throat.

My skin was growing hot.

“I’m not sure I care to anymore.”

Marjorie came closer, dropping her hands on the sand next to me.

The storms in her eyes called to the one in my heart. I was scared to feed it but was more scared of not knowing.

“Please, let me speak.”

I exhaled and closed my eyes.

“Okay.”

Marjorie’s lips trembled in a tentative smile. 

“Eilidh, you’re my anchor,” she said, barely a whisper above the howling winds.

Marjorie had this young look on her face, the kind when she looked like a child who wanted to be complimented for a bright idea they just had. I cursed the way my mind kept seeing all the brights of her when I spent so much time doing the exact opposite.

Where was the girl who hated Marjorie? 

I needed her now.

“So forget me,” I tried, but my voice sounded weak. This, of course, was not what I wanted, but what I did want sounded like too much to ask anyone in this lifetime. “Forget I exist, and you no longer have one.”

“I can’t.” Marjorie sounded like she was in pain.

My heart took a tumble.

Fool.

I was ready to tell her all the reasons she could, but Marjorie wasn’t done, and all these reasons were based on assumptions I had made about her. I might have been right in some of them, but it felt childish to paint her like I knew her.

I was tempted to close my eyes so I wouldn’t have to stare into the ones that popped up in my dreams at night. But here they were, trapping me in a maze of feelings I never asked for or knew how to handle.

Marjorie leaned in, and this time, I didn’t pull away.

I wasn’t sure it wasn’t a mistake.

“Eilidh, you make me want to be better than I ever was. You are the reason I want to know who I am. No one in my life came even close to making me feel the purpose you awake in me. Don’t push me away when I’m just realising what I could have had.” 

What she could have had?

Eilidh, no.

Even in this, Marjorie couldn’t sound more condescending if she tried. But I liked it. I liked her boldness. But I stayed silent, knowing no good would come from addressing the storm in my heart. There was already one raging out at sea, and this one was safe to watch.
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It took me a week to recover from my cold. It might have been the sickly redness on my face or simply the unfolding of the events at the lake, but Mother was kinder than usual. After my anger left me, I didn’t have the heart to send her away, so I let her keep me company. But at the end of the week, a runny nose and bad memories were all that was left from that day. 

Mother raised an entire argument about letting me go alone. The entire house shook with her panic, and she convinced my brother to walk me to St Catherine so I wouldn’t be alone. Once her demands were met, I could swear the walls still reverberated with her fright as I closed the door behind us.

“Take this,” said my brother as we approached town.

His hand was extended with a small pouch.

“What is this?”

“Enough money to buy a passage anywhere at any port. You must leave Aberdeen.”

I couldn’t find any words that described what I was feeling. 

“It’s not safe for ye here no more,” Philip urged on. “I’m not sure it’ll be safe anywhere for a long time. You should go south.”

“Philip, I…”

“Think about it, at least.”

Philip’s words didn’t leave my mind. We made the rest of the way in silence, so it became very clear that something was wrong when we passed Marjorie’s friend group by Kilted Scone and Stone’s bakery and they didn’t bait me on what happened. There was a strange glint in their eyes, like they didn’t see the same person they’d mocked only a week ago. On some, I swear I saw something as soft as regret, but that didn’t make sense. It had to be Philip. People respected a man’s presence.

We were edging halfway through the morning when prayer time ended, and we were free to roam on our own. I was all too happy to be alone but was surprised when the girls came up to me and asked if I wanted to join them outside. There was a nervous energy to them, and it was enough to ring warning bells in my mind. I declined their offer and threaded my way inside on my own. Even Sister Catherine stopped me on my way to ask me if I was better. Sister Catherine’s only facial expression was a sneer when it came to me.

But then everything took a turn. That same day, churchmen I didn’t know came barging on the door. They altered the entire routine we were expecting to follow and left us with one feeling alone.

Panic.

And the reminder that time was counting.

They were coming for us.


EIGHTEEN
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A week went by until I was alone in the small library again. Our time was being filled with more prayer and bible study with the new faith in town. They wanted to prepare us. It just felt like the noose was tightening. But finally, the time came. 

And here I was.

I spent every minute of the past week taking refuge in thoughts of my passion. I spent it all thinking about my drawings and my latest readings. I was bursting with determination. 

That day, I was going to pick up my flowers. 

My step was forced to a halt as I met the chaos in the small library. There were more books on the floor than on the shelves. Most of their spines cracked open. 

I kneeled by the soft flower bank of books and let my fingers roam the pages. My eyes skimmed the titles in large scribbles. Most of the titles pilling on the floor were religious texts, which seemed unsurprising, but the second most variety were botanic entries. If I didn’t remember being too sick to turn in bed, I’d be tempted to think I was to blame for the mess. 

I dropped my weight on the floor and started pilling the books to shelve them. I was nearly done with the task when I felt her energy sipping into the room.

“Aie,” she breathed. 

I didn’t raise my face to meet her gaze. 

“Eilidh, I’m so sorry.”

I pushed to my feet, grabbed a pile of books, and started shelving them. Marjorie’s pressing gaze was leaving us both uncomfortable in this silence. 

“It’s not your fault,” I told her, if not to shut her up. 

“But it is.”

Annoying girl. 

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” It was true. I was done with the conversation. I was done with her.

“Where are you going?” The question halted my movements. It seemed out of nowhere.

“What makes you think I’m going anywhere?”

“You brought a basket.”

My eyes were drawn to the basket waiting for me at the start of the aisle. I knew if I had any time at all, I should be prepared, so I brought one at the beginning of the week with fresh goods for everyone. 

Still, it didn’t concern her anymore. 

“Leave. I’m done with whatever this is.”

“Eilidh, please forgive me.” She sounded closer. I found the strength in me not to look at her. “I was only trying to help. I didn’t know they’d be like that.”

“You didn’t know?”

“I…” 

Didn’t she get it?

I finally turned to her. 

“You would be them.”

There she was, looking perfect no matter the day. 

Marjorie’s big eyes narrowed in genuine offence. “I’m not that person anymore. It broke my heart to stand and watch it.”

The worst was I believed it. 

You make me want to be better than I ever was. You are the reason I want to know who I am. No one in my life came even close to making me feel the purpose you awake in me. Don’t push me away when I’m just realising what I could have had, she’d said.

I remembered the words in silence in the past weeks and was trying to forget them when I spoke. My heart was confused. And staring her in the face didn’t help the rational pull I felt towards pushing her away.

Nothing good could come of this. Then why did I want it?

Marjorie looked broken, as if my continuous refusal reminded her that there was pain in this world. I didn’t acknowledge it as I finished my task. As soon as I escaped today, everything would be alright again. 

And even as I thought it, the weight of the pouch in my pocket seemed to weigh me down. Maybe I should listen to Philip’s words and leave. If I did, she wouldn’t be able to follow.

Let her stay, then. At least for a while.

Marjorie took my silence as the permission to stay, and I resumed what I was doing. I couldn’t forget her presence, though. 

As much as I wanted to ignore her, my eyes kept fighting the pull to search for her. Marjorie’s gaze travelled across the room, and compassion turned into amusement. She paced to the shelves behind me. A particular volume seemed to catch her interest, but I figured there was only so much a ghost could do to grab it.

I approached and plucked the book from its nestling place between the titles for her. My arm brushed against her essence as I did, and a soft chill raced through my body. I didn’t know why I was expecting any other type of reaction. I pushed the thought away as we both stared at the carved title on the cover.

“Tell me, what’s so interesting about our town’s registries?”

Shadows pooled in her eyes.

Oh.

Marjorie inched closer over my shoulder as I opened it to see its contents. After a few pages, there it was, almost near to the end of the book. The record still had a good space for usage. Maybe when I died, my name would be recorded here as well. It seemed likely.

My eyes locked on the words under the summary of her life in name, age, and parentage.

“People said you hit your head.”

That’s what was scribbled below her name. Marjorie was still looking at the words like they could change if she glanced away.

“What a way to go, right?” Marjorie’s tone scratched the scornful.

Aberdeen wept with the news of her death. I remember the day as clear as any nightmare I hoped I never had. If my hatred for Marjorie’s existence hadn’t engraved her importance in my mind, maybe I’d let myself mourn her the way we do for strangers. Other people died often in Aberdeen. Accidents happened. Misfortune didn’t just knock on Saint James’ door. And yet, when the news came, I felt nothing. Not because I didn’t care or thought she deserved it. I felt confused. For some reason, my hatred convinced me Marjorie would always be there to be the subject of my frustration.

Mostly, I didn’t know what to feel. My pride wouldn’t let others see me weeping for her. Her death haunted Aberdeen through the rest of the cold seasons and made Spring look withered. Everyone stayed stuck on her, and it angered me. How could she keep demanding such appraisal even from her grave?

The absence of cold told me Marjorie had walked away, and I turned to see her standing a few steps from me with a lost look in her eyes. She was staring at the cross fixed on the wall at the end of the aisle like she had just received some terrible news.

After she died, I couldn’t help but stoke my anger as she became the town’s favourite martyr. If they saw her like I did, they wouldn’t wish her dead, but they wouldn’t raise to suggest a statue was made in her wake. Everyone realised the absurdity of allowing such a request when there were so many youths dying in tragic accidents in Aberdeen. Still, the request had been considered.

But now that Marjorie was here and became someone I knew, I realised my mind was taking in her fate anew. She was still standing, and I longed to get closer. The way she was distracted for so long at something I couldn’t see was like staring at my own reflection. But it was a strange look on her. 

Was she reliving her death?

I closed the book, and the sound was enough to shake her awake. Without looking my way, Marjorie braced her arms around herself and sat with her back against the opposite line of bookshelves. She hid her face between her knees.

I took a tentative step toward her and fell to my knees before her. 

“Marjorie?”

“Hm,” a small whimper.

Seeing her like this brought unexpected feelings to the surface. I couldn’t help my sorrow and the way my mind jumped to the moment it happened.

People said she hit her head on a rock as she was running down the woodland with her best friend, Ava. Ava had come running down the square that day, alerting everyone with the blood on her hands. She’d been speechless, shock drawing the life from her face. Whispers jumped like fleas. It’d taken her so long to recover that people would have judged she’d gone mad if not for the vacancy of her eyes.

I remember the small crowd that trailed after her to collect her body. Marjorie’s mother’s tears ran down her slender cheeks. She stayed behind, being comforted by other women as she waited for her dead daughter’s body.

Until finally, they brought her. I watched on from the window of Sophie’s shop. I pushed away the memory of the body covered by thick fabric. Her shoes peeked from the makeshift stretcher. Her raven hair fell over the top. It was her. Marjorie Saint James was dead.

I found myself asking the last thing she wanted to hear. “What happened?”

Marjorie met my gaze like I’d slapped her. 

“You know what happened. It’s written in here.”

“You don’t seem so sure. You wanted to see what they wrote for you.”

Marjorie swallowed.

“Did she do it?”

My meaning was clear.

Marjorie’s eyes widened in shock. “No.” She shook her head fiercely. “Ava would never.”

“Then…”

“It was an accident.”

I considered what she’d told me about herself.

“Do you think that’s what’s keeping you here? Your anger towards how it ended?”

Marjorie closed her eyes, and I couldn’t help but be drawn in by her lashes. They were so long they fell on her cheeks. They touched her freckles.

I wanted to touch her freckles, but mostly I wanted to take her pain away, and I was doing a terrible job.

“Maybe.”

There was something here. She wasn’t telling me the entire truth, but I couldn’t think much further. I didn’t know what she could stand to gain for staying because of anything else. Most of all, Marjorie looked afraid. I’d say she was afraid of moving on if I didn't know any better. 

Maybe it was as simple as that—her fear of dying again.

Death.

Marjorie’s death hadn’t been painless. She hadn’t spoken so much as to tell me what it felt like, but one thing was certain—her death happened too soon. Marjorie vibrated with life, and it was an accident that had robbed her from doing what she loved to do—living. If she remembered her death, maybe she was afraid that it would happen again.

And wasn’t that enough?

Why had death to be different to a ghost?

“It scares me,” I confessed as I adjusted the fabric of my dress.

“What does?”

Without thinking twice, I reached for her hand, only to be met by her cold essence. Not for the first time, I wondered what her skin would feel like on mine, and not for the first time, I concluded I would never know. For the first time, though, it felt like a loss, and it surprised me.

“Dying in pain.”

Marjorie looked away like someone running away from a painful memory. If I needed any certainty, this was it. 

“Let’s go,” she said after a beat, and I didn’t press any further. Marjorie clearly didn’t like to sit with her emotions. Her expression had entirely shifted. Now Marjorie seemed grateful, and I felt it—the pull of Marjorie, urging me to feel the same. 

She moved to get up and I followed. 

“Where?” I asked as I shelved the book it in its place.

Marjorie arrived at the end of the aisle, looking at the basket like she could grab it. A small smile pooled at her lips as she watched me walk towards her. “Take me to the forest. Let’s find your foxglove. I want to see why you love it.”

And despite the conversation we just had, I beamed.


NINETEEN
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The woods opened to our visit with a sigh. 

As we walked, my hair prickled with awareness, picking up on the smallest things that seemed like novelty. The thickening mist settled over my skin like the new season, a whisper of everything to come. 

A shift. 

A change. 

A pull towards life to keep me from stumbling into what had rotten away. 

I could taste it in my mouth, the earthy dampness. 

In the canopies, the few birds chirping sounded in pain. Crows laughed. A new blanket of leaves spreading everywhere around us on the forest floor. If I took off my shoes, I knew I could feel the dampness on my bare feet. 

A rush wave of desire pricked my skin. 

I wanted to do it, but I was painfully aware of Marjorie walking a few steps behind me and that if she asked me to dance in these woods today, I still wouldn’t be able to.

Marjorie was fighting some battle of her own, though. 

“What are you feeling?” she asked.

Marjorie was oddly quiet on our walk up here. I thought it best not to press her after our conversation at St Catherine’s. Sometimes, it was best to give people space, and Marjorie seemed to be relishing it so far. She seemed stuck in a foreign place that was only hers. 

Marjorie stared me down with a quizzical look. I’d never seen her give people this frown. It happened a lot around me, though. I closed my eyes to the soft mist building in the afternoon.

“Nothing. In the best way possible.” I opened my eyes and looked at her. “How do you feel?”

“Dead.”

I cast a look over my shoulder at her and gave her my best of side-eyes. She would have stumbled on the protruding root at her feet if she were alive, but Marjorie wasn’t even looking down. Couldn’t she notice the beauty around us? No, she couldn’t. 

Her eyes were solely on me.

“Please, that was funny,” she said. 

I didn’t know what was worse. Her nonchalance or her overbearing confidence.

I closed my eyes to hold in a sigh.

“You’re fighting a smile.”

My cheeks trembled with the effort to prove her wrong. 

Marjorie raised one eyebrow, looking smug about it. “See? I can always make you smile, Eilidh Killbride.”

My mouth hung open like a fish, and I nearly stumbled on the next root. May the gods be damned, she could, and Marjorie was looking at me like she knew it for a while now. 

I looked away, hoping to get myself together and drown whatever was more wrong than usual in me today. 

We kept walking in companionable silence. The short interaction seemed to break some of the tension brought on at St Catherine’s. Marjorie felt more present, and granted her pace took up speed. I rushed to match it and soon found myself following Marjorie across the woods.

“Where are we going?”

“I just realised I have seen foxglove before. I just didn’t know what I was looking at.”

I blinked at her, my mouth falling into a pout. 

“I bet you haven’t found this spot.” 

My heart thundered with the need to contest that claim, but a part of me was surprised that I already envisioned the memory not yet made with Marjorie, and that pull was stronger. Marjorie thundered ahead, leaving me to spite myself or follow her.

“Wait!”

A short while later, we found ourselves in a large clearing. The place felt familiar somehow, but she was right. This was the first time I’d come here. 

The building wind rattled the serene feel of the trees in the large clearing. It opened up to the grey skies, casting a soft white light over us. There was little space for any shadows to hide the truth. 

The trees crooned at me in discomfort. A pang of empathy laced around my heart for them. They’d been tickled away from their long slumber under the summer heat. Thin, long fingers of bold wind spread their body anew, bringing news of the turning of the season. Waking up didn’t always feel good. But they’d come into it. In my view, the woods always looked best during fall, and something so beautiful could not exist without pain.

My eyes found their way to Marjorie at the thought.

I told myself it was because she was calling me. Her pointy finger was outstretched towards the flowers a few steps ahead. A large bush with many still in bloom caught my eye, and I gasped. My heart lept from its pocket, and I felt like swallowing a hiccup.

“There.”

I couldn’t muster a single word.

My feet moved of their own accord. 

There they were, bushes full of white foxglove in bloom, and they were beautiful. 

“Now you have to admit it,” Marjorie said from behind me. 

I placed the basket on the floor and turned to her. 

“Admit what?”

“That you can’t hate me right now.”

A bubbly laugh escaped my lips, and I brought a hand to cover my lips. I didn’t laugh often, and I felt self-conscious about my smile. It was a little crooked. 

“Why do you care so much what I think of you?”

“I hate feeling that people don’t like me.”

The moment her words were out, I realized it had been a stupid assumption on my part. Of course she didn’t. Marjorie might not be a people pleaser but that didn’t mean she didn’t care about what others thought of her. 

“You would hate to be me,” I said. 

My hatred hadn’t been unfounded. There would never be a way that she could understand what it was like to be me, as there never would be a way I could understand what it was like to be her.

“I would,” she let out an exaggerated sigh.

“You’re insufferable.”

Marjorie crossed her arms and gave me one of her proud smiles, “You don’t seem to mind it.” She moved closer, narrowing her eyes to take in the blooms. “But you’re right. They’re the most beautiful flowers I’ve ever seen.” 

The way she said it made me believe I’d just caught Marjorie in one of her lies. Maybe she did find flowers as interesting as I did, but something kept her from admitting it. I couldn’t understand why she felt the need to lie. And I couldn’t understand if it was a matter of circumstance or motive. 

Marjorie was hard to read. Or maybe I made her so.

“What are your favourite flowers?”

The question seemed to surprise her. 

Marjorie frowned lightly, “These are beautiful.”

“Yes, but are they your favourite?”

Marjorie started to pace around. “You’re going to laugh at me.”

I gave her a look that expressed all my curiosity. 

“You have to promise you won’t laugh.”

“Marj,” I was already trying to contain a laugh.

Marjorie looked anywhere but at me.

“Tell me.” I took a step closer to her. Today it seemed no amount of steps would be enough. I just needed to be close to her.

Marjorie sighed, like a soldier accepting to go to battle. The sight filled me with a new warmth. 

“Daisies,” she blurted.

I raised an eyebrow. “Daisies.”

This exuberant girl loved the most mundane of flowers. The choice suited her, though. It showed how Marjorie never needed things to be complicated in her life. She found joy in the simple things, even if I refused to see it for most of my life.

Marjorie’s cheeks looked like they were burning with something close to embarrassment. Maybe to a lover of flowers like me, she thought daisies too ordinary. I thought it added to her charm, if the warmth on my skin served as an indication.

And it was in moments like these that she looked most alive. 

“I love them too,” I told her.

Marjorie smiled gratefully, and I noticed her shoulders fell, as if a weight had just been lifted from her. 

I thought about her reaction as I fell to my knees and opened my basket to store the blooms. I took great care plucking the seems. These flowers were deadly enough on their own. I didn’t need to tempt my fate. 

“I think you’re right,” she breathed. “More people should give flowers the attention they deserve.”

I plucked another seam. This one was a little damaged, but I wondered what beauty I could create. Maybe I’d find it didn’t even matter, considering they’d all end up looking the same after the water and everything that made them alive was gone. They’d all be withered.

Gone.

“What’s this sudden change of heart?” I asked. 

Marjorie observed me for a moment that felt like too long. 

“I want you to teach me to see the world the way you do. There are so many things I overlooked. And I’m afraid…” She stumbled on her words. “I wish I could have known you when I was alive.”

Marjorie’s voice was laced with sadness, and I wanted to ask her about it, but there was a distance between us created from years of despising her. It wouldn’t fade away with a few scattered moments of shared sympathy. Despite that, the bond between us was still fragile. I didn’t trust her, and I knew she didn’t trust me, albeit she went on about with this façade that made anyone because they thought she was important enough to reveal them to, or that she’d share hers in return.

I knew better.

Marjorie didn’t say anything else, and I didn’t press further. And she didn’t seem the least surprised about it. 

“How did you know this place?”

Marjorie considered my words. It was in these cracks you knew everything was calculated with her. Ease danced in her words, but they were charged with careful consideration. She had a secret here, and she wasn’t going to tell me. I tried to stifle the hurt as I kept working. 

After a while, my basket was filled with fresh blooms. It looked like a small white pillow. “I think I have everything I need.”

Marjorie got to her feet, but her mind seemed far away. Like in a frenzy. She looked around, searching for something, and shifted the weight on her feet. Her body leaned further into it, before she closed her eyes and started to twirl.

I quickly recalled the dances at the Autumn Festival. Marjorie moved like she was listening to a fond tune.

My heart hurt for her. 

Marjorie opened her eyes and found mine in the distance. 

“Come.”

It was the second time she asked. I thought I couldn’t do something like this with her, so I wondered what made me quiver on my previous decision. 

“It’s just you and me.”

Despite what I said weeks ago, I closed my eyes and pretended to be alone. I didn’t know what encouraged this sudden change of heart, but my heart felt oddly quiet as my feet moved me the rest of the way toward her.

I felt each part of Nature connect with my body as if it were my own blood. My senses heightened with my eyes closed. I could feel exactly where each bug was and sense their trails. If I wanted, I could reach for one with my eyes closed and touch them. It was the art of reading the feeling of the wind as it danced through my body. Most of all, it was knowing to sense my intuition. 

It told me to open my eyes when I heard laughter.

Marjorie was back at her solo dance, and I captured her image in my mind, before returning to mine, lest she understand what I did. I didn’t know why it felt like a sin to think it, but I sensed I shouldn’t have been so worried about finding her beauty disconcerting. 

Marjorie struck you with the liveliness she wasn’t supposed to have. She was a ghost, an otherworldly entity. I told myself it was perfectly reasonable to be rattled about her. But I also wondered why she made it so easy to feel like she could be the entire world.

Marjorie’s essence might feel as cold as the harshest winter winds, but when she danced or when she looked at me, she glowed.

It was impossible to look away. She wasn’t beautiful like shy starlight. Marjorie was the sun itself, and as long as you remained awake, she would demand all of your attention.

When our eyes opened in synch, we exchanged the briefest of smiles before we averted each other’s gaze to the fireflies around us.

I don’t know when it happened, but we were standing closer now, maybe four steps away. Marjorie’s cold energy teased me, making her impossible to ignore, even with my eyes cast away. 

“It’s beautiful,” her voice sounded like a child’s happy wander about their birthday present. I had to look at her. A part of me told me I shouldn’t. Another pleaded with me to. I listened to the latter. 

If Marjorie had been paying attention to everything but the forest around us, now her eyes twinkled with a new kind of light. She looked like the kind of thing worth losing one’s breath for a moment. 

“You’re beautiful,” my voice sounded low to my ears. 

Weak.

Marjorie’s full lips stretched into a smile as she tried to peek at the canopie’s tallest height. 

When our eyes met, I knew there was a reason why I started to anticipate the hold of her gaze. I did not understand the feeling in my belly, but it had happened a few times now that I knew to expect it.

The feeling came like fate and surged like alchemy, and I knew she was the reason. Just now, she hadn’t been looking at me, but the feeling was there still. Vaguely, I knew whatever this was shouldn’t exist at all. 

Marjorie was looking at me like this knowledge wasn’t new to her. She looked like someone who had felt this before. I didn’t understand why the thought angered me. I didn’t want to understand.

Just then, Marjorie let whatever spell was cast over us only a moment ago go unmentioned and bolted for the trees. 

“Marjorie, wait!”

I ran back to grab my basket before following her down the clearing and into the deep woods. The newly added weight to the basket made it harder to catch her, and I had to take care not to trip on the seems of my dress or sprain an ankle. Marjorie was running faster than before like she, too, was running from something.

I wondered which reason she had to run. It wasn’t like I could kill her. 

We raced the woods for what felt like hours, but strangely, I didn’t mind it. There was a feeling of soft contentment and pure delight in doing something so simple and human. 

Eventually, Marjorie stopped. She’d cornered to another clearing. A proud smile stretched her features, and I tried to read her for clues, but Marjorie confused me when she sat right where she was in the middle of the clearing. One leg crossed over the other. She was the portrait of boyish disregard. 

My feet brought me to her like a pull on the stretch of a loose string.  

I sat next to her, grabbing my legs with one hand as I took in the new piece of forest I did not yet know. There weren’t large stretches of our wealds that felt like a stranger to me, so I observed this one anew, committing it to memory and wondering how I’d never stumbled upon this clearing. I just knew we had come back south. We were closer to Aberdeen, so I wondered again how this could make sense. What tails of forest didn’t I know so close to home?

Marjorie watched in careful silence. 

Oh gods.

My eyes froze in a blink.

This clearing was shaped like a claw.

Lover’s Lare.

My mouth parted in a small pout before my lips pressed tightly together. I was painfully aware that Marjorie was taking in every moment of my reaction. 

“Only couples come here,” I mumbled in what tasted sheepish.  

I thought of Hugh and how it could be us sitting here. Him instead of her. But when I imagined Hugh, I didn’t think about his letters anymore. My mind showed me what I’d seen. 

He and Ava. 

“You’re thinking of him again.” Marjorie didn’t voice it like a question, and I didn’t bother correcting her. There was no reason to. “You shouldn’t.”

I bit my lip and tasted the bite of blood. “I don’t need this right now.”

Marjorie laughed. 

“That wasn’t love. Don’t you get it?”

“What?” I snapped, my fingers tracing my skin for warmth. 

Marjorie braced her weight on her hands as she drew near. “You were never in love with him. You can’t love someone you never known.”

I stared at her, wondering if that wasn’t exactly what we were, and then my heart stopped for a moment as I realized what I’d done. I looked away, hoping she didn’t see the million thoughts in my head and the burning heart in my chest. 

“How would you know?”

Marjorie’s mouth hung open like her words were too fast to catch. She didn’t run after them. She sat back and rested her forearms on her knees, turning to stare at the trees. 

Marjorie was starting to look every bit a mystery to me. And when her eyes returned to mine, she looked at me like she shared the sentiment.

My bones could feel a storm coming, but it wasn’t coming from the sea this time. And like always, I didn’t run for shelter.

I wanted to be in the eye of the storm. 

“Marjorie.”

Her lips pressed together, caging her words in. 

“Why did you bring me here?”

“Does it matter if you’re thinking about him?”

Her question caught me off guard. 

Who was she to tell me who I loved? What did it matter to her that I did? And why did her words make me feel offended?

Somewhere in the confusing mess in my mind, I forgot my desire to know why she brought us here. 

“You have no right to speak about my feelings when you don’t know me.”

Marjorie was quiet for a while, but she looked restless. Her fingers twitched as if she was trying to soothe herself.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

I accepted her apology, but I let the silence stretch between us. I still felt hurt. 

“You want to know why I brought you here?” she asked.

I shrugged. 

“Places like this help me forget that I feel alone all the time.”

My eyes found hers in the dimness. It wasn’t so hard to find the place within myself where her words didn’t sting. It was a small space, but it existed nevertheless, and it stepped over the ones I created for my resentment towards her. 

This I knew.

I just wasn’t so sure she deserved my empathy. 

“I feel this void all the time. I felt it throughout my entire life, and it’s worse now that I’m dead. I’m always afraid I’ll be left alone, even now that I’m dead. How can it make sense?”

“Maybe you should look at why you felt so empty when you were alive to begin with.”

Marjorie dropped her head against her knees. Her voice sounded muffled when she spoke, “What if I know the reason, but it doesn’t change anything.”

“Reason hardly does when you’re judged next to the will of men. It seems simple enough to me.”

Marjorie waited for me to elaborate but then said, “You called me that day because you feel it too.”

“If people weren’t so obtuse, I wouldn’t. But yes, I know everything about myself and seek to understand others. You know everything about other people but know nothing about who you are. That’s why you feel so empty. I guess if one of these jars isn’t filled to the top, you’ll always feel something is missing. I feel that void too, just on the other spectrum.” 

I traced the calloused skin of my hands with my fingertips. 

“You were born with this gift to have people flocking around you, and I spent many nights wondering why you deserved it. But in truth, you and I are the same, both born with traits with no explanation that leave a part of us empty.”

Marjorie withdrew her head from its nestling place. She was looking at me now like I just made a fundamental piece of her existence make sense to her. 

“So we complete each other.”

“Maybe.”

Marjorie sighed like she couldn’t deal with the strength of her emotions. “To me, maybe is enough when it comes to you.”

She kept eye contact for a long while before dropping her gaze to my lips. I found myself tracing the same path toward hers. I realized I wanted to find out what it would⁠—

“What is this?”

My heart didn’t have a voice, but I felt like it was screaming the words at her.

Marjorie’s voice was calm in perfect contrast. She wasn’t surprised by our nearness or what it could mean.

My confusion angered me less than her calm.

“What do you want it to be?”

My heart was beating fast in my chest.

“Marjorie.”

Her name carried a silent weight.

“Eilidh.”

I breathed in and shielded my face away from her.

“Were you about to…”

“Kiss you?”

My mouth dried. The palms of my hands felt sweaty in the damp autumn air.

“Would you kiss me back if I did?”

Her words undid whatever composure was left in me.

For a moment, I didn’t breathe. An eternity went by before I could do anything but try to understand my beating heart, or worse, the anticipation I felt towards that kiss.

Marjorie Saint James was the town’s golden girl. She was not the shy maiden with a secret kept carefully locked. Even if she were, her secret was probably an affair with a sibling’s lover or devious favors to the religious men in town.

It was not the desire to kiss girls.

The silence stretching to awkwardness between us wasn’t because I wanted to vomit at the thought. If repulsion crippled me to my core, it was of myself, the way I had always felt by the expectations of people in town.

My mother’s.

Yet, I had always deviated from those ordinary patterns of life because I felt differently. Ghosts appeared in front of my eyes. Otherworldly energy kissed my bare skin. It wasn’t a surprise I longed to feel her lips on mine.

“Is that a challenge?” I looked steadily at her. “To kiss you?”

Marjorie smiled, and leaned forward to taunt me again. “Would you kiss me back if I did?”

She was wearing her farm pants and what seemed like her father’s tunic. Marjorie always looked terribly beautiful, but she seemed at ease in these clothes. In the end, maybe it was her energy that drew me. It made me want to drown if only meant I could know what kissing her felt like. But I’d never been kisssed before.

“I don’t even know how⁠—”

Lips crashed upon mine. No. That wasn’t right. It was only the semblance of lips. The lips of a ghost. Cold like a breeze. Too soft to feel real. And yet my skin tingled with the awareness of it—the awareness of her and what we were doing. Marjorie didn’t pull back, and I wondered if she could forget for a moment she was dead. I wondered what this felt like to her because, to me, it was torture.

There was wind in my lips.

It rushed in, wanting to play.

I let it. I let her.

I wanted more, and I couldn’t have it.

On my hips, a shiver.

Her hands.

I moaned.

She laughed.

I wanted to push her back, but I didn’t.

I tried to pull her closer.

The wind consumed me, seeping into my skin until I couldn’t do it anymore.

Kissing her hurt.

Tears from the biting cold fell down my cheeks, making me feel just how cold I was.

Why did I want it again?

I couldn’t bring myself to smile, knowing I’d just uncovered another piece of myself. I wasn’t surprised that it was something that could doom me.

When Marjorie pulled away, I knew I wanted to know what she felt but was terrified of her answer. For a moment, I was grateful her face revealed nothing.

A moment later, my heart raced in panic.

Something in the air between us and the way the sun kissed her made me say, “Don’t follow me.”

She looked ethereal. A piece of reality that shouldn’t be. Marjorie looked exactly like the kind of thing I tried to forget every day. Everything I always wanted and had never been enough to deserve.

“Eilidh…”

I was already up.

Marjorie refused to heed my advice and accompanied me to the edge of the forest but didn’t follow any further. Part of me expected her to. That was why I never got familiar with anyone. The fragile heart in me always expected more too soon. And still, I wondered all the way home why I was so sad that she didn’t follow. It couldn’t be an expectation ruined when I asked her to.

But it became one when she didn’t return.

Not that day or the one after.

It was a week before anything changed again, and I felt like my old life was returning. Maybe all that had unfolded in the past month was a figment of my own imagination. I thought I was saved from madness.

But then a letter came, and ghosts couldn’t write letters.


TWENTY
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I curled up in bed with the letter in my hands. I expected the tremor to assault my fingers and the nerves in my heart, but they usually felt good. On the contrary, I was shaken, feeling that I shouldn’t be holding this letter at all. I didn’t like the feeling in my chest. Now, I couldn’t even muster the need to create a ritual around receiving this like I otherwise would have. I re-read Hugh’s letters in bed before, but I never felt guilty, even when my mother could catch me. Sometimes, I wished she did. But that was a thought for another day.

I unfolded the paper in my hands, and any expectation that this wasn’t Hugh’s died when I recognized his familiar handwriting. The message was short, as always, but as my eyes scammed over his words, a storm started in my heart. 

He wanted to apologize for his disappearance. 

He apologized about the lakes.

He mumbled about his work at the smith and his last feud with his brothers. 

He said he missed me.

He called me his. 

The small smile on my lips was more like habit than heartfelt. Because I wasn’t, and I wasn’t sure I ever was. For the first time, the silence in the letter screamed at me. It was the sort of scream that would wake the dead.  

And then came the anger. Strangely, not at him. For someone who spent so much time awake cursing him for not being more, I suddenly felt empty of reason to curse at him. Instead, my anger found another recipient in Marjorie. She was the one planting seeds of doubt in my mind, showing me that people were… right about Hugh and I. We were a fantasy.

“No,” I whispered in rage to no one but myself.

I searched the room for a ghost staring at me with a sardonic gaze but found none. A knot formed in my throat. They always told me what my heart didn’t want to hear. I knew ghosts had no control over where and whether they could show up, but now it felt like a joke. I could count the number of times I was alone in this room. Were they angry at me? Without them, the room felt unfamiliar and warm.

I pulled to my feet and cracked my window open. Drizzle fell over my cheeks, but it was a blissful mercy. 

I rested my elbows on the windowsill and dropped my gaze back to the letter in my hands. I should have cared that it was getting damaged by the weather, but I didn’t. It felt right that Nature tarnished his empty promises.

My thoughts led me to Marjorie as I watched the rain fall over the ink and smudge his words away.

That’s not love, Marjorie said once.

Her words still managed to unsettle me. Here was the proof I kept holding to the light. Without this, people were right in calling me a lovesick fool. I never felt embarrassed about what I felt because I never listened to other people. But what happened when I gave them reason? What changed if I believed them?

I swallowed down the embarrassment. It was thick and uncomfortable. I wanted to get rid of it, but I didn’t know how. I turned from the window and sat back on the bed, feeling restless. I bent over to retrieve the letters from under the mattress. They piled in front of me, proof of every month I spent on this. I went from letter to letter, sometimes reading over the words again and again.

I like that I’m the only one who knows you like this, and I don’t want that to change, Hugh said in one of them.  

Something about those words formed a line of tension in my brows. I always cherished them, but it was because I thought they meant I was special to him. Now, it felt difficult to believe. Hugh didn’t want other people to get to know me. I always interpreted it as a sacrifice on his end because I would do anything for my person, but I couldn’t be further from the truth. 

Now, it seemed too obvious.

I mistook sacrifice for shame. 

The realisation broke my heart, but it felt like the last time that he would ever hurt me.

And then a knock came at the door.

My mother.

“What’s it you’re holding?”

My hands make quick work of hiding the evidence but nothing like trying to fool one’s mother to feel stupid. She grabbed the letter from my hands.

Her eyes closed in exasperation. Her features changed in disappointment. Her nose scrunched in acceptance.

When she opened her eyes to glare at me, there was a softness I didn’t expect to see there. “At least you’re not a complete liar.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing. 

Mother took a seat beside me on the bed. I felt like a conversation was about to take place, and I had no patience for it. Mother was always the kind to verbalize how much she loved talking to me, but she never listened—not really. Her eyes lit up after we spent an afternoon talking like confidants because that’s how she perceived the interaction. I always felt more like her own mother, listening carefully to her problems and providing comfort or solutions. It was always so easy to understand. I had to understand the world to try to figure out why no one wanted to understand me.

I was still looking. 

And yet, she was my mother.

“Boys like him take mistresses, not wives.” 

Mother looked ahead at the drops falling down the windowpane. It must have started pouring now. The glass always looked more beautiful like this. I kept my gaze on them as she picked up where she left off.

“Do you want to be a mistress, Eilidh?”

Lust accusations are dangerous, Eilidh, Marjorie said.

Witches, they’re calling them. Women who sleep with the devil and do his work.

The teardrop I was following slipped into another, and both fell hard on the pane. 

“No.”

“Do you mean it, child?”

Her question hurt for yet another reason. My mother didn’t know me. To her, I would always be what other people said first.

“Is that how you see me?”

I had my confirmation when I looked at her. In her eyes, I saw what gossip did. They were warm with the soft love of a mother, but the worry wasn’t without doubt. She didn’t know who I was.

I bit my lower lip, questioning the same. 

“I think my little girl wants to be loved, but that hasn’t come easy.” I had nothing to say to that. “You are trying, Eilidh. People have noticed it. Don’t let this fool boy ruin everything for you.”

Thoughts of Marjorie popped into my mind in place of Hugh. Her hands. Her lips cold like Death. The hurt.

Did I even recall the details I conjured up about Hugh’s face? They felt too trivial to remember. Too much of a fantasy to ever have been real.

But hers, hers I knew them all. 

“Don’t worry, Mother. I’m not interested in him anymore.”

Mother frowned. I couldn’t blame her. To her and everyone, I was more than a dreamer. It was always like that. No matter how much I changed to the people I knew, I never felt the constant of being understood or predicted. People made assumptions about me, surely, but they didn’t want to understand more beyond being right. Yes, they wondered, but wonder is not care. And I never found a way for people to care. At least, long enough. It always came at the cost of losing something, and it usually was part of myself. 

“That does not matter,” she said.

What you feel never will.

It was the only truth.

And then she left.

The letter was still on the bed next to me. I couldn’t help but laugh at my own misery. This she didn’t feel the need to take? 

I grabbed the paper in my hands and read over the words again. 

I waited for the excitement over the letter to come. 

I put the letter down to undress and get ready for sleep. 

The excitement came eventually as I unbuttoned my second boot, of all things, but it felt wrong. 
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“I thought I wouldn’t be seeing you again.”

A week went by until the woods shivered with unnatural cold. I was drawing out the shapes of the new arrangements in a used notebook I found scattered around St Catherine’s storage when Marjorie appeared, walking down the riverbank like the life left in these woods. 

I put the flowers we collected to dry and had been spending every free time from St Catherine’s collecting stones and curious branches from riverbanks along the forest. 

“So did I.” Marjorie’s eyes looked angrier than the careful softness in her words. 

“What changed?” 

“Are you talking to him again?”

I dropped the carbon on the grass next to me and gave her my full attention.

“What? No. How do you know that?”

Marjorie’s expression was pure bewilderment. “Oh god.”

I grabbed the notebook harder in my hands, feeling defensive. “It’s not like that, Marjorie.”

“Is that why you didn’t read the letters? Why you pushed me away? Because he came back?”

How could she even think that when I⁠—

“No. I just received his letter after our…” I looked away, unable to finish what I wanted to say—what haunted my mind for a week.

“Kiss. You can’t even say it.”

I felt like I was about to freefall. All the feelings I’d been keeping inside for the past week tumbled over everything that stayed stuck in me like birds in a cage but only now found an outlet. 

“Yes, because I can’t stop thinking about it, and whatever this is, it just became another reason I hate myself.”

Something in the air shifted as if Nature’s fabric struggled to accommodate Marjorie’s essence as it shifted in her various states of being. 

Now, she was calm. 

“I can understand.” Her eyes glinted with the feeling. The thing about Marjorie’s eyes was that you always believed them. It was only months ago that I thought myself better for not falling for the spell in them, and now here I was, letting myself be entrapped more than most ever were. 

I hated myself for it.

I didn’t know who I was without my envy, my distate for her.

Maybe I was just a girl who wanted to kiss her again.

Marjorie was looking at me now like she wasn’t sure what to say. Not because she lied in saying she understood but because there was no comfort to be given. This was a truth you could live denying or learning how to conceal.

And we were different enough to convince me that Marjorie didn’t take this news as I did. I could feel the hope in her eyes, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what this was like to her… or to find out about the unmentioned implications that could underlie that knowledge.

To admit would be giving a part of myself away I wasn’t sure if it was ever meant to be given to anyone anymore.

“I need time,” I told her. It was the only truth I felt sure about.

Marjorie shrugged, like one denying wearing a coat in Winter. “Time is all I have.”

No. 

She was not understanding. I wasn’t sure I did, but slowly, it was starting to feel clear. 

“I can’t keep doing this. Helping you move on, spending time with you. It’ll only make things worse.”

Her eyes widened with panic. “Eilidh, you don’t mean it.”

My heart jumped at her reaction like it could leap from the safe pocket in my chest and grab the worry in her eyes in my hands. Maybe if it did, it meant this was as real as I was afraid to admit it might be. 

Sadness cooled down the hot feeling on my skin. 

“You’re saying that now, but what if I wanted it? What if I wanted you? What kind of curse is that?”

Marjorie’s energy flickered. A shadow in a shadow. Pain.

That was it. 

It would always be my way out. 

To be disliked. 

To be cruel. 

I didn’t need to say more, though I could have. I could have told her that her lips hurt, that her hands burned me, and that being doomed to a love like that was an unthinkable kind of curse. 

But she knew.

The thing that looked like heartache in her eyes told me she knew.

I didn’t understand why a part of me felt good. 

Relieved. 

I tugged onto that. It was all I’d been seeking this past week. 

“I meant what I said, Marjorie. It’s over. Leave me alone.”

Marjorie looked away as if the sight of me was unbearable. 

“You’re right. I won’t be the reason you live in a curse. But make no mistake, Eilidh Killbride, you are, and you will always be, a liar.”

And then she was gone.

Nature didn’t return to the blissful emptiness it held before she came along. I pleaded with the Gods for it, but they weren’t so kind. I could feel their disappointment on my skin, and I knew this was my punishment—but surely what was I to do? I couldn’t have what I wanted. That was the single principle of my life.

I grabbed my carbon and returned to my drawing, but it didn’t turn out great. None of them did. The edge broke, and I cursed, not at all surprised at the tears bursting from my eyes, but angry at them still. 

I didn’t want to feel like this.

I didn’t want this.

I couldn’t.

There had to be a limit to my otherness. And if there wasn’t, I had to make one.

I returned home that night and searched for Hugh’s letter. After a week, I was cursing myself, but I’d let it fall under my bed, and I hadn’t been bothered to pick it up again. 

I read his words again and finally thought about my answer.

Despite the void in my chest, there was also a small glimmer of excitement. Wasn’t this what I wanted? Maybe Hugh’s last letter changed everything.

Mother’s words were wise, but I wouldn’t be his mistress. Our skins had never even touched. Maybe if I could convince him of so, he’d make me his wife and I could finally put an end to the rumours.

Why else would he have written back now?

In the next few days, I watched many more come. And Marjorie, well, she kept her promise. She left me alone.


THE TRAGEDY IN FIRST LOVE
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The meadows were quietest at this time of the year when Autumn was in full swing. Everything was withering away in a perpetual catharsis. Nature took its well-deserved rest. But the girl was mourning. She was trapped in the past in her mind, trying to find where she lost her footing. 

There weren’t pretty flowers in these meadows, but the breeze carried its sweet perfume from the deep vaults of her memory. In the sky, the sun smiled shyly down at the girl sitting alone in the vast meadow. She closed her eyes to take in the tentative warmth in her freckled skin. The clouds shifted, and the sunlight reached her soul for a moment and did the impossible. It warmed her from the inside like only another’s touch would. Of course, to her, it lasted only a moment in a lifetime of many. Her mind travelled to a most recent memory when she wasn’t so alone. 

She missed her. 

She missed her ghost. 

The girl opened her eyes and looked at the letter in her hands, scolding herself out of her haunting reveries. She took pride and joy in her small rituals, so she’d schooled herself into keeping it sealed until after she’d connected with Nature, but now she could finally open it. The familiar paper and handwriting grinned at her as she skimmed her eyes over the harsh handwriting. Other ghosts came to her, curious about the story she was reading about. She let them, and they read in synch, but there was a vacancy that had never been there before. A new kind of feeling alone in the world—because the teasing ghost wasn’t here. But the girl wasn’t ready to sink into the bloodcurdling truth she’d rather her be. 

Her eyes skimmed the words, willing them to provide her with the warmth they once did. It was there, but it couldn’t be enough when it wasn’t what she wanted.

Had it ever been? A little voice asked low, like a whisper.

Could something be what you wanted when you didn’t allow yourself to want more?

She tried to ignore her thoughts and the ghosts and focused back on the letter.

Eilidh,

I apologize for not writing to you as of late. Father has become more diligent in our work at the shop. What have you been up to? I miss receiving your letters. Didn’t you receive the last one I sent? Maybe the winds scattered it away.

I still dream about you every day. You are mine. You know that, don’t you?

Yours,

Hugh Falkner

The girl stared at the words for a moment, relishing in the feeling of the rapid beating of her heart. If it was there still, it could be salvaged. But she couldn’t enjoy it for long. 

She lay down against the sun, wishing that maybe the problem was that it wasn’t still warm enough. The soft grass ticked her back before it turned into a comfortable mattress. The ghosts lay next to her, angling their bodies and touching her skin with their unnatural cold so they could keep reading. The girl ignored them as she drowned in the words, but their cold was distracting. She tried to imagine the sound of his voice in her mind as she read, creating a strong anchor against her wandering mind. 

She always failed, but she kept trying. One day, she wouldn’t need to. If she replied. The possibility that she might not had never crossed her mind, but now she weighed it like a cord one couldn’t let go at the edge of a cliff.

If she did, there was no going back.

His trust would be broken.

His attention.

The ghosts next to her laughed as if they had somehow slipped into her thoughts and knew what was there. Maybe it was just the words on the paper that were funny. But this girl was too used to being the town’s laughing stock to believe in herself. 

Knowing these woods like the blood in her veins, it was easy to predict the day would be favourable to be outside. The girl stashed ink and paper in the morning before coming here. She laid out the paper over the satchel to provide some support, uncorked the lid from the ink, and started writing. 

Around her, the meadows were quiet, but they were not lonely. Ghosts haunted the place, and the girl was the only one who could see them all. 

This time, they mocked her.


TWENTY-ONE
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People didn’t show kindness to those they didn’t understand. On the rare instances they did, I could easily find a reason to justify their action that was not ever about me but what they stood to gain. If kindness ever made someone’s day, I grew up to associate it with distress. So when Violet dropped to her knees on the floor next to me with a wet fabric in hand to help me clean the chapel floors, I frowned, and my movements stopped.

“Will you be the one to tell me what’s going on?”

Just that morning, Jane had brought me a slice of pie from her house, and Claire invited us to dine at her house. 

Violet’s eyes blinked quickly like those of someone who was afraid their face would become a canvas before their mouth chose the color to paint. 

“Hmm?”

I let go of the fabric and cleaned the wetness on my skirts. They felt heavy after the time spent cleaning the floors. 

“I’m not a fool.”

Violet cast me a blank stare that morphed into confusion. “Nothing is.”

Violet’s fabric cringed against the floor, turning into the only sound in the chapel. The girls’ voices mumbled like soft echoes to us, but the weight held by the chapel’s walls framed us in the room alone together. 

I didn’t want whatever this was. It was with the dawning feeling I realized I’d rather be alone, and the thought brought all my anger to resurface.

Violet would be the one taking the blow. 

There was a ghost right next to her hands, but she was, of course, oblivious to it.

Violet kept scrubbing as if her life depended on it. She looked frightened.

When my eyes fell on my discarded fabric, I knew I wasn’t going to be picking it up again.

“Eilidh.”

My feet were already dragging me past the first row to the door. We had been kneeling just by the altar.

I left Violet mopping the floor alone and made my way out of the sinking building. I missed the cocoon of my stillness. If I was being honest, I missed the life none of these girls had. While the thought didn’t surprise me, I had to force myself to remember how my last involvement with Marjorie had ended. It couldn’t matter that she seemed genuine about feeling sorry. 

I got lost in my thoughts as I wandered, and I wasn’t surprised when I found myself at Sophie’s flowershop. Weeping Blooms’ sign clinked softly against the breeze. 

The only place in this town that felt like home. The door clicked as I stepped inside. Habit made me bend to avoid the hanging flowers Sophie insisted on having hanging so low they brushed people’s noses, giving the flower shop its name. I followed Sophie’s singing at the back of the shop. 

“Eilidh!” I yelled so I didn’t frighten the old lady to an early death.

My gaze focused on the arrangement on the counter. I paced towards the stand, and Sophie’s eyes followed me. 

“I think I made it for you, child,” the old crone had the typical frown she wore when she couldn’t decide between lilies and violets. She always went for lilies in the end. 

“Oh.”

I turned the arrangement on my grasp, cherishing all the flowers she used. Scottish primroses, dandelions, dried thistle. Even twinflowers. And there, white foxglove. Dried foxglove. I would recognize the kind anywhere.

They were all my favourite, but I never told Sophie this. She stuck to what she knew. Sophie let me have my freedom with my arrangements, but she’d always shown little interest in replicating my creations. Of course, it’d been a while since I was here, and she could have done this in a way that showed she missed me, but that wasn’t Sophie’s way. The deep-rooted scars on both her forearms reminded me she was an old woman who’d seen types of cruelty I never had the heart to ask her about. Sophie was as careful and distrusting as much as she oftentimes felt like a spoon of honey. 

I was having a hard time believing it had been my mentor. If sunlight managed its way inside me, I would have beamed.

Someone did this.

Marjorie’s face was the first thing that popped into my mind. But she couldn’t have… could she? 

No. 

She was a ghost, and our last memory together should be enough to erase any hope it might be her doing. But my mind kept wandering to places that made no sense. Hugh knew everything about my passion for flowers, but he never recalled any of it. And Marjorie… I remembered our time in the small library and the books piled on the floor. 

But how? 

No.

It was impossible. And yet, it was the reason behind the fluttery kicking in my heart. It drummed on my ears, sounding like a distressed rabbit in my ears.

What if she… no, that sounded far too hard to believe. But what if Marjorie found a way to possess people for a while? It was the only way to explain this.

Fool, Eilidh. Fool.

I had to get her out of my mind. Even if it had been her doing, Marjorie must have done all this before I ruined everything. 

The thought made me immensely sad.

“Thank you,” I breathed past my lips. The old crone smiled, but I latched onto the haze in her eyes.

Maybe I should call her name. Maybe I could… No. 

Gods, I’d been awful to her. 

The thought that I could speak her name and that she wouldn’t show was enough to keep me from trying. Besides, the afternoon was still young, and I could take this burst of luck and do what I loved. It’d been so long.

I went to pick a vase to showcase the flowers and left it in front of me. I turned to access the samples Sophie had in the store. 

“Don’t make that face, child. They took another statue down this morning, and a fight broke out in the streets. There are whispers about closing St Julian’s church.”

“Closing?”

Sophie coughed into her religiously worn tissue. “My old years tell me they’re going to destroy the entire thing. They hung a woman for witchcraft in Stonehaven.”

I hugged my hands together to fight the tremors assaulting my body.

I looked out the window, and certain enough, I could see the aftermath of the brawl in the charred wood of carriage wagons and torn barrels. Mistress Dannoch and a man I didn’t know were helping her out. 

I continued working, trying to lose myself in the task at hand. Though my thoughts never totally left, my hands were filled with purpose, and everything I did became something of value to the world. I wasn’t a thief anymore. 

I left Weeping Blooms when the sun was way into the clouds. Mother wouldn’t be happy, but I just couldn’t summon the worry I probably should be feeling. 

“Eilidh, we need to talk,” Mother said as she came into my room. I put down my brush and sat on the bed, my happiness leaving me like leaves falling from branches in Autumn.

Her gaze was roaming about the room like it had no business meeting mine. She even looked at the place next to me and chose to remain standing. Was this about the hunts? 

“Ma, you’re scaring me.”

Letting out a tired sigh, Mother fabricated several rectangles from her pockets. Letters, I realized upon closer inspection.

All feeling left me.

Mother placed them in my hands. They’d been open, and a burst of anger cursed through my veins. She had no right to go through my correspondence. I unfolded the paper and immediately knew this was not what I thought. This was not Hugh’s handwriting. The handwriting felt unfamiliar to my eyes, but they stuck to the end of the paper where a name had been scribbled as the recipient.

Marjorie Saint James.

A needle tore through my heart to cut and sew it together.

I had no time to wonder how this was possible because my stomach was caving with the thought my Mother had read whatever was in these letters. What Marjorie and I had… I… it was not just a good friendship. I was surprised to find this gaping feeling gone in a moment’s breath. In fact, whatever she found was the last thing I cared about. There were smaller needles behind my eyes and understanding in my heart. 

What have I done?

“I hope you have an explanation,” Mother said when I failed to produce an upfront reasoning. 

I didn’t care to give her one. 

“These are mine.”

“Don’t avoid the subject,” she reprimanded. 

My lips trembled with rage. “These were mine.”

Mother plastered her hand on my bedframe, towering over me with the eyes of a jester. She called me a fool with every twist of her expression. 

“Don’t be a fool. Nothing is yours in this world.”

My voice broke. “You know I see them.”

She was speechless.

So was I.

I had one second to listen to my heart.

And I did.

“Where are you going? Eilidh!”

The woods would protect me. 

Men never would. 

I was already at the top of the staircase. 

This was why Marjorie was so hurt. 

Gods.

She wrote to me. She made a flower bouquet for me, and not just any kind. Marjorie read books she found boring because knowledge of what I loved was in those pages.

All, for me. 

And all I’d done was prove to her I’d rather wish for a boy who couldn’t even spell my whole name when that couldn’t be furthest from the truth.

But why hadn’t she simply said a thing? Did it cost her anything? The thought it might have and I didn’t realize made me sick to my stomach. 

“Eilidh, come here!”

My feet were too used to run in the woods to let me trip on my skirts. I was already halfway down the stairs. The wood clinked under my footsteps, sounding like a churchbell to all of Aberdeen. 

Hereeee, lasss.

Hushhh

The front door creaked open. Len was standing at the threshold. The clouds in his eyes looked charged today, ready to burst open with thunderstorms that would ravish the land. Most days, his emotions were a mirror of my own. Today, I found validation in his worry. But he wasn’t alone. Two other ghosts stood at the door. It was the couple that drove me silly most of the time before bed. 

I thought they hated me. 

Thank you, I uttered as I ran past them. 

I was already out when a rush of wind shut the door behind me with a bang.

The white sky and the smell of rain beckoned me forward. The skies promised a downpour, but I didn’t care.

Birds cawed in my chest.

The world felt cold to the heat inside me. 

My hands were burning with the memory of her letters in my hands. They were clammy with a thin layer of sweat that hoped to dry in the harshness of the winter breeze. The tall trees creaked as I drew closer. The unforgiving wind rustled through their leaves, a scream that beckoned me in. It smelled of the ocean, or maybe it was just the storm in my heart.

I dove further into it. Moisture seeped into my boots. Leaves and dead pine needles crunched softly under my feet, bringing up the promise of rain in the scent. What I did had power, I thought. I could break things. I could break a heart. But deep, in the recess of my lonely mind, was another question.

Did I matter enough to break hers, or did she just grow bored or feel betrayed by my actions?

The thought I might never see her again broke me more than that I couldn’t break her heart. Nearby, a woodpecker tapped on the wood. The tap tap tap ticked like a clock’s warning. Or a heart’s.

I snaked my way between the trees, feeling my legs lose their strength. I shot one hand forward to brace myself and felt the welcoming sting of the bark breaking my skin. I braced myself, trying to catch my breath. 

I was sinking in a land world. 

When invisible hands reached out in a daring embrace, I let them in. Roots, branching out and holding my feet against the forest floor. It was a plea on both parts. The woods wanted to protect me. But it wasn’t strong enough to hold. This was a world of men, and I had to get back.

No.

Not yet. 

The thunderstorm broke with a chill to the bone. I closed my eyes, hoping the forest canopy was enough to shield me. I didn’t know where to go or what to do, but when I opened my eyes  I found the warmest beacon in the forest standing on the other side of the tree. 

Fate.

There she was, with nothing but love shining in the meadows trapped in her eyes. 

Crack

I looked up to the branch falling but found none. Suddenly, I was on my knees, and my hands rushed to hide my face. Cold had frozen the tip of my nose, but Marjorie’s energy brushed my aura and reminded me that not all cold was damaging. 

There was hers.

“Aie, what happened?” 

Marjorie’s voice was the force powering the breeze. It contrasted with the softness with which her fingertips brushed against my hair and my jaw. I leaned against her touch, feeling the surge of what’d been building inside me all these weeks. Her absence gave space for the dawning realization to take root, but the seed had still been too buried to take notice. Yes, I tried to be like everyone. But I wasn’t, and I couldn’t deny the truth in my heart begging to be heard.

No one felt like her.

I raised my face to meet her gaze, coming so close I could see all the places her life had left her. They were sparsing out, and tears pricked the back of my eyes. 

No.

Shame tasted sour on my throat.

“Eilidh, you’re scaring me.”

“I’m so stupid.”

I could feel tears running down my cheeks. They went through Marjorie’s fingers, and her energy twinkled with the contact. 

“Breathe, love.”

It was hard to, with my body like a cage, but her touch worked like a key. Slowly, I didn’t feel so alone anymore or afraid. I didn’t know when it happened, but I wasn’t afraid to be the girl who saw ghosts. 

“You wrote me letters, didn’t you?” 

Truth sparkled in her eyes. She wasn’t sure I’d ever realize it. I made her feel unseen. The canvas her unsaid words were painting in my mind hurt to look at. 

“You read those books. You made me a bouquet.” My voice broke. “I should have known.”

“No, you shouldn’t. People never showed you lovc.”

I frowned, letting her fill the silence with her beautiful voice. Her words that broke my heart and healed it again.

“And I never gave you a reason to expect it from me.” 

Marjorie’s lips sealed before breaking like a seal again. She took a step closer, erasing any distance between our bodies. We didn’t need it.

Everything was her, and I wanted nothing else. 

“And now I’ll die before making you doubt that I ever could,” she breathed against my nose.

I didn’t understand the meaning of her words, but Marjorie was tracing the edges of my face with her fingers like I was a memory she wanted to immortalize.  

“But first tell me what happened.” Her voice was full of concern.

It wasn’t just my mother’s actions that came to mind with her question. Sophie’s words came to haunt me, too. 

They took another statue down this morning, and a fight broke out in the streets. There are whispers about closing St Julian’s church. A woman was hung in Stonehaven. 

I looked down, unable to meet her eyes, but the words came out. 

Marjorie’s energy trembled as I filled her in on the latest events, and for a moment, I was afraid she was going to go. 

“I should have told you about the letters.”

“I couldn’t even read them.”

“Forget it,” Marjorie giggled, a little shy. It was so beautiful. “I am no good with words anyway.”

My body felt like a river breaking in a flood.

“It’s not about that.”

To a girl like me, words were proof.

Oh, how the irony bit me like a chill.  

“Why did you do it?” 

Marjorie’s fingers reached out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. She was getting better at mastering her control over the world. The thought filled me with foolish hope.

One day she would have to move on.

“I wanted you to feel loved,” she breathed. “The right way. The only way.”

I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “You pit⁠—”

Marjorie put a break on my words.

“Eilidh, look at me.”

I looked into her eyes. In them, I saw everything she was feeling and telling me. There was no doubt in my mind she was in love with me. 

And she knew.

Marjorie knew what her eyes were telling me.

But then all the love in hers threatened to drown me when she said, “And this is why I’m choosing this.”

Time stood still.

What was she saying?

The woods blanketed us in stillness, too appalled to continue living in their rhythms. 

“What?”

Marjorie’s hands traced the contour of my cheek, her thumb a soft caress on my skin. 

“Look, there’s a way to save you from the madness in these lands.”

I didn’t like where this was going, but it was at that moment I realized just how deep my fear went. 

“I can become someone else,” Marjorie told me. 

“What?”

Marjorie’s hands dropped to lace together with mine. “I’ve been haunting people. I successfully possessed the girls the other day and managed to win them their favor for you.”

Marjorie was behind the change in their behaviour.

Of course, she was. 

My nails cracked the calloused skin in my hands. Marjorie soothed the ache with her cold, her fingertips brushing away the droplets of blood.

“Don’t do that to yourself, love. Let me do this.”

My eyes were fogged with tears. 

No.

No, no, no.

I’d just gotten her back. 

“Let me be someone else for you.”

I gaped at her, disbelieving I was even considering this. 

Ashamed. 

“But what will happen to you?”

Marjorie shook her head as if none of it mattered. But tears were falling from her eyes, too. I wasn’t the only one afraid of death. That was Marjorie Saint James’ fear, too. And yet, she was putting herself at stake for me. 

“You’re the one alive,” she breathed against my skin.

“No.”

I could feel her sad smile in front of me. “I’m already gone, my love.”

I shook my head violently. “No, you’re not. You are here with me. You get to live, too.”

Marjorie’s hands cupped my face, and her eyes met mine. “Do you remember what you told me once? You’re afraid to die in pain.” 

And so do you.

I took a steadying breath as I took the girl before me. Marjorie was fighting a storm within herself, and Gods, I wanted to take a leap into it and help her out or drown with her. 

“I feel good when I tug on their energy.” Marjorie flinched within herself as she said this, like she was ashamed of her confession. “I won’t feel it when I’m gone. But I can change your future. Let me be your fate in the way you want it.”

But I don’t want it without you.

I could only shake my head in disbelief at the madness she was suggesting. 

“Marry me on their skin.” Her words were urgent, sure. “It’s the only way I can protect you.”

“But I won’t see you.”

Marjorie Saint James was willing to erase her entire existence in favour of mine, but her reaction to these words was what seemed to be truly breaking her heart. 

“I know.”

She was telling me that I’d never see her face again. She was telling me that one day I would wake up and see all of it gone. I could not imagine a worse future.

I was born to love, and I found it.

I found it after her death.

I found it too late.

I found her.

I found her too late. 

Or maybe I found love in the wrong century because nothing in this would ever allow me to be free to love her. We both knew it. No matter how selfless Marjorie’s act was, we both knew she was right in saying this was the best shot because if I didn’t say yes, I’d hang. I knew why they were cutting down wood. I knew whatever it was it was meant for me. It was only a matter of time before they came barging on my door.

Dark times were coming, and something told me they wouldn’t be over in my lifetime. If I wanted to live, I had to be smarter than my limitations. If I couldn’t put my convictions aside, I needed to make choices. And only a man could protect me in a man’s word. 

It would be her, I told myself.

It would be Marjorie in every way that mattered.

But what was I robbing from her?

Nothing, a little voice told me. This is her choice, and part of me welcomed it. This was the way I had always longed to be loved. Now I was starting to realize why I thought I never would growing up. I was trying to find it in all the wrong places.

“And after?” I asked, ashamed that I was considering it.

“After I’m gone?”

I managed a small nod.

Marjorie swallowed and continued caressing me. My hands were lost on her hips, wishing she was more real and I could pull her in. 

“Our identities will have merged enough that you’ll still feel part of me. I will make sure it’s the one that matters.”

No.

“Okay.”

“Okay?” Her voice was strong to the weakness in mine. Marjorie’s thumbs tried to chase away the wetness from my cheeks. 

My eyes were clouded. Hers were storms. 

“Then marry me, Eilidh.” Marjorie sighed, and her hand reached out to cup my face. I welcomed the sting and let myself drown in the raw emotion in her eyes. “Let me be yours in every way for as long as I exist.”

“Gods, I don’t deserve you.”

Marjorie’s thumb pressed a tear on my cheek. “No. This world doesn’t deserve us.” Marjorie sighed. She looked tired. “Eilidh?”

“What?”

“Kiss me.”

Her lips were already so close. There was no reason they should stay so far from mine after that. I pressed myself to her and basked in the tears that followed. The kiss was charged. 

The gelid, woody breeze touched our wet lips and caressed our necks. The clouds bumped against each other just a few feet above us, and the birds shrieked against the wind that took form. It angered the clothes against our bodies and spoke of hunger and the consequences. If Marjorie would keep pulling me by the waist and kiss me like I was her new obsession, I wouldn’t worry. Our fingers were intertwined in a mess of limbs and pain and love.

I drew away, only enough to gaze into her eyes and then at the rings on my fingers. 

Her words came back to me. 

I want you to wear my ring. 

My nervousness at her words did, too.

Marjorie followed my gaze, and I knew there was a bridge between our minds. 

“We already have the rings,” I said. 

Marjorie laughed, and the greyness of the day cleared out for a moment.

“More beautiful than silver or gold. I told you my ring looked good on you.”

My heart swelled with love. I pulled her to me again, needed her this close. I needed to remember. It was like every second, I might lose her. Everything in me wanted to demand she be branded in me for all eternity. She was mine, and I was hers. And the fervour with which she kissed me, I knew she felt exactly the same.

Fate wasn’t kind, but it was fair enough to let me find her.

Marjorie made me feel like the world was as vast as a thousand skies and she’d introduced me to them all. 

We kissed until my tears threatened to burn holes in my clothes. I didn’t lie to Marjorie when we both were here the last time. I would never want to leave this place. This beach, that home, the woods waiting for me. They were my home. And the ghost sitting in front of me, looking like I hung the moon was starting to feel like it too.

You’re supposed to miss home when you’re gone.

I did.

And I missed her.

Marjorie gave me her hand and I took it, wishing for a selfish moment that it wouldn’t hurt anymore. But I didn’t shy away from her touch. If to have her, I must hurt, I would, because the feeling in my chest was crystallizing into a shape that left no room for doubt.

I loved her, didn’t I?

I was afraid of the word, scared that it would change anything, but when her eyes fell on mine as we strolled down the path to my house, I knew it wouldn’t change a thing if it did.

Marjorie seemed hesitant as we reached the top of the incline. I half expected to run into my mother the moment I walked past the threshold, but arriving late would just make things worse. Frankly, all I could think about was Marjorie standing next to me and the hesitancy in her eyes. The question in them when she looked at me. 

She’d been inside these walls before, but now it seemed like there was an invisible line we drew that she was afraid to cross. 

“Stay,” I told her.

Marjorie’s skin always looked translucent, but I could swear her cheeks blushed a little when she looked at me. Her entire essence twinkled and reorganized to help fill the gaps in her energy. 

Her hand reached for mine, and we made the rest of the way to the door. 

I listened in for signs of my family, but the house was silent. Relief rushed through me. I knew it was a fickle illusion, but it was better than the alternative. 

I took the first step towards the stairs. 

For once, Marjorie followed. For once, she looked nervous. 

Nature had just started to cry across the window when I led us inside my room, feeling myself fighting a blush. For once, I ignored its warning. A girl with haunted forests in her eyes and winter storms in her touch was waiting. There was only a fate in Nature I still wanted to call mine, and she was standing before me.

So I took it.

I took her.

“Stay,” I urged as I undressed.

“Stay,” I asked when her energy wavered at seeing me this way.

My skin was bare.

Hers was not.

One look of my eyes and she was.

Oh.

Oh.

“Stay,” I pleaded when she kissed me.

I held back tears when her lips traced down every doubt I ever had about this.

“Stay,” I sighed as she lay next to me in the aftermath of my choice. Marjorie held me close, distracting me from the despair only temporarily forgotten. She didn’t let me think about her at all. Marjorie’s were words about the flowers adorning our house and the flower shop she would help me run. 

That night, I drifted off to sleep with a ghost by my side. But in the time before sleep took me under, I couldn’t help but feel my mind drift to the recent memory of our walk up the incline to my house this afternoon. Marjorie had caressed my arm with her fingers all the way home, but with each step I took, I was haunted by the feeling that there was no way I could remember her touch forever.


TWENTY-TWO
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I lived my entire life not knowing my worst fear. It hid in plain sight, ready to make itself seen if whoever I was with left for a bit too long. There were signs. I should have seen them. The startling panic of being left. But I was never alone enough to realize how deep my loneliness went. 

I spent an entire life blanketed in sensations that sheltered me from myself. I was a master at jumping from one pair of arms to another. 

The sun was never alone, but when night comes. That was the nature of my life. 

Nothing prepared me to be alone. 

When I died, I realized I’d been running from the feeling my entire life because that’s what you do with fear. You run the opposite way.

I told Eilidh the truth about my afterlife. I was stuck in my worst nightmare from sunup to sundown. I was condemned to an immorality of loneliness. 

It didn’t matter how loved I’d been. The moment your life freezes in stone, it’s over. There was no next chapter. At least none people can read. I couldn’t keep calling it a story, much less a life. 

Mine had ended. And I’d never found the truth of my name. I was Marjorie Saint James, the town’s golden girl. Everyone knew me as an open book, but it was filled with loose sentences that made little sense. I danced around from place to place, finding the right moments but never contentment in something profound.  

Maybe I was too afraid of people looking too close.

Maybe I had reason to.

None of it mattered. 

My time was done, and I was stuck. 

But I wasn’t alone.

There was still Eilidh. Stuck in her own way.

My Eilidh. 

My anchor.


TWENTY-THREE
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I woke up to the tired smell of smoke in the air. I blinked my eyes open to find that dawn had just cracked the white horizon and that I wasn’t alone. Marjorie was still here, holding me to her.

“Good morning.”

We could have this.

She traced my cheek in a soft caress and kissed my lips.

“I’m going to town,” she said when she drew back.

“Where to?”

“I need to come up with a plan as to who’s best to possess.”

Our gazes met in a silent conversation.

“Do you feel the smoke in the air?”

Marjorie’s eyes widened in surprise and clear worry, even if she blinked in time to try to hide it. “No.”

Marjorie looked briefly over her shoulder to my bedroom door and I followed her gaze. It was closed, and I had no recollection of anyone coming to see me during the night, but there might have been. 

She must have read all this in my face.

“I distracted her.”

The meaning of her words was clear. It was also when I realized there was something I hadn’t noticed before on the bed. 

My journal was resting by her side. 

“Go to the last page.”

“Marj,” I breathed before doing what she said. 

The last page had a letter. It was my mother’s handwriting, but the words were clearly Marjorie’s.

I raised my eyes to hers. Months ago, I’d roll down the hills laughing at anyone who told me I would one day like Marjorie Saint James. 

The town’s golden girl offered me a small smile. 

“Rest now. I’ll meet you when I can.”

With one last kiss, she pushed herself from the bed and left my room. I tried to return to sleep, but now that I was awake, I knew it’d be a matter of time before the rest of my family woke up, and I wasn’t ready to face my mother. I still didn’t know what she’d been up to last night when I returned to find all of them gone. And I didn’t know what the smoke in the air was about. 

I needed to carry on with some sort of normalcy until Marjorie found me with a name. After I re-read Marjorie’s words time and again, I decided to bring the journal with me and got out of the house before my family woke up. I headed to the safest place for me in town, which happened to be St Catherine’s. 
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I learned soon in life that the thing about keeping a secret was that it created a bridge between you and the rest of the world. There was no stability to hold both realities apart. 

If there was a pattern to identify in my life, I kept being given the same choice over and over again—to be who I was or a girl like the ones sitting across from me. The lesson that I should stay away from things that put me in this tie was clear, but I just couldn’t help it. Secrets followed me everywhere, and I was the one who created them. Sadly, I wasn’t the kind of girl who tried hard to deny her fate. I did try—just not hard enough. 

I could never handle the feeling of self-betrayal long enough to save myself. But I was doing just fine until Jane said something that made my ears ring. 

“Rumour has it Hugh is seeing a new girl.”

“What about Ava?” asked Claire with clear affront. 

But this the girls at St Catherine didn’t know. Except for Celeste, who clearly hadn’t told them. We hadn’t talked since the day at the lakes, and I had no intention to speak to her ever again.

“Ava and Hugh were together?” asked Violet.

Jane pulled her knees to her chest, careful not to fall into the fountain. “I saw Ava crying at Sunday market. They’re not together anymore.”

“Who’s the new girl?” The eagerness in Claire’s voice was not masked. 

“No one knows, but Hugh’s been declining invites from every girl in town,” supplied Jane. 

My cheeks heated, but my heart did not. 

It felt like priceless irony that I wanted to splurge my secret—if only I could quiet the voice of the one still haunting me. 

“Do you know something, Eilidh?” Jane’s eyes told me everything I needed to know about the intent of her question. 

She was implying I was that girl.

“No.”

Two months ago, I would have defended us. Now I was wondering why I wasn’t telling the truth. 

Make no mistake, Eilidh Killbride, you are, and you will always be, a liar.

The look the girls traded between each other didn’t escape my notice. 

Frankly, I just wanted to be alone right now. Every time the thought of our last conversation popped into my mind, other people’s presence became too much.  

“If you want to imply anything, just say it.”

My words spiked tension. After the Autumn Festival, the girls welcomed me in their circle, but it was that kind of connection you knew misplaced words could sever in a careless second. These girls’ wariness of me wouldn’t cease to exist after small instances of normalcy on my part and a white branch like a tentative excuse. My volatile nature was the kind of scent they knew me by, and you might forget a face but you didn’t forget one’s scent. 

Something happened to warm them to me after that for a little while, but whatever it was had lost its effect. Now, their eyes spoke the words I didn’t want to hear.

“It’s just… after your claims early this Spring, one can’t help but think that you might be that girl after all.”

“I am not.”

Violet crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Are you lying to us, Eilidh?” 

The pressure of their weighted silence pinned me down.

“Would it make a difference if I were?” 

Before I did something foolish, I got up and went to the library. I tried not to let their words get to me, but I was so mad. 

I would never be a friend to these girls, would I? 

I fell against the shelves. My back hit them so hard that a book almost fell on my head. I stifled in a burst of laughter and buried my face in my legs. I knew I couldn’t control my eyes if I didn’t. They’d look for her in the shadows. And this time, she wouldn’t be there. She was out there, trying to save the life I never could. 

Only, she was.

“I love how your eyes shine when they find me.” 

I could feel my cheeks turning scarlet under the weight of her presence and her words. 

Marjorie’s lips stretched with a smile so proud it should be illegal. “So I make you nervous after all.”

I bit my lip, returning my eyes to my lap. 

“What happened, Anchor?” Marjorie’s energy fickled as she dropped to her knees before me. “I came as soon as I could.”

I brought my palms to cover my eyes. “I ruined whatever effort you put into swaying the girls. Hugh’s been talking about our letters, and he hasn’t said names yet, but…”

Whatever worry broke the light in Marjorie’s eyes faded when she heard Hugh’s name. Her top lip ticked. Her fingers traced my face before she drew back and looked at her hands. 

“How could that be your fault?”

“It doesn’t matter…”

“I’ll do it again. Don’t you understand? Let me be Marjorie Saint James, and I’ll do whatever I must to keep you safe.”

I fell into her, forgetting once again she would never feel corporeal. We broke into laughter, but I’d learned to read Marjorie for her tells, and I knew there was something I needed to tell her.  

“You know, I don’t remember if his eyes are blue or green. The day at the lake was the first time I heard his voice, and gods know I tried to forget it, but it wasn’t bold or buoyant enough. I don’t know what his touch feels like, but the thought I might holds no allure. I don’t care.”

I almost couldn’t believe the sight before my eyes.

Marjorie looked entirely human. 

There was no gap left in her essence. Marjorie looked down at herself when I kept staring.

I was almost too afraid to touch her.

So I continued speaking, “I have a girl with a voice like honey and the will to discover everything the world never got to teach her about herself in front of me. She’s the one that makes me feel like my vision of world deserves to be known.” My voice broke because the words felt odd, but the feeling in her eyes told me they were important. That what I felt was important for her. “Not him. Or anyone else. You’re it for me, Marjorie. I think you’d always be my fate in every twist of this life.”

I reached out for her face, but as my fingertips traced the line of her jaw, only cold met my skin. One day, I’d feel her skin in some other way, and it would be her.

I would miss the softness in her features, and her teasing freckles. The way the green in eyes faded away when I drew near, just like now, replaced by the black of wanting. Or the gaps in her essence. The oddness that I never thought I would come to love.

“I’m terribly selfish,” Marjorie said. “Because I would do terrible things to prevent him from trying to be with you ever again. Or anyone for that matter.”

“Please do.”

Marjorie closed the distance between us. She nuzzled the place where my neck met my shoulder with her lips, drawing a gasp from mine. Before I could spell her name from my mouth, she stopped me.

The energy in the room had changed.

“Now, unless you’re about to say my name like a prayer and take me out of this misery I’ve been in for months, I suggest you choose to remain faithless.”

Our eyes locked. 

She was so close.

“Eilidh.”

“Yes?”

“Keep reading.”

I did.

I tried.

I bit my lower lip when Marjorie placed another kiss on the place just above my elbow. 

“How am I to keep reading if you keep distracting me?” 

Her laughter reverberated against my skin. “Am I supposed to care?”

“Marj—”

She raised her face to meet mine, and her forest eyes trapped me in. Her long lashes dusted her freckled cheeks, and with her lips slightly apart, I struggled for air to reach my lungs. Where had all of it gone? She was the most marvelous thing I had ever seen. 

The right corner of her smile tilted up just a little.

“What, Anchor?”

My lips parted, but I was struggling for sound. “I…”

“You.” One of her eyebrows shot up. 

My lips fell shut. 

Marjorie smiled, delight burning in her eyes. 

“Read.”

My gaze fell to the pages.

“Who will you choose?” It was impossible to forget what we discussed, even if the atmosphere in the room was as playful as the teenagers we might have once been. 

“Who do you want me to choose?”

My heart felt broken before she was even gone.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Do you want me to choose him?”

“I would never do that to you,” I breathed. 

Marjorie nuzzled her nose against mine and her hands traced paths up and down my cheeks as if reassuring herself I was real. As if she wasn’t the ghost in this situation.

“Good, because your heart belongs to me.”

Yes, it did.

And then she kissed me. 

Her lips tasted like Nature’s secrets. Whenever and for as long as they were upon mine, I didn’t want to be anyone but who I was.

Eilidh Killbride.

The girl who saw ghosts.

The witch, if you may.

I didn’t care.

I was the girl who got to kiss Marjorie Saint James.

I was the one she wanted.

For a long time, I thought of Marjorie Saint James as the worst part of every season. Now, she was the fifth season only I got to experience, and one I was afraid I wouldn’t last long enough to live in again.  

I reached and stepped into it the only way I could, for as long as I had. I tried to believe her. I dared to wish for the life she promised. I kissed her with the same hope I let myself fall into the tall summer grass. 

I knew I was safe.

My hands weren’t skilled when I grabbed her, and it wasn’t as majestic as maybe a fairytale love should be. She was a ghost, and I would forever mourn the fill of possibilities I would never know in her touch. 

Her lips trailed down.

Her hands followed.

Over my shoulders.

Down to my breasts.

My legs clenched together, a sore ache between my thighs that needed to be soothed. 

“Do you trust me?” she asked.

“What if someone walks in?” I breathed. 

Marjorie gave me a look, but I could feel her measuring the limits of my concern. 

“The only question I care about is, do you want it?”

I wet my swollen lips, feeling my heart flutter like a butterfly only one soul would ever catch. 

“Yes.”

“Then draw your skirts up for me, love.”   

And so I did.
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Afterwards, Marjorie sat where I’d been, watching me compose myself. 

“I’d help you if I could.”

I adjusted my hair in an old mirror reflection. It was full-length and clearly left to be forgotten like the rest of the things in this room. The surface was dusty, but I could see myself through the rust. 

Marjorie leaned her head against the shelves and dropped her forearms on her knees, making me doubt if we should leave this place at all. I turned my back on her so I could concentrate on the strings. 

She pushed herself to her feet when I was done and gave me a perusing look. “I’m afraid you have much praying to do, my love. That blush isn’t going anywhere.”

“Don’t look so smug.”

“Why not? I have reason to.”

I rolled my eyes and accepted her extended hand.

We walked to the chapel to kneel by the pews and pray to a God neither of us believed in. One step into the room disturbed the bounce on my step. Marjorie was just next to me, and I could feel her energy tremble as she took in what I saw. 

Statues were missing, and the atmosphere in the room was nothing short of dire. Often enough, the girls came here to talk in a quieter space, but the whispers were mulled prayers. 

Marjorie’s voice rang into the quiet. “Augustine Baird.”

The face belonging to the name Marjorie spelt was easy to find. Augustine was the son of a poet and a well-respected one at that. 

Poets travelled a lot. 

I placed my hand on the space between us. Marjorie’s fingers reached for mine and stayed there.

She vanished shortly after the end of prayers, there and gone in a breath. My heart lurched at her absence. Damnation loomed at my door. If I was missing a girl after only an exhale apart, I couldn’t fathom the feeling of seeing her light gone from my world forever.

I closed my eyes and prayed for Marjorie’s success. 

But I also prayed for every year I couldn’t have back. 
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I got home to a letter, but it wasn’t displayed at the tree where Hugh usually left his. I knew it wasn’t from him the moment my hands plucked the carefully folded paper from the duvet by our entrance. Noise in the house told me Mother was home, which made me think Father had received it and forgot to tell her about it. I broke the seal and tried to keep my composure as my eyes studied the words on the paper. 

A few moments later, I met Mother in the kitchen. She was making dinner, but she took one look at me, and she stopped, giving me her full attention. 

“What is this?”

Mother barely took a look at the letter. Her eyes were already filled with guilt. I prepared to take the blow.

“Eilidh, take a seat.”

I didn’t.

She looked at me like rethinking her choices didn’t make a difference. 

“I trust you read the letter.”

“I want you to explain it.”

“I don’t think I need to. From the look on your face, your aunt must agree with me.”

It was then that I felt the steely determination in my mother’s eyes land with its weight on my shoulders. There was no arguing about the topic. St Catherine’s hadn’t worked. It was time for a different plan. Mother wasn’t a woman to stay still for long. The letter was an answer not from my aunt at Kinloch but John Curraigh himself, accepting my hand for marriage. I’d all but forgotten about my mother’s wish to send me away, and I shouldn’t have. A part of me I didn’t care to water often believed she would never do this.

“You were never a fool, my dear,” was what she said instead. I was still trying to swallow the meaning of the letter when her words punched me to the core. “Once your stubbornness cools down, you will thank me for this.”

I stifled in a laugh. 

Mother’s eyes pierced mine. I was raised better than this, but I couldn’t find it in myself to care. 

“I don’t want this.” The paper seemed to burn my fingers. “Even last year, we talked about him being a rapist.”

My mother’s eyes brimmed with unshed tears. 

“You think I want to ship you away like this? I wanted to keep you here in Aberdeen, safe in my arms, but I can’t do that.” There was real despair in her voice. Mother walked up to me and framed my face in her hands. “This is all we can do. Please don’t hate me.”

There will be another proposal! I wanted to scream the words in her face. Somehow, I found the resilience to bite my tongue and keep in the words. This was all but a betrayal on my mother’s part, one I wouldn’t soon forget, but it was of no consequence. Marjorie would soon come as Augustine and save me.

I held in the need to scream only enough to trudge up the stairs and stifle it in my pillow. I couldn’t stop it. I wanted to choke until snooze wet the pillow enough so I couldn’t breathe anymore. Only then the pain would stop.

For once, I felt young for my years.

When would my mother love me?

She already does, a ghost by the duvet said. A new one.

“She doesn’t,” I croaked.

They drew near. Sat by my side. She does, they said, just not in the way you need.

My screams died down eventually. I lay next to the ruined pillow and looked out the window outside, knowing nothing would change my mother’s nature. The letter was a scrunched piece of paper in my grip now, but it felt like a stone.


TWENTY-FOUR
[image: ]


The day rose to a warm bed, and Mother dragged me to town to share the happy news. All Hell broke out in the house when my brother found out, but his argument had no sway over her or my father. 

I still had the money he gave me. 

But I was waiting for her. Even with a rope tightening around my neck, I knew I would wait. Because if I left, I might find out I wasn’t the only thing anchoring Marjorie in this existence, and I’d rather wait for her and face the consequences than leave everything I called home. 

There was no purpose in a life like that.

Not to me.

So I put on my shoes and took more time than I should braiding flowers in my hair, hoping Augustine crossed the horizon.

But he didn’t.

Mother took me to the town’s bakery, and I felt like a piece of meat as she floundered me around town. The next stop was the Dannoch’s house for tea. Her daughter Helene was having Kate over, and their eyes bulged out of their sockets when they saw me. 

Mother had good reason not to usually bring me, and the girls’ surprise felt like a sign saying I shouldn’t be here.

“Go sit with the girls, dear.” Mother all but pushed me to the end of the table where they sat. “I have precious news to share with my friends.”

Mistress Dannoch’s frown was that of mock, and I wondered how Mother could put up with her when she had outright uninvited us from Helen’s party at the beginning of the year. But maybe that was exactly why Mother brought me over today. 

I could feel everyone’s silent doubt and their curiosity as I took one of the vacant pair of opposite chairs next to Helene and Kate.

“What are you having?”

“Earl Grey,” said Kate as if I might poison the tea if I knew the name.

Her eyes bulged, and I sensed Helene had kicked her under the table.

Well, I couldn’t feel sorry for myself if I felt sorry for them. 

From the opposite side of the table, Mother finally made the announcement.

Her voice rang a little too loud in the small space, and I could feel the way everyone flinched, including myself.

“Eilidh’s not staying in town for long. Her future awaits her elsewhere.”

The table might have broken in half for the way the women leaned in to listen.

“She’s to marry in Kinloch. My sister’s from there, as you may know, and Eilidh and John all but grew up together. It’s time she settles down.”

There was a moment I thought every woman at the table might be eating some sort of paralyzing poison, for the way no one blinked for several seconds.

Mistress Hennings was the first to break from her trance.

“When is the wedding?”

“We leave at the end of the week. Rather sad you won’t be able to attend.”

It was in these rare moments I felt my mother’s daughter.

Meanwhile, Helene must have broken the spell as well.

“Your tiaras were pretty,” she said as she took a sip from the tea.

“Yes. I still have mine hung on my bed,” added Kate.

I smiled, but I couldn’t bring myself to thank them.

“I really love flowers.”

They traded a look between them that I tried to ignore.

“Flowers are pretty,” conceded Helene.

These girls would never be my friends. After today, there was a good chance I might never see them ever again. Any thought of the reason why was enough to pull me in with a dangerous sort of rage. It was why thoughts were filled with Marjorie and her absence, and it was because I was thinking of her that an idea came into my mind. 

I looked up at the girls, feeling relief and resolution unveiling the tightness in my chest. “I like them better dead.”

Across the table, Mother was fighting for her life not to put a spoon with honey in my mouth. I took a small sip of my tea. Maybe she should, for the tea was rather bitter, and I wondered if my life in Kinloch would be much different than this. 

There was nothing human hearts feared more than loss and change. Ghosts existed as proof. They were everything you could no longer grasp. They were also reminders of your imminent mortality. But faith limited people’s fear. One didn’t flinch from shadows if they brought in blessings. Faith and reason were easier accepted than skin and nature. So it didn’t matter much that I was human because mine was different. I was, and maybe would always be, stuck in the middle.

Human enough to feel.

Not human enough to belong.
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By five, I was done.

“Can we go home?”

Mother pierced me with a bewildered stare.

“Take a look around you. What do you see?”

The scent of glue was thick in Aberdeen’s streets. More men came into town in the past week, and it wasn’t without a purpose. There were still a few old sheets of paper littering the steps across town. I knew my name was still inked on those pages, and more prints littered the dark street floor.

At least my silence helped me prove I was not a complete fool to my mother.  

“One last stop.”

I closed my eyes and wished my gods for strength as Mother pulled me along to the church at the top of the hill. 

“What is she doing here at this hour?” I immediately heard as we stepped inside the building’s common room. 

My friends were watching me from the balustrade. 

Two sisters came to greet us, though. 

“Moire, what brings you here? Is there something wrong with Eilidh?”

Mother beamed at the Sisters. Maybe a secret part of her wished I just wore their mantel. My face would never fool people into it, though.

She professed the news for the third time today. By now, it should be the hottest topic of news in town. 

“Oh, but congratulations!” said Sister Leonor. The disbelief in her eyes would feel offensive if I didn’t share her sentiment. 

My attention was rather on the girls whispering on the top floor. 

Sometimes you couldn’t hear what people were saying, but you knew everything from the glint in their eyes. 

I slipped past my mother’s hold to the staircase. They rushed up the steps as if I didn’t see them lurking.

“You think I’m blind?”

“You might think we’re ghosts,” Celeste goaded.

The other girls laughed behind her.

“I never thought you had a sense of humour, Celeste. That must be the funniest thing you ever said.”

Claire took a protective step towards her friend, who looked rather upset.

“You’re so cruel.”

I took a good look at all of them. 

Claire and Celeste, who seemed to have become best friends for the way their fingers linked together. 

Violet lingered by the balustrade, arms crossed over her chest. 

Jane led the party. She looked the angriest out of all of them like I caused her some personal offense. 

“I thought we were friends.” There was no love in my words.

“You lied to us!” Claire screamed. 

“You’re the girl Hugh’s been talking to,” Jane supplied. 

What?

How did they know that?

“He’s been talking about you in town,” Jane carried on. “Right before your marriage.” Her words were paused as if meant to inflict me pain. 

“You’re a whore,” Violet all but spat on me.

I shifted the weight on my feet but took a step towards them. I didn’t know if I wanted to fight them on this or laugh at their faces.

“I never had anything with Hugh, you fools. It was all a lie.”

The girls looked at each other dumbfounded. 

“You should see your faces.”

“Good thing you’re going away,” said Celeste.

I pinned her with my gaze. “Careful, my vileness might be contagious.”

Something changed then. Something in their eyes. 

Coldness like I’d never felt settled into the room.

“Now.”

The girls advanced on me. They ran and seized me in their arms. Everything at St Catherine’s seemed built too small, giving me no time to run. 

I called for help, but the Sisters must have taken Mother elsewhere. 

I tried to get free but it was no use. 

They were too strong. 

They brought me to one of the bedrooms and dropped me on a bed. 

Once again, I tried to free myself from their abuse, but the scream died in my throat as they pressed their hands on mine and my mouth.

They laughed.

“Quick!”

“Sister Agatha is outside!”

“Shhh!”

The string that always tied us together told me about the new presence in the room the moment she showed up. 

My eyes latched onto the figure trying to separate the girls. 

They couldn’t see her, but I did. 

Marjorie.

Rage cast thunderstorms in forests in her eyes as she looked between the girls. Her fingers seeped into their bodies, and they screamed. 

They looked at each other before their eyes fell on me.

I didn’t care what they thought.

Their hands weren’t on me anymore.

I was free and seized the moment to bolt from the bed. 

“You will burn!” Jane screamed after me.

I left the room and heard the girls screaming as I reached the stairs. 

“Claire, what are you doing?”

“I’m not doing anything!”

“It’s her! You know it’s her!”

“Make it stop!”

“Eilidh!”

It seemed Marjorie wasn’t done with them, and my chest filled with emotion at what she was doing. I started down the stairs, hoping that my mother and the Sisters hadn’t returned yet.

“Witch!” one of them yelled from upstairs. I couldn’t be sure who it was.

Three screams followed.

I couldn’t help but laugh. A part of me wanted to go back and see what Marjorie was doing, but a small voice told me I shouldn’t. 

Down the stairs, the coast was clear, so I headed for the only safe space in this hell. 
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Marjorie cornered me in the library. I was sitting with my back against the shelves when her vulture crossed to the small aisle. I backed up as she drew closer, fearing too much of her nearness would break the strings holding my sadness at bay. 

She sat on her knees in front of me, and we sat in silence for a while before her hands reached for my forearms. I couldn’t find it in me to meet her eyes. She’d see the young girl she would have laughed at, and having actual proof she was just like the others seemed like a worse fate than what happened.

“Don’t.”

Her energy sparkled like cursed fairy dust too stubborn to settle. “Let me.”

“No.”

“Do you know what I’d do to them if I were a worse person?”

I stared at her, my heart waiting like dry grass for rain. Marjorie reached one of her hands to cup my cheek, dragging her body over mine like a blanket. 

“Eilidh, you don’t want to know.” Her voice was so cold Marjorie didn’t sound human anymore. “Go home, love. I’ll return tonight to ask for your hand.”

A part of me wanted to ask her why she hadn’t done so already, but I was afraid of the answer. 

Marjorie read my face. “You’re not leaving. Please trust me.”

“I do.” 

I reached for her face, tracing my favourite part of her face. Her freckles looked more restless today. 

“Take me away from here,” I said. “I don’t want to go home now.”

“Where do you want to go?” Marjorie’s voice was soft. 

“I have an idea.”
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I took Marjorie to the lakes where everything started. An idea was burning in my mind, and I wanted to give her this. 

I stretched out my hand. 

“What are you doing?” Marjorie laughed softly, almost shyly. I loved that I made confident Marjorie feel this way.

“Possess me.”

Marjorie’s large eyes widened even further. “What?”

“You heard me right.”

“Eilidh, no.”

“Do it, Marjorie.”

“Why are you asking me this?”

“Because you’ve done so much for me, and I must do the same for you. I know you miss life.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

I grabbed her hand in mine as much as I could call it that. Our fingers brushed and the familiar cold seeped into my skin, but her essence went through me this time and stayed. It was like falling asleep in gelid water but not feeling the sting.  

And slowly, I fell.

Until I woke up again.

And I started running. 

My skin warmed under the chill of the season as I ran to the place where the woods thickened. 

I could feel Marjorie crying through my eyes. 

I was starting to feel tired, like actually I hadn’t fallen asleep at all.

My feet were still moving.

The grass was still rasping at my high stockings through the gap of my skirts. My fingers danced around the wood, feeling textures I had long since forgotten. 

Not long after, her essence seeped from mine. 

I knew the words about to come out of my mouth. The idea was as bold and reckless as the love I felt for this girl. “You told me you would hate to be me, and that’s true. You also told me you missed this. Life. People.”

“Eilidh, what are you saying?”

“There might be another way to go about this.” I took two thundering steps towards her. “What if you possessed me?”

Marjorie frowned. I could see the refusal dim the new light in her eyes.

But I wouldn’t be stopped.

“Think about it. I wouldn’t fight you. I’d do it willingly. And I’d have your charm. I’d get to be Marjorie Saint James.”

“You would hate that,” Marjorie rolled her eyes, but I could feel the hurt in her voice. The longing she couldn’t hide after what she had just experienced.

I reached for her face. My fingertips curled around the hair I would never be able to tuck back before pulling away. “But I love her enough to want it.”

The forest in her eyes turned haunted. As the moment passed, her expression fell like the last leaf before Autumn engulfed the entire forest. Marjorie had never looked so vulnerable as she did now.

She stressed her lower lip in a visible effort to keep words in.

It angered me. I wanted them all.

“No.” Marjorie pulled back from me, putting some distance between us. “Eilidh, I’m dead.”

“And I will be if you don’t do this!”

“You don’t understand what death is!” Her lips trembled around the words.

“I don’t?” I did. I was born into this world with the ability to see entities like her. I knew death before I knew love. And I understood enough because I was afraid of it.

Marjorie wasn’t having it.

She closed the distance between us in moments.

Her hands framed my face, and the cold felt like a mercy. Long strands of black hair tried their best to hide the tears in her eyes against the sun, but we stood too close. Her warm breath would tickle my lips if she were alive.

“Don’t make me live in a world where I took part in erasing you from mine. Where I’d have to wake up every day and see your face in the mirror but not your soul through your eyes. Don’t make me feel like that kind of thief.”

Thief.

That single word undid all my resolve. “I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

I let myself fall against her, as much as that would ever be possible. With her this close it was easy to break down. Marjorie made me feel safe when no one else ever had.

“I’m so scared, Marj.”

Marjorie kissed a stray tear on my cheek. My body woke from the fright with her touch. I had a feeling she would always have this effect on me. To make me believe a better ending was possible. That I deserved one.

And she made me greedy enough to want love in it. To want her.

“Then let’s go. Let’s go to town, and I’ll do it now.” The urgency in her voice told me she could feel my fear.

But the words that had been ringing in my ears since the moment we discussed this plan overshadowed her unwavering excitement. The very ones that made me consider another.

Why haven’t you yet?

Why now?

Because there’s no known truth about what rules the will of ghosts, I thought to myself. And as much as you have done, there are mysteries you can’t solve.

As always, she saw right through me.

“Eilidh, our plan will work. You will be safe. We both will, and you will get to be you.”

I wanted to believe her.

I would have done anything to make sure she was right.

Marjorie’s hand found mine, and her essence seeped into my skin. The connection was strong enough to make me forget her touch couldn’t be more real.

We ran through the woods, making our way to have a say in our fate.

Or we tried.

Aberdeen could wait. Everything should be made to wait upon the sight before us. The woods looked beautiful that day, and Marjorie met my gaze with longing in her eyes.

Because she understood.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen the forest this beautiful.”

This was why we were alive.

To be exactly as we were born.

To feel.

To love.

Marjorie belonged in a painting and every corner of my mind as she ran before me.

“Come, Eilidh!”

Sweat on my brow as I ran after her, I thought I’d never been happier, even against the soft scent of embers carried through the distance.

“Look, the tiny mushrooms!” I yelped in excitement. I might have jumped. I dropped to my knees to study them. “They look like a fairie ring.”

Marjorie was standing just next to me, and she dropped to a crouch too.

“Like in the tales of old.”

She nodded her agreement.

“I fell for one,” Marjorie brushed her fingers against mine. I interlaced our hands, and our rings smiled up at us.

Marjorie looked back at the mushrooms, like she could read my mind.

“I know you want to take them home, but they might be poisonous. Look at their shade. And we don’t have a basket.”

“You’re right.”

“Besides, I heard angry fairies make the best tricksters. I’d rather not risk their ire and have them take you from me.”

I didn’t take the mushrooms home. We spent the entire afternoon in the forest. Despite the circumstances, I couldn’t help but feel this was one of the best days of my life.

But it would be unwise to overlook fire.

Sometimes, the best kindle would be thrown by happenstance, and there’s no forestalling it. Serendipity overtakes you, poisoning the joy of the moment that crystallizes like lakes during the winter about to come.

“Marjorie, stop! That tickles!”

“That’s the point!”

One moment, I was grabbing my soulmate’s translucent hands and falling on the grass. Our bodies rolled together amidst laughter, hair, and everything good on the Earth all at once. Soil filled my mouth, and my body felt wet from the rain-scented grass. I opened my eyes to see her and lost my breath. My heart was full, and there was no need for anything else in the world, for that moment was all that mattered.

I knew I was loved.

It was moments like this that made me sure of my feelings and hers. Moments that seemed ordinary.

Marjorie’s eyes told stories that belonged to folk’s chants. I wanted to know them all. I longed to have enough time on this Earth to. She was still mid-laugh when she reached for my face to caress me and spoke.

“I love you, Eilidh.”

Joy touched me like a feather, spreading chills all over my body.

As I gazed deeper into her eyes, my heartbeat locked in my chest, and needles settled behind my eyes. The vague strain of my cheeks came to my awareness. It was perfect.

Marjorie seemed as surprised as I was, but the air shifted when her eyes didn’t match the happiness surely present in mine.

“Marjorie?”

She blinked, and I saw tears in her eyes. Her hand squeezed mine before I noticed the root of her worry. Her skin was becoming more translucent as if erased by the wind blowing against our bodies, like every time she vanished before my eyes, only this was different. Marjorie looked like she was in pain.

It carried her. Her essence started to dissipate, and I felt parts of it as it shocked against my own energy field.

Shock didn’t allow me the grace of tears, for I could only open my mouth in a silent scream as I watched the love of my life be carried away in the wind as if she were nothing.

As if she’d never been.

No.

Please, Gods, no.

No no no.

I reached for her as if it’d make a difference.

Only soft grass greeted my fingertips. The morning dew coating the strands kissed my skin like teardrops. The overwhelming nothingness was an answer I didn’t want to accept. Nature was quiet around me too, as if ashamed of Its mysterious rules.

“No,” I sniffed.

As the afternoon came to an end on the hills, the wind picked up and carried the scent of smoke. I kept waiting for it to bring something—someone—back, but it never did. The only thing to trace me back to her was her void and our unfulfilled promises, because Marjorie Saint James was no longer.

I looked to the glimmer of a fire breaking in the distance. It seemed to laugh at me. I closed my eyes against the sight. My thoughts were running wild now, reminding me of everything I feared. My hands were shaking.

I tried.

We tried.

Marjorie Saint James and Eilidh Killbride were never destined, but she was still the best fate I ever hoped to find.
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Dying is a sad thing. 

It’s beginning to rain when they find you. 

Plop.

First comes the body. The one truth you can’t believe. 

You don’t.

Plopppp

The water doesn’t feel wet. It goes through you and sings when it kisses you.

You avoid it and wait for another drop.

Plop.

Second, you understand.

The skies close, and your death makes people walk in the rain. 

Plop

Plop

Plop

It keeps pouring.

It doesn’t change.

You wear a guest’s attire to your funeral and mourn a person with whom you share a name. They are lowered six feet deep, and the whole ordeal is painful to watch. It feels like being lost in a dream you can’t wake up from.

The moment the last pile of gravel thuds on your grave is the moment your life starts to fade because even if you don’t, people move on from how life was with you.

Everyone believes you’re at peace, and they let you go. According to their expectations, no one knows you can’t be, so you stand in your invisibility and watch the consequences unfold for the lie you crafted. 

You sit, waiting. Wondering. Hoping for something to change. 

Eventually, it does. 

People die. 

They don’t turn into ghosts. Questions swirl in your mind with all the time you seem to have, and you realize you’re not good at this. But when time is abundant, you start to make out why you haven’t moved on. It takes you a while, but there it is.

The reason with a name. 

Ava. 

As long as you bore the guilt of what you’d done, you couldn’t move on. 

One day, your energy is desperate for connection. 

Loneliness is bound to make you mad. 

You believe you’ll give in to it. But it doesn’t happen. 

Maybe it will take a while. 

Plop

Loneliness fades into confusion that becomes rage. 

Plop

Ploppp

Plopppp

Rage turns into confusion that morphs into loneliness.

Plopppppppp

You continue your life as if you haven’t passed on. 

Plop

One day, you hear a rumor. One girl is listed as a witch, and people say she can see ghosts. You remember this girl. She was to be yours before you died.

And maybe she still could.

Hope.

Love.

Something to pursue. Someone to connect. The final task to fulfill, for if you fall, the knot tying you here will be cut free.

She was always the answer, wasn’t she? In one way or another.

The piece you overlooked.

Yet the red-haired girl with eyes like clouds takes you by surprise.

She casts a spell. Your body tingles in tune with the forest and her alongside, and her nearness becomes your favourite fixation. She’s troublesome and damaged. Isn’t that so intriguing? Oh, but she’s innocent, too, despite the names on her.

You’re drawn to a perfect contradiction that has you by the throat with a cunning mind that could reign the world if the world was another. And then there is the way she sees the world… You don’t expect to fall like this, but maybe that was what falling in love was always supposed to feel like.

True love at least.

The hills are shaking, and it’s only for you. You knew she promised chaos, and you are still surprised. 

Now you pay the price.

Time works fast, and there’s nothing you can do against the pull of your heart. It beats for her. You sing and dance beneath clouds together. You make promises you can’t keep. You see her becoming the tomorrow you don’t have, and desperation starts to take hold. You don’t tell her you are falling. You can’t tell a soul. 

Until you must.

Until you do. 

But rules are rules.

You fell in love.

You moved on.


TWENTY-SIX
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Saturday was stretching out as the slowest and quietest day, and it bothered me. 

Nature wasn’t mourning the right way. It kept moving, sad but unwilling to do anything to change the turmoil inside me. It’d been a week since Marjorie’s passing. I was the only one still trying. 

I kept tracing the edges of the promise ring with my fingers. They had turned warm now against my skin.

Maybe it was guilt.

Mostly, it didn’t feel like enough.

People saw the gold and approved. They would never understand the flowers on my fingers. They would never understand anything that made me who I was. 

Only she did. And she was gone. 

A knock came at my door. 

I turned to see Mother peeking into the room. Her eyes look haunted. 

It worked, I thought. I straightened on my place against the windowsill.

“What happened?”

But I knew before the words left her mouth. This was my doing, after all. A silly gift from the careless cook that would be his wife. It was a death sentence packed in a letter for those who misunderstood the power of flowers. And I would never question it again. I would never question who I was or what I knew ever again.

“John is dead.”

Not even Mother’s words were enough for guilt to set in. 

John was a rapist. 

I wouldn’t be marrying him.

It was all that mattered. 

“Oh.”

Mother looked disappointed.

“Is that all you have to say?”

I shrugged. “What else is there? Are you surprised?”

“He was your last hope!”

I looked away at the window and felt my eyes narrow as I saw the layer of smoke like a cross in the distance. Suddenly, my clothes felt too warm, the collar of my dress too tight against my neck.

“I see no man walking up this hill,” she barked and then must have followed my gaze. “You see it, don’t you?” 

I saw it everywhere. In every additional prayer we intoned at St Catherine’s or hushed conversation in the halls. The entire town was burning with the energy, and home wasn’t a safe place. I couldn’t sleep with Mother’s moods and Father’s frantic disappearing acts. It all seemed like my fault.

But I was tired of feeling down and afraid. I refused to live in pain. 

“They burned two entire buildings in the centre today,” she said. 

My heart kicked. “Buildings?”

“They burned St Julian’s.” Mother’s voice sounded closer, so she must have taken several steps into the room. 

I didn’t care about St Julian’s. 

She said they burnt two.

“What other building did they burn?”

Her lack of reply was answer enough. 

Weeping Blooms burned today.

With the lists fixed to posts and pubs in town, with our faces now drawn, it was only a matter of time before the craze started to reap its fruits. In no more than a year, they would be upon us. Now, it was just the threat and the humming from other cities. 

“Did they take anyone already?”

Mother’s face reminded me she was my mother. 

“Who?”

Mother looked out at the window with bright eyes.

I tried to swallow but found a pit in my stomach. 

“What are they going to do to her?” I asked, trying to hide the way it broke me.

“They’re taking her to St Andrews.”

I didn’t look back to see if Mother had left. Silence stretched long enough in the room that I had reason to believe she did. Mostly, I was afraid she’d see the truth in my eyes. 

I did this. I just ruined whatever chance this was at saving myself. No matter what I did, this was the fate I couldn’t seem to escape or a curse I was never meant to break.

Paranormal presence made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and I spotted the couple that always annoyed me sitting hunched together by the duvet. Sorrow filled their gazes.

I narrowed my eyes.

I couldn’t keep the thoughts of Sophie being dragged away by those men from my mind. She never liked conflict, so I imagined her making their life easy. 

“There is only so much we can do to extend their lives,” she told me once as we removed lower leaves from arrangements we were preparing. “In the end, child, death comes for us all.”

It came for her.

And now it was coming for me.

The smoke in the distance didn’t seem so far anymore. It felt like it was clogging up my throat.

I closed my eyes against the dread that fell over my skin. Kneedles pricked the backs of my eyes, and I felt the tears lingering there, just at the brims of my waterline. My lips trembled and my fingers found the brash texture of the flower rings again and circled the length for comfort.

I stared at my reflection in the glass, but I couldn’t stand looking at it for long. In it, there was a truth I would never have time to accept. 

Because I knew.

This would be the face with which I died.


WHAT’S LEFT OF A BROKEN HEART
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A girl sat alone by the cliff’s edge. She had two flower rings on her finger and a broken heart in her chest. It might have been the peak of Summer—she wouldn’t have known—but she wished for cold. The sea breeze wasn’t enough. For the first time, the girl was angry at Nature. She always saw rhythms and cycles as consolation, a reason to contradict faith and greed, but she wavered on her former beliefs. 

After all, she was just another girl whose heart had been broken, and heartbroken girls reason with no one. To them, nothing matters but what they lost and what can be done to salvage the loss. And what can be done means only one thing—having them back.

But, of course, that would never happen.

She once longed for the calamitous; some might even say she was Nature’s heartbeat. This girl with hair tainted by the sun’s gold and eyes the colour of loneliness breathed care and appreciation, but she had longed for thunder and the waves erasing the cliffs to take her away. She looked to the flickering firelights in the dimness and wondered about gods and anything that explained ghosts.

She found she no longer cared.

There was so much noise around her, but she couldn’t be sure if it wasn’t coming from inside her. She was starting to have trouble defining where her body ended, and Nature began. There was so much to feel and no one to share it with. 

The girl twirled both rings on her fingers.

She concluded the sound was coming from inside her because there was a void in the wind that would never be filled again.


TWENTY-SEVEN
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Not all blooms died from just a cut. Some grew back together, stronger than they once were. At the end of the void, there was a fundamental question about heartbreak and living: What was moving on? And what was realizing you hadn’t?


TWENTY-EIGHT
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Not a single good decision is made when a heart breaks. The pounding on the door sounded like a distant echo to the beating of my heart. 

The door opened in front of me.

Oh, I was the visitor.

Right.

“I brought flowers.”

Marjorie’s mother gave me a dubious look as if I had just told her something my face did not. Maybe she could feel the anger simmering just below the surface of my skin.

I couldn’t help but notice her weathered features and the way they suited her. Not even a grey at her temples, but her face frowned with the weight of happy memories. I was staring into Marjorie’s stolen future, and the thought made me feel a little resentment for the woman. She was a version Marjorie would never get to become.

“I didn’t pay for any,” she said with a fake smile, a hand already closing the door.

I thrust the bouquet up between us, invading her space. “It’s a small kindness.”

The woman narrowed her eyes, all pretences of kindness gone. “I want no cursed flowers of yers. What do ye want?”

Her words gave me pause. I didn’t expect them to hurt so much. But I should have, because this was the consequence of the town burning down Weeping Blooms. Gone was the only bridge I ever had to their love.

I found the strenght to speak in my grief. “I just… I want to talk about your daughter.”

Marjorie’s mother scoffed like this claim posed a great offence. “You were no friends with my daughter.” She made no move to step aside and let me in. 

Why would she? 

Tick

Tack

I was a fool. A lovesick, heartbroken fool.

Another shadow came at the door. Ginger hair, lighter than mine, popped into the frame. Her face was familiar enough for me to recognize her immediately. The sight evoked all my purpose and anger to the surface.

Ava.

“Eilidh?” She frowned.

I bit the inside of my lip, wishing this wasn’t putting a nail in my coffin. 

“What is she doing here?” Ava asked. 

“She says she brings flowers.” Marjorie’s mother turned to the girl and rolled her eyes, but not at Ava, and then retreated inside. 

My eyes followed her, but she vanished inside the house I might have known in another life. 

In that time, Ava’s gaze had found its way to the flowers and I saw there the glimpse of recognition. Her eyes met mine as if seeing me anew. As if just noticing I was glaring at her.

“I brought foxglove,” my lips trembled against the word.

“Come with me,” she said with a foot already past the threshold. 

Ava didn’t close the door completely, but her stance was territorial. 

“What did you think you were accomplishing by coming here?” She shook her head in confusion, breaking some strands from her braids. “Why are you here?”

Gods, I was barely holding the need to scream what I had to say in her face. I wet my lips. I didn’t have anything planned. It was based on impulsive thoughts. Ava was the last person I wanted to find. I came to speak to Marjorie’s mother, and that made the thought dawn on me.

I’d been ready to ask a probably still grieving mother about her daughter’s dead body.

One thing was certain. I couldn’t talk to Ava.

“Forget it, I’ll just go now.”

Ava laughed with scorn. It only served as a confirmation she was as smart as I gave her credit to be. 

I imagined Marjorie, unaware of her imminent death and her lover’s betrayal. My Marjorie, who thought being born under a lucky star would save her from all evil.

Oh no. 

That set it for me.

I grabbed her forearm and pulled her in. Before we could take another breath, our bodies were as close as the bouquet between us would allow. 

“Why did you kill her?”

Ava tried to get free, but I held her tight. In her rustle to free herself, Ava damaged some of the flowers, letting petals pluck to the floor. 

“I beg your pardon?” she barked. 

“Don’t play deaf.”

Ava’s lips trembled. Her face shifted with rage but also clear worry. She had no reason to believe this would ever be found. It’d been two years.

I let her go, afraid of what I might do with the rage pulling me in. 

“You killed her,” my voice broke.

Ava’s expression fell for a second, but then I watched as her eyes lit up with a new feeling, “Wait, did you have anything with her when she was alive?” Ava couldn’t sound more jealous if she tried, and there I saw the rage that drove her to do what she did. 

Her implication made me want to laugh, though, because maybe if it had been me, Marjorie would still be whole in ways she’d never be again. She’d still be alive. 

“No.”

“Then…” Realization dawned on Ava’s face, and she drew a step back in a mix of worry and disgust.

“Answer me. Why?”

Ava cleared her throat, her eyes darting to look around. “How do you know?”

Memories of Marjorie broke me now, but I saw her face all the same, twisting with conflict between listening to me and warning me about flowers. And foxglove. I don’t think Marjorie ever knew what Ava did. Not consciously. But her body did. 

“Marjorie hit her head, but not before she lost her senses and started convulsing, didn’t she?”

Ava was stunned, silent.

I stepped forward, stepping on the threshold and making the wood click beneath my feet.

“Why?” I croaked in rage. 

Tears sprung to life in her eyes. Her lips trembled, and she hugged her arms around herself. 

I held no pity for this girl. “Use your words, you gowk!”

The angry confession had my breath caught like a fishnet on a rock. “Because she was going to marry him, and I couldn’t take it!”

“That’s not love!” I laughed in her face. 

Ava took an aggressive step forward. “How would you know?”

The words were threatening to come out, but I kept them for myself for all I had dear.

“Flowers like you tend to die slow,” I spat.

I turned and walked away from her and that house, leaving her seething and dealing with her delusion. 

My feet walked me through memory mazes to a cold house. I could barely recognize my life once inside. There were no traces of me, no proof of the version she’d help shape. There was only silence echoing from the barren floor. The flowers on the counter my mom always let die caught my eye, and their rot brought tears to my eyes. The angry weather outside seemed to be locked in my body.

I ran upstairs while the house was still empty. My hands could barely close my bedroom door before I dashed to my mattress and searched for her in the linen. Wretched desperation continued to overflow inside me when all I found was nothingness. 

I wet the mattress with my tears and drool, screamed until my lungs could no longer. I didn’t belong here. 

Loneliness rained on me, and it poured endlessly. Its sting tasted bitter and electric. My throat ached, and I hadn’t uttered a single word. There was rain running down my neck. It seeped into my gown. I thought I hated wet clothes. They stuck to my skin like a layer I couldn’t peel off. They were a cage. I pulled against the fabric, but this overwhelming tiredness was in my bones. The sobs wouldn’t stop. Why was I thinking I was crying? Why was I wasting time thinking such a useless thing? I just wanted to think about her. If I thought enough, maybe I’d find it. Maybe I’d see I was crying for no reason. I cried so much. 

But never like this. It burnt through my aching lungs. 

I knew what this was. I’d used the word lightly before and would never make that mistake again. I laughed against the thought I could even entertain the possibility of this happening again. I would never love anyone else. I would never love again. I thought I knew what the word meant. 

Heartbreak.

It turned out I didn’t.
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At sundown, my body ached as if it were on its own deathbed, but I was silent when my mother opened my bedroom door.

“Eilidh, dear?”

The moment her eyes met mine and my state, concern edged into her features, and she sat on the mattress beside me. She reached for me, but I recoiled, not wanting to be touched. 

“What’s the matter?”

I sniffled quietly. “I want to be alone.”

“There’s a gentleman downstairs. I believe he comes with an offer.” The way my mother said it led me to believe there was more to her words.

It felt impossible to think. My body was a capsule for grief. Longing that would never be fulfilled. 

“What?”

She blinked and must have realized the state of me, because she shut the door with her back and came rushing to my bed.

“What happened, Lass?”

I shook my head, hiding it in the wet pillow. The material snuffed out the loudness in my mind, and the other pair of footsteps in the house came to me. It creaked the old panels of the first floor.  

“Is this about that lad?”

I tried to breathe against my pillow, head aching. I was so tired of this matter. 

“No, why?”

Mother seemed to ponder my words carefully before answering, “He’s downstairs.”

I turned to her in shock. “What?”

I had to have misheard her, but Mother shared the sentiment because she was looking at me like I’d forgotten how to speak human language.

“I believe he came to ask for yer hand,” she said. 

My body froze.

No.

This was not what I wanted.

But what if…

Maybe Marjorie had slipped into him. Maybe that was why Hugh was downstairs. 

Her words came back to haunt me and my hopes saying she’d never choose to possess Hugh. 

But maybe, just maybe, rules had changed, and she had no power over who she possessed.

To me, maybe is enough when it comes to you, she said once.

I all but jumped to my feet, coaxing a frightened look from my mother. 

“Let’s see him then.”

Mother frowned, the look in her expression more concerned than excited. 

“How do I look?”

Mother’s face said it all.

She urged me on and helped me look presentable. 

Five minutes later, we were walking down the stairs. My feet pulled me in, excitement and hope burning my skin. But one look into his eyes as he turned told me the truth. 

“Marjorie,” the word was past my lips before realization sunk in.

It was not her.

It was just him.

Hugh looked unremarkable in his ash-stained clothes and mussed hair. His gaze swept over his surroundings, as though he were considering what he might change about the place. He often described how much he loved to decorate around his house.

It occurred to me that this was the first time we were this close to an interaction—at my house no less. The sight would have given me pause months ago. Now it felt as though I was trying to find something interesting to note about him at all.

And it didn’t make sense. 

Why was he here? 

Why was he proposing to me?

“Is she okay?” Hugh’s father asked.

“Of course she is.” Mother rushed to stand beside me, placing her hands on my hips. Only then I realised I was barely standing. 

“Eilidh, Marjorie’s been gone for years.” My mother’s words were cautious as she leaned in to say them. 

I couldn’t muster a single word.

“Eilidh, say something,” Mother pressed. 

I smiled. Wasn’t that what they didn’t want us to do?

“What brings you here?” Mother asked. 

Hugh’s father laughed. Hugh seemed ready to leap from the window. His eyes hadn’t fallen on me once. 

“I believe the matter that brought us here no longer needs to be addressed.”

Mother’s eyes flashed with panic. 

“Please, let’s make some tea.”

Tea didn’t help. 

But there we were, sat together for a shared cup.

“I have reason to believe we were waiting for a proposal,” Mother asked with all her bluntness.

Hugh’s father cleared his throat. “Yes. My son has been accused of fornication as of late. You may know this doesn’t look good. Maybe if we sealed their deal together, rumours around them would die down. We all need that now.”

As everyone seemed to agree, I realized they were waiting for my answer. I looked at Mother, feeling defiant at the prospect of having someone taking Marjorie’s place.

“No.”

Mother looked appalled.

“No?” asked Hugh in disbelief.

His voice was a knife to the heart. It was the first thing he ever said to me, and I didn’t care.

Hugh’s voice was just another reminder.

He was not her.

She wasn’t there.

I hugged my hands under the table for strenght. “I can’t. I can’t,” I sniffed, feeling my mind break. “It hurts so much, Ma.”

Everyone looked between themselves. 

Mother was quiet. 

I knew it was time to stop, but I couldn’t. 

I simply couldn’t. Maybe it was something in the tea.

“This is female hysteria. We should send a reverend.”

“There’s no need,” urged my mother, terror lacing her voice. “Eilidh is just having a bad day, aren’t you, dear?”

I took a sip of my tea but found it too hot.

I bit my lower lip. “The worst of all.”


TWENTY-NINE
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That night, I made it to the beach. Moonlight cast harsh shadows in the sea, and it was with pure irony that I thought of Marjorie, dancing in this light, luring in men to cast her spells. Whatever magic she cast, my mind fabricated the image of her, and there she was, dancing by the shore.

“I hate you.”

Marjorie gave me one of her most precious smiles, the intimate ones that lit up her eyes with young vulnerability. “No, you don’t.”

The ghost of Marjorie’s ghost still held the roots of her personality. 

She walked along, dragging the foam on her legs. In this light, and with the men’s clothes, she looked like a pirate from the tales of the men in town. As she walked on, I saw her transform. I saw my Marjorie. She was as broken as the earth when magic split it in half. 

I dragged my fingers across the dry sand, feeling the soft pull to bury them. The night sea breeze was cold, but being here at this hour felt right. This cold was as close as I would get to her touch. 

I dragged my gaze to the shore, and there she was, still dancing on the water’s edge. The tide still failed to capture her. I kept observing her on her lonely waltz, wishing she wasn’t dancing alone.

Maybe I’d keep seeing this ghost. Perhaps there wasn’t a way to ever get rid of the ghost of your first love, even when they were a ghost to begin with. It came as a reassurance that I wouldn’t have enough time to find out because, honestly, there didn’t seem to be worse torture than growing into a version of myself and my life where hers was but a memory that didn’t feel mine anymore. 

This mirage kept staring into me, and I realized she was waiting for me to say something because there was something in my mind to say. I controlled her, after all.

“You turned fate into a foolish word,” I mumbled against the roaring wind.

Her memory didn’t shift. The colours stayed in place. She looked wrong. She didn’t look like my ghost. 

“Why love?” 

“Because you lied.”

You told me ghosts couldn’t lie. 

Marjorie stayed a while before my eyes after that. She lingered long enough to see my heart breaking all over again, but she lasted only one moment too long. Then she was gone, and I was alone on the beach, with all the consequences of a broken heart. Stray tears fell down my cheeks. I brought a hand to brush them away and smeared sand on my face. The unwanted texture and the feel of my skin drying against the elements only made it worse. I couldn’t stop crying. I’d seen many girls suffer from broken hearts, yet their pain seemed to little compared to what I was feeling. 

Marjorie left, dropping all the memories and the hurt in my lap while she moved on. I had only my words to content myself after it. No blinking hard enough brought her back. 

No.

It was just my words.

The suffocating feeling in my mind and my heart. 

And the words.

Again again.

Because you lied, I thought.

You lied

You lied

You lied

And I still love you, not a fragment less than I did before.


EPILOGUE TO FIRST LOVES AND FIRST TRAGEDIES
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A year wasn’t enough to ease the grief, and people noticed that the witch had left flowers for a girl she had never known. Eilidh made sure they were the best kind of daisies. She stayed longer in what was left of Weeping Blooms every day of the month of Marjorie’s death to tend to the flowers. She tried to rebuild the place, to make due with what she had. A small table and some flowers. A cabinet.

Eilidh Killbride still tried. She seemed too adamant to care whether people noticed.

And so they did.

The town rumoured. Her mother started another argument, and her father lashed out at her when she almost died from a quick heart. Her brother understood when she told him the truth; she would forever love him for his gentle heart.

Eilidh found herself laughing with other ghosts. 

None felt like her. 

The people she knew became mere pawns in a game she didn’t want to play anymore, and she ran to the shore, to the forest. 

Slowly, leaf by leaf, her mind became no longer. 

Pain forced her to cry, but it didn’t hold. Eilidh screamed at night. A beautiful girl screamed like a flock of birds throughout the darkest hour. Her parents were on the verge of casting her out. Pain was edged into everything there was to be done. Pain became all. 

As seasons went on, her mind hid. 

Her body would be found carrying Eilidh Killbride’s life, but people knew something had changed. The girl that they knew to be a witch was back. 

Only stronger. 

Madder. Sometimes, insanity becomes a consequence. 

One day, there was simply no trace of her. Her soul had long run to the forest. It hid there. It remembered. 

Outside of Nature and solitude, Eilidh was not kind, and the times were dark for the likes of them. Girls finding refuge in forests, laughing at dandelions and speaking with the winds. Girls with a broken heart or a grieving one—what was even the difference? Innocent minds pained by life. Nature sought to protect them and angered the winds and the tides. 

A useless effort against the will of men. 

In the innermost parts of Eilidh’s mind, where sanity still resided, Eilidh knew she was living on borrowed time when the New Church came. 

The signs on pub walls turned to stands on the streets, carried by men with crosses around their necks. They gathered people, speaking of being a good Lamb of the Lord and helping the New Church. People listened intently, for Preacher Caedan helped to spread the word. They spoke of Heaven and Hell and witches. Of girls like Eilidh. 

“The Land must be cleansed! Death to the witch, the Devil’s whores!” 

Screams.

What were they afraid of?

She laughed.

They asked for the names of the Devil’s daughters. The town spoke of the List. 

Her mother opened the door. 

Only moments from it, Eilidh had felt a pull in her heart telling her to run. 

Run.

Somewhere. Anywhere. Just not Aberdeen. She couldn’t stay in town. The pull came with a familiar scream of her old fear, pushing her lost mind to do as she was told. Deep within, she trusted. Her sensibility might well have been a hatred trait of hers when she was sane, but now that madness had claimed her mind, she allowed herself to follow her senses. 

She didn’t follow anything but.

So Eilidh ran. She escaped her house. No one saw her. Maybe the ghosts helped. Maybe they loved her despite her ever-irritated posture towards them.

They possessed the men’s bodies and made them cry. They evoked fire and touched them with burning fingers. The men left, calling Eilidh the demoness of demons and engraved her name in the town’s folk chants that would still be sung centuries afterwards. 

All the while, the pull kept drawing her body in. It made her run to the deepest parts of the forest, the darkest holes no one would dare venture, either for cowardice or legend. Eilidh did, laughing all the while. Her body felt light. 

Despite the urging pulling her, she had never been more at peace. As she waited, she played with the moths and traced her fingers through rocks and dirt. She bruised her knees as she fell carelessly and laughed with the greenery and the fauna. Her bare feet tingled against the moss. 

Eilidh waited as the pull pressed on her chest. She couldn’t wait forever. They would come. They would find her. 

Twilight swallowed the afternoon tints of the forest, perusing the tracks and the wild bushes for traces of life that shouldn’t be left outside at those hours. It had made an allegiance with the men, for they promised more time where it could stretch around the world. 

Its dark fingers searched, hungry, carrying with them the omen of its betrayal of Nature. The animals grew distressed, and the wild thickened to provide cover, but the war that had just started was already lost to the darkness. 

The numbers of the devoted grew like ivy in haunted sights. The darkness weighed in the way light couldn’t. It laughed in a sick way, opening the path of the torches to the laughing girl in a cave, hid by a force that would never be named again. The latter pressed her to run one last time, but it was confused. 

The force knew there wasn’t a haven for the girl, and there wouldn’t be for a long time. In the deepest, darkest corners of the earth, they would find her. That’s how deep the devotion went. And Eilidh wouldn’t go further than her forest, or she’d done it already. There was too much keeping her here.

She belonged in this forest.

Eilidh was found with a shriek and a childlike laugh. Her hands were bound, and her face slapped time and time again. Blood ran from her mouth, and as they carried her away, it spilled on the dirt. Hurt started twisting her, but madness held her tight. 

By dawn, they reached town. 

By midday, she was up in a pyre.

She was not alone.

There were rotten bodies around her, faces she couldn’t recognize anymore. There were living bodies, too. Screaming ones. The sight was hellish if hell was even a place. Eilidh didn’t believe in it. 

But the mob around them did. Their faces were twisted into anger, not deviating from what she already knew. There were crosses on their hands and they spoke of God and the Lord. They spoke of their sins. They called them witches, and the girls were judged without fairness’ consent. 

Fear had spread like the plague, and Aberdeen no longer looked like the place where she had been born. Men grabbed people like wildfire, gathered them in pyres and lit them. 

The town smelled of roasted flesh, and the children cried. Ropes littered the streets. Smoke dried the air, the forests screamed. 

The girls screamed along as fire kissed their feet, ravished their skirts, and bit their cheeks. Their bodies died one by one, yet their souls cried for help long after it was done. Some lingered. 

The town would be haunted forever. 

Celeste would be the worst ghost. 

She panicked, cried all the while. Blood would soon be missing from the girls’ dressings. 

Oh, but what was to burn one more time? 

Unthinkable pain made her mind return at last, but it lasted for such a short time. Eilidh thought she imagined it at all. Fire kissed her skin, but it didn’t burn. 

It did.

It just couldn’t hurt her. There were hands framing her face. Blissful cold that took away the sparks of kindle marring her cheeks and the sting of her tears. 

A cold that should not belong. 

She could feel her lips parting with the weight of all the questions she would never have time to ask. 

A ghost stood before her eyes. 

Her ghost.

Marjorie’s face was pure torment. She might still be a ghost, but Eilidh could feel the tremor in her hands as she still held her. Didn’t she know that there were flames reaching her feet? Didn’t Marjorie know she was just a ghost?

Eilidh didn’t want Marjorie to see her like this.

Marjorie should be gone.

But Marjorie wasn’t, and Eilidh felt no pain when there were real flames threatening to burn through her shoes. Before her, Marjorie’s energy flickered, and she trembled like she was in pain.

Oh.

Eilidh shook her head in disbelief.

Oh no.

There was no pain because Marjorie Saint James was taking it all away. 

Their voices came back to her like scattered dandelions in the harsh Autumn wind. They might have been the embers before her eyes. 

I’m afraid, she’d said.

Of what? 

Dying in pain.

Dying like this haunted Marjorie as well.

Eilidh remembered Marjorie’s silence when they talked about her own death. Marjorie’s terror still protagonised her nightmares. She couldn’t let her do this.

“Marj—” Eilidh pleaded, her voice nothing but the hoarse whisper she could manage. 

Marjorie looked down at the flames and then at her eyes like she was doing it for the last time. 

No.

“Anchor me,” she whispered.

No.

Not like this.

Eilidh struggled against her bindings, to no avail. She could see that Marjorie noticed what Eilidh was trying to do, though. Marjorie didn’t hide the tears blossoming at the corners of her eyes at what she was about to do.

No.

“Envy me wherever you go. Hate me. I don’t care,” Marjorie breathed against her mouth. “Just, please, remember me.”

No.

Eilidh’s hands were tied. She was strung to a pire. There was enough wood at her feet to warm the town through the whole of winter.

She looked at the approaching flames, and she knew.

Eilidh Kilbride was about to die. 

That had always been her fate. That was everyone’s fate. And she was different in all the ways that mattered, and she was loved for it. 

Marjorie’s lips crashed upon hers as fate consumed her at last. 

The wind took hold. 

The fire was fed.

Eilidh didn’t care for the disapproval and hatred of the crowd gathered around the pyres. Despair transpired from their burning skin, saturated their tears. She accepted the flames because she knew there had never been another fate for the likes of her. Even Nature knew deep down that nothing would change their daughter’s fate.

It was a ghost who took it all away.

Marjorie burned as the flames reached her legs and the hands that were once created from death itself. Eilidh remembered the last arrangement she had made. What a shame she’d never be able to make one again. 

That was her only regret in this life.  

The last thing Eilidh felt was the burn of Marjorie’s kiss essence reaching to protect her heart.

A new priest spoke of their sins one last time. He rambled about the right to eternal life. But what could be more eternal than a love that lasted a lifetime? 

Beyond? 

In between? 

There was a ghost dying again so that the girl she loved wouldn’t. She was burning alive because it was a choice and it wasn’t. But Eilidh couldn’t feel Marjorie any longer, much less hear the new priest. 

She had fallen asleep, embraced in love’s arms. 

It had been love hugging her to death. Not flames or pain.

Her body died knowing her and Hugh’s affair was condemned and not understood, while a love far as innocent was deadlier than a match—either it being that of Nature or Marjorie’s. 

Her last breath missed her before she could think that her truest love could only exist in impossibility.

Eilidh Killbride would only be accepted in another vessel, another way of speaking and seeing the world. Another name and birth. If Marjorie were a figment of her imagination, one that no one knew about, she would be allowed to love her. If she didn’t love Nature so much, the town would have taken her in. If corkiness weren’t part of her personality, people would have loved her. If she wasn’t born with the sensibility to see ghosts… 

If Eilidh weren’t herself, she would be allowed to live. As it was, her body rotted. Nature kissed fresh wind into her cheeks as a farewell. 

Eilidh didn’t find Marjorie across the wind. 

No, that was not to be their story.

Soon, the ghost was free of her vessel, unable to follow the trail of her lover’s soul. 

Her dead heart broke in agony. Marjorie fell on her knees over the burnt logs of the pire, looking up at a face she could no longer recognize. The wind picked up the flames that couldn’t get enough of her and created the most horrid portrait Marjorie would ever witness. 

Some dust fell on her essence, and it burned her. 

Not dust. Ash. 

Marjorie’s scream was a sharp, stifled thing.

Her Eilidh was nothing but bones and a memory only she could remember. 

The anchorless ghost broke like a storm at sea, so distant she felt lost. She hugged her arms to what was left of the girl she loved. She felt angry that she couldn’t feel the scent of what had been done to her. She trembled with a kind of rage so strong it would haunt the entire town. A kind of despair blindsighted by the rules of nature.

Her eyes found the rings on Eilidh’s fingers, the only pieces of a fire this big left untouched. Nature’s last gift to her daughter. But everything else…

Eilidh’s beautiful hair was gone. Her smile. Charred blisters bubbled on what was left of her cheeks, causing Marjorie to look away for a moment. But in doing so, her gaze befell the town that killed the girl she loved. 

Her beloved town. 

No one saw a thing.

No one could see her.

No one but the ghosts of the other girls who looked on. 

“Marjorie?” Jane croaked.

Behind her, the ghosts' confusion loomed. Marjorie couldn’t care less about them. She lunged forward again, diving into flames that could no longer hurt her, no matter that they were already dying. 

“I love you,” Marjorie sobbed. 

Thinking the words might help her move on for good, the girl kept sobbing them past her lips.

But they didn’t work.

Marjorie knew what her sacrifice meant.

In choosing to save Eilidh from her painful death, she lost her anchor in this world. Eilidh was gone. Utterly gone. Marjorie knew it meant she would never be able to move on herself.

The girl who just wanted to live would be forever stuck in her death. And she didn’t regret it. Marjorie would burn again if she must. It was the curse of a love immortal, but she’d gladly take it for Eilidh’s peace.

Marjorie’s only regret was that this was the end of their story, and what a sad one it was. None of them would ever grow old or build a house on the hill. Maybe in another life. In this one, two matching rings of rot were all that was left of a love that would never be remembered by anyone but ghosts. 

And so Marjorie Saint James became the girl who could see ghosts, forever sentenced to haunting for one she would never be able to find.
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ONE DAY IN WINTER YOU GROW UP
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A young girl sat next to her mother during Sunday service. Her eyes were drawn to the flapping of wings of the lonely moth hovering in front of the stained glass. Patterns of angels threading large battles with demons were carved with deep slashes on the glass, and the tiny creature flitted about the scene as if searching for a way out. It hovered up and down, confused in its path. 

Pages turned at the altar.

Glass clinked in preparation. 

Footsteps drew near.

The candles burned faster on the pew as the breeze caught up.

Crackle

The moth took a tumble. 

A voice scared the small moth. Maybe it was the fire. She wasn’t sure.

They must both be put to death, Father Caedan said, for they are guilty of a capital offence.

Crackle

The sound came from her heart. Maybe it was her innocence. She couldn’t be certain.

Why?

She knew that was the day an awful realization would set in. 

They were deep into Winter, but the atmosphere inside the church felt thick with human sweat and the few candles burning. She thought the creature would never find its way out, as was the way of insects. 

And so she imagined its death. The glass would burn its wings before it died. The girl couldn’t imagine a worse pain. 

That was the first time Marjorie Saint James was scared of death. 

It felt terrifying, the prospect of not existing anymore. 

They were sitting at their usual places on the second row. They were Mother’s favourite, and people would leave them vacant in case they arrived late to the service. Her family was never late, though. Her mother would get too angry if they did, and because she did all to appease the young girl’s father, who loved her mother most of all, she could never give her a reason to. 

The girl cast her eyes down, trying to distract herself through the soft echoes of the church. The voices in her mind were louder.

No one noticed that something was wrong with the girl. The curse of faces hid feelings well, but it also saved her from having to explain the sadness and confusion that raged inside her like a yell from a future she wouldn’t be able to stop. 

The girl had to find a way to feel better on her own. She knew she would never find comfort in her parents’ arms in this. She saw in the serene way her Mother listened to Father Caedan speak that even if she guarded a part of her mind to doubt, her certainty of his words was deeply rooted. This was the line between the bond of a mother and an adult woman with her individuality. 

And a father would always be a man. 

After the service ended, her parents were hasty about going home. Her aunt’s birthday was coming up and they were organizing a small gathering for her in a few days. The girl spent her days helping around the house. Even though all she wanted to do was help her father outside. 

It seemed so much fun to create something with her bare hands, and so she pressed her mother for it. Father loved to do his woodwork, and she wanted to learn from him. To her surprise, her mother obliged and told everyone her daughter was building a birdhouse for her aunt. The girl wanted to create a small sanctuary inside, and she had the idea to ask at the church for a blessed item to store inside. 

Her parents were waiting at the front of the church as she urged to the back to go grab the figurine she was promised. 

Her feet halted suddenly when she passed one of the Sisters talking in hush tones with a woman she didn’t know. It wasn’t them that caught her attention, but the small girl by the woman’s side. 

The girl was clutching a rosary in her hands like a weapon against the invisible force keeping her eyes forward. She followed the girl’s gaze but found nothing that could justify the expression on her face. Her features were twisted in fright. It was the case to say the girl looked like she’d seen a ghost. Her small fingers twisted the rosary on her fingers absently and she noticed there were daisies tied to it. Beautiful flowers, she thought. Did she do that herself? So odd. 

The girl didn’t know her name, but she knew the only thing that mattered. 

She didn’t want to be like her.


ONE DAY IN SPRING YOU LIVE
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Girls with no secrets leap onto table tops and clack their heels on the wood. They are not afraid to upset the pub’s owner because he’s clapping his hands along with everyone else watching. It didn’t matter that they were female in a world that would always be of men.

Cheers motivate the thunder at their feet and the exertion in their legs. These girls move fast because the night is young, and they love the feel of life on their skin. Even the flames crackling softly under the harsh fiddle notes rise to watch them.

Droplets of beer wet their skin and clothes when a pair of hands shoots out to give them a beer cup in a hasty move.

Yes, they chanted for one, and so one came.

More liquid falls as they take a large sip. The fat drops run down their delicate chin and land on the surface of the table. The bitter taste is the best thing they ever savoured.

No sourness is enough to cast thunder over these girls’ lives. Theirs is an existence of unfiltered joy and energy.

It was not to say that they never faced hardship. Maybe the secret lay in how they dealt with it, the moon they’d been born under, or in a rare material with which their skin had been made. Whichever the case, the truth remained that if some girls were born to be adored, I was one of them.

My name was Marjorie Saint James, but it might have been Tilde or Abigail. Some girls could put up the performance. I was one of them. It didn’t make me a better person, but it saved me.

It let me live. But I was human enough to want more.

I wanted love.

Truth.

I was quick to remind myself of the ghost’s pain of crying on the pews. I remembered even more vividly the fear of being seen. 

It was an easy thing to learn.

Warriors took shields to battle. Priests wore habits to preach. I wore gowns I didn’t like and a smile. I succeeded in being more than a woman was meant to be in my time, and that was my luck.

I made everything matter little and gave importance to what had none. Seasons go by faster than your youth, so after as many as for me to lose count, I’d grown up, and I’d forgotten the pull of why it had mattered so much at one point. I loved everything I had around me. I cared little for the fleetingness of what couldn’t be certain. That was how I became a girl with no secrets, which just meant I had at least one that could have me killed, one I managed to hide away like something under a loose but frozen-over floorboard.

Because that’s the only way for girls to have no secrets.

They must convince everyone they don’t.

Marjorie Saint James mastered this art. There was a spell she never cast in her voice. A raspy, confident slur in her speech. Her words trapped everyone in like moths on a fire, and her skin lured people in. She wasn’t some creature from some folk tale, but she might have been, and she would have lived an entire lifetime unscathed by her secret truth.


ONE DAY IN SUMMER YOU BROKE A HEART
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A girl sat on a tree with a letter in her hands. Her friends braided flowers in each other’s hair down on the tree’s outgrowth. It was a day in Summer like any other. Days always feel ordinary, even when they are one of the worst in someone’s life. That day, the girl sitting on the tree was about to break someone’s heart, and this her friends couldn’t see. 

“They say they strangled the women to death!” Cassandra shrieked a little too loud.

Marjorie looked down to where her friends were sitting in their circle and casting frightened looks at one another.

“No! I heard they drowned her,” objected Sorcha.

Claire plastered her hands on her lap, her tell when she prepared to act as the attenuator. “It might have been more than one woman. The stories are coming from everywhere in the South. Not all of them are women, though.”

The girls traded a look.

“Witches, some are calling them,” Jane said. “They say they can cast storms so fright the entirety of the crops die.”

Claire gasped in horror. 

“Did you know, Marjorie?” Elspet yelled to the top of the tree.

She did.

Her mother and her friends discussed the matter often enough now. Women were in the line of fire for the judgments of faith, and Marjorie was a smart girl. She knew such violence didn’t need strong accusations.

At her friends’ pertinent reminder, Marjorie’s entire skin felt layered with ice at the thought of anyone finding out about her and Ava. She knew with absolute certainty that all her life as she knew it would end, and Marjorie adored her life.

Marjorie’s entire existence was the encouragement to be loud, and she owned it. Marjorie took what she was given and wasn’t afraid to ask for more. It was weird to remember that she had reasons to be quiet. 

It was an easy choice to make. 

Marjorie was going to break this girl’s heart, even if it came with the promise of a tender scarring in hers. 

That night, she nestled in the comfort of her covers when the girl came to see her. Pebbles on the window she ignored. Eventually, the silence that nestled in the folds of her bedsheets and the fissures in her new house made her night even darker. 

Why was she doing this? 

Why?

The persistent question kept her from sleep. No matter how much pain in her heart, sensations faded, she knew. Ava came into her life like any other heartache. She would soon leave. No pain was eternal. More deeply rooted than that was the understanding that Marjorie knew what others would answer, and theirs was a reason better than hers ever would be.


ONE DAY IN AUTUMN YOU DIE
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One day in Autumn, I remember sitting by the crackling fire and thinking I would never die. My name was Marjorie Saint James, and everything felt possible. 

I was just waiting for the hour to meet the girls at St Patrick’s, but I wasn’t alone. I don’t think I ever was. 

Elspet had come by, wanting to talk about her feelings for the boy she had her eyes set on. It was a complicated matter because this boy, Michael Traill, was her best friend’s lover not so long ago. As troublesome as it was, my mind was having a hard time resisting the pull of other matters. Elspet wasn’t important enough to me to grab my attention for so long. This was one of my worst traits, I knew. It felt like a terrible affliction with no cure, in the sense that I never seemed to care enough to find one. 

“Cassandra will understand,” I found myself saying. “There’s nothing worse than not being able to walk away proudly from a match that is wrong for you.”

Maybe I was a little mean. I certainly always was when I felt bored. 

“Please, Marjorie,” Elspet’s voice cracked. “What would you do?”

“I told you, dear. Reason with her that this goes beyond you because it does. Aren’t your fathers' close friends?”

Elspet nodded, and she looked so torn I feared her neck would crack like a broken dove.

Our fingers were interlaced, and I drew circles over Elspet’s tanned skin, trying to comfort her. She was beautiful, but my mind had never gone there when it came to her. It was, of course, not every girl that awakened feelings in me. 

Elspet had her head cast down, and her soft features were stricken by harsh shadows from the firelight and the oil lamps. The light outside ended three hours ago. We arrived just as the sunset finished. 

If I was honest, I was sick of this conversation. I opened my arms, and her eyes lit up with relief when I said, “Come here.”

Elspet was two years younger than me, putting her at seventeen. She was part of my friend group; we grew up together since our mothers were such close friends. In truth, it didn’t make much sense to consider any of us grew up apart from every other girl or boy our age in town. Elspet and I weren’t as close as we might have been though. I couldn’t say I knew her intimately, but I knew enough to predict the rest of her life. 

She was seventeen and on to marry Michael. The marriage would grant her a comfortable life where she could keep her devotion to prayer and gather us for tea in her spare time. Elspet was often sick with colds that put her to bed for days on end. One day, her second child would probably be the reason to take her. She would be in her early thirties. It felt like such a short time. 

Absurdly enough, this was the root of my thought. There was nothing that scared me more than a life like hers. 

My mind wandered a few times to how I felt like a trivial piece in a hunt. It was as if everyone expected me to be there for them to find, so I couldn’t make sense of a reality in which people would stop looking for me.

Being alive for me was a constant of more. 

And in my experience, there always was. I was important. I was needed. I was seen. This certainty. This elatedness. It was my life, and I loved every second of it.

It was so easy to believe laws would change for me. 

That afternoon might have been a capsule in time, but I was certain I would never die. 

What it would be, to live a life of potential, and not this constant elation? 

A knock sounded at the front door, rousing me from the wells of my mind. 

Finally.

Elspet extricated herself from my embrace, and our gazes met in the poor light. She looked calmer now, as if all she needed was a long hug. 

I didn’t want to be a bad friend. I wanted to be deserving of everyone’s attention. Even Elspet’s.

I reached to tug her hands in mine and smiled at her.

“Everything will turn out just right.”

“Thank you, Marj.”

I learned the power of adoration from my mother. In truth, she gave it to me because my mother was as loved as I was in town. It was a gift passed on through blood. 

And I knew I’d carry it to my grave. 

I planted my hands on my legs excitedly. “Now, time to go.”

We pushed to our feet and I tugged her hand in mine before we met our friends. Elspet’s lips pressed softly together in a confident smile. 
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“Meet me in our place tomorrow,” Ava whispered in my ear as our bodies brushed in a twirl. 

My heart thundered in my chest as I kept dancing.

St Patrick’s was overcrowded. Preparations for Autumn’s Festivities were tiring everyone, drawing the need to enjoy good ale before the day ended. To the youth of Aberdeen, St Patrick’s was our usual routine, another of our places and time to enjoy our youth before it settled with a ring on our fingers and other expectations. 

I looked around in fright, mindful of the cocoon of bodies in the space that felt suddenly too small. 

Ava knew how I felt when she was reckless like this. She was blatantly putting us at risk. 

We’d been estranged for a few weeks, and I had been telling everyone we had a huge fallout that was to be blamed on our differences. I told everyone we’d been growing apart and only just realized how lethal and long those branches had become. Everyone was nosy enough to want to know more, but I had been managing to keep my truth, and as far as I knew, Ava was keeping hers.

It was for the best. Soon, I would marry Daniel, and my life would change. A large part of me looked at my mother’s life and found no reason to worry. I would be tied to a man. It also meant that, for the first time in my life, I knew I had to enjoy my freedom while I could. 

I was losing time.

Ava and I were not meant to be. We started to bring each other down when our relationship went from platonic to something else. It was nothing or all too consuming, and that meant only one thing. 

It was too dangerous. 

More than that, I was Marjorie, but she wasn’t, and if everyone knew anything in this life it was how to overhear a secret. 

I pulled her hands in mine and twirled her in my arms.

We were just friends.

Hide it. 

But people were looking, curiosity winning the best of them. Already, I could feel my skin heating like only her words or the prospect of others finding out did. I used the excuse of the dance to meet her eyes and hope they said what we already discussed.

We couldn’t.

It was over.

We’re not good for one another. Not in that way.

I can’t love you anymore.

I did this to protect us.

Ava might have read all these in my eyes, but hers still turned to slits. Oh no. Entire places reverberated Ava’s mood when she was mad, but if she could avoid causing a scene, she would. 

“It’s so crowded in here,” she all but yelled. “I need some fresh air.”

I signalled our friends that we were heading outside while Ava feigned looking sick and was already three steps further into the wailing crowd. 

I bit hard on my tongue to reign in the urge to laugh at her pretend. No good would come of laughing at anyone’s expense when they were mad, and I still did it sometimes. 

Smart people were still entitled to be fools once in a while. 

“Ava, we must put this behind us,” I said when I found her eyes in the dimness and her hands.

I turned her to me, letting go as fast as I caught them.

She looked at the ghost of the movement like I’d slapped her. 

“No.”

“Ava.”

“Don’t look at me like this is pointless.”

I threw my arms open. “But it is!” 

“Just meet me,” she breathed, the sound of her voice straight out of the end of a long, harsh winter. “One last time.”

Ava didn’t wait for an answer. She started the path towards her house. I watched her walk up to where the turn of the crossroad swallowed her silhouette. 

And then she was gone. 

As if she was the tether giving importance to the night, my attention wandered to every other detail I was careless to forget about when she had my heart beating like a wild beast for freedom inside my chest. 

Around me, the oil lamps were tired but still flickered. I stepped on a puddle that didn’t look like rain. I shuddered, realizing the night was cold.

It was Autumn, after all.

I had to go inside.

But as I turned, another silhouette caught my attention.

Eilidh Killbride sat on a lonely bench by the pub’s wall. Soft candlelight drank her features in soft shadows. I could only think that it was cold and she was alone, but the girl didn’t seem to mind. She looked absorbed in what she was doing. Her fingers twiddled with something, and because of the light I could see the distinctive shape of a flower. She was twisting the caule, though, giving it a round shape. It looked like a ring.

How odd. 

Beautiful, odd girl.

“Marjorie!” Sorcha’s voice broke me from my reverie, and I found my way inside. My eyes locked on the lads asking for more ale. My attention stayed on their clothes, their torn shirts and the glints of the hair on their chests.

Longing pulled in my heart. Not for them, but what they were. I spent an entire life wearing fabrics that never felt right. What would it be to wear their clothes every day with no judgment?

Maybe I could.

I wanted to. Every time I came close to undress a boy, I got lost in thinking about their clothes and their bodies. 

There was nothing I liked more than wearing what I should not. 

I pushed the thoughts away before they could go deeper roots I couldn’t afford. 

“Where’s Ava?” as she tunnelled her way into my line of vision. 

“She went home.”

Cassandra frowned. “Is she okay?”

“She was just feeling off the weather.”

Ava’s house was just around the corner. 

“But she⁠—”

Nosy girl.

“Has Elspet talked to you about Michael?”

“About Michael?”

“They’re to marry.”

Cassandra’s eyes lit up with fire. It seemed to consume her entire being. She didn’t seem to notice me anymore. Her eyes were set on Elspet and Michael talking at the bar, and I saw the moment she realized she’d seen the painting all wrong. 

“Cassandra, wait.”

But she was already gone.

Sorcha was already there, her face light with the pull of inebriation. I accepted the large cup handed my way and didn’t hold back on taking the largest sip I could. Nothing could erase the feeling in my heart. Beer was always my friend when it came to dulling it for a while, but I had been too ambitious this time. Sorcha tapped my back, laughing at my expense.

“Sorcha,” I cracked. 

“I thought you a bigger girl, Marj.”

I frowned and took another one from the pile in front of me at the bar. This time, I sipped everything in one gulp. Sorcha’s eyes widened, and her mouth turned into a large oh. I shook the dizzying feeling away. I just needed to give the beer time to work in my blood. 

I followed Sorcha to our crowd. They were at the bar, casting fool jokes. Jason and Louise got up to dance as the rest of the conversation raised to include me, but there was little anyone could do to earn my attention. 

My eyes were frightful wanderers that night. Lackeys to the pulls of my heart. They found a much better recipient for my attention these days. The object of my desires and my unending questions.

Across the window, Eilidh Killbride danced in the gloom, picking flowers from bushes that seemed to have bloomed none. I was standing before I could stop myself, and walking. 

Towards the door. 

My feet nearly slipped on the wet surface beneath my shoes, but I managed to find myself in Daniel’s arms instead. 

I laughed in tune with his happiness and accepted his silent invitation. Inside, I twirled into Daniel’s arms, unaware of the fate that would shortly await me, and watched the future that would never be mine turning into a ghost in my mind. 
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The next day, I met Ava at the swallow of the old oak tree a few miles short of Lover’s Lare. 

Our spot.

“Sit with me. I brought food. I tried something new.”

Knowing this was important to her, I did. 

It took only three seconds before hello bled into an argument.

“This is all we do. You get jealous of something you can never have, and we end up here.”

Ava always had another argument. So I stayed and tried to listen. But all I felt was tired.

Tears ran down my face, but it didn’t hurt anymore. In fact, it was hard to feel anything at all. I shifted my position on the grass but had to grab for the trunk’s support next to me. Dizziness like I never knew took over me. 

I was barely aware that Ava was still talking. I wasn’t listening anymore. All my efforts were put into trying to understand the rush of sensations in my body.

Haze.

Lightness.

My skin did not feel like my own.

Pain.

Ava, too, felt quiet.

Afraid she’d see my silence as unbotheredness, I managed to find the strength to speak. 

“Give it a year,” I struggled. “Maybe two. They will be upon us.”

Ava looked at me like she couldn’t believe I was so faithless.

Maybe I was.

I didn’t care. 

I physically couldn’t. 

“Let’s go back, I’m not feeling okay.”

Ava didn’t argue, but she didn’t seem to see my discomfort. Maybe I didn’t look how I felt. I couldn’t bring her to my house, though. Ava was too temperamental to trust her alone with my mother in this state. It was a short walk. I could manage it. 

It took ten minutes before I saw black.

I tumbled. 

Sounds faded away. Seasons fell into one another. And then they snapped back for a last instant.

Crack

I broke my lover’s heart, and that was the price of my life, but I would have never known it if it hadn’t been for a girl with flowers in her mind and otherness in her veins.


To the girls who would have died screaming for a love lost.

But also for the girls who have a type for ghosts.

Don’t waste your love.

They’re always stuck on something.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear reader,

To some extent, I hope this story made you feel seen. From a young age, I adored being called a ‘witch’ and looked forward to Halloween to wear a costume. It was shortly after that I understood ‘witch’ wasn’t such a good word. I think a part of my childlike innocence died that day.

I wanted to write Eilidh in a way that allowed me to talk about consequences, faith, greed, humanity’s atemporal flaws, and even my own. Even if Eilidh cannot be considered a truthful representation of my character, most of who she is is based on my life experiences and personality. Things like the invisible brand we all carry that has nothing to do with choice or upbringing.

In this, I think this piece encapsulates complex and triggering feelings that fester some of my days with loneliness, envy, and the feeling that no matter how you try, you can’t escape the nature of your soul. Growing up, I was always on the hunt for reasons to justify why it was not okay to be who I was, and I fought them. For some reason, no matter how long a change lasted, I always ended up back in my room alone. It’s hard to feel you have anyone to blame but yourself. 

It’s not always easy to know what to make of these emotions or patterns, so one of the ways I found to take my power back is to try to understand them through my writing. To you, dear reader, if you resonated with Eilidh or even Marjorie, I hope you take some power back in feeling seen. I wanted this story to feel as fictional as love deserves to be. What is meant for you will always find you, and it will fight hell and back to stay with you. Marjorie was a love letter to my ex-girlfriend, but also to every girl who wants to be chosen. 

Not less importantly, I wished to wrap the unfairness of these times for women in a tight knot with the wrongs that still haunt the present day. Make no mistake: society plays a big role in the extent of our freedom. I think the original concept that led me to write this story was this. Eilidh and Marjorie’s story is a metaphor for how loving other women as a woman is only accepted as long as it remains impossible.


THE WITCHCRAFT ACTS


Although this book should not be taken as an accurate representation of history or the witch craze in Scotland, I drew significant inspiration from academic sources and historical records of the period. I’d like to share with you two influential records that shaped centuries of witch persecution.

The Scottish Witchcraft Act, 1563

Under this Act, both the practice of witchcraft and consulting with witches were considered capital offences. A death sentence was only carried for those who caused harm to an individual, and lesser offences regarding witchcraft were punishable by imprisonment. This act resulted in a century and a half of witch hunts throughout Scotland. However deaths it caused, it comes as curious to many that this act is considered brief and does not clarify what a witch is and what constitutes witchcraft. 

Witchcraft Act, 1604

Under this Act, it becomes a capital offence to invoke evil spirits or commune with familiar spirits. A distinction between major and lesser offences is still made, but there’s a clear focus on the demonic and evil nature of witchcraft and a witch’s relationship with the devil.


GHOSTING ME SO SOON?
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If you enjoyed this book, consider leaving a review. That way, you ensure more readers get to know Eilidh and Majorie’s story (and hopefully suffer the way you did, am I right?).

Places where you can leave a review:

Amazon

Fable

Goodreads

Storygraph

Or your online @!

If you want to stay up to date with more haunting news and my future releases, consider signing up for my newsletter at https://isabellelarken.squarespace.com/

And if you want to haunt me yourself, you can do it here:

Instagram @isabellelarkenauthor

TikTok @isabellelarken


ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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lives in a town near the ocean, where the sun is abundant and the weather is never too sad. Yet, she’s felt the pull to the forest all her life. She grew up loving dress-ups, spells, and stories. She has a bachelor’s degree in communications and a not-so-secret wish to break your heart. She is the happiest when someone takes her to see the most beautiful forests there are and when you let her rant about astrology.
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