
WILD HORSES 

Marie was only fifteen when her mother died. There was a month left to her sixteenth, and her ma had scraped 

together enough money to let her pick some fabric for a new dress. It was going to be a dusky blue, with 

flowers embroidered on the collar in pretty silver thread. At night when Marie was curled up in their bed, her 

ma would sit in the chair and work tiny stitches by dim candlelight. Marie wasn’t supposed to see it before it 

was finished and ready on her birthday, but sometimes she’d sneak glances from under the covers when her 

ma was looking down. It was going to be beautiful.  

But the dress was never finished. The crocuses were set out neatly on the collar, proud soldiers in rows, but 

it and the sleeves were never attached to the bodice. Her ma liked to have things done in advance, liked to be 

on the lookout for any little problems and would have had it done in a week; she’d have made Marie try it on 

with her eyes shut and tucked in and tailored it until it fitted perfectly. It was what her ma did: any time 

there was a deadline, she’d work to completion a day before, just in case something happened. Just in case. 

As it turned out, the problem wasn’t a ripped seam or a cracked button, but a window smashed in the middle 

of the night. Marie woke up with her ma shaking her and hissing, get under the bed quick. Her eyes were 

bleary and her head hurt but she didn’t argue, just slipped under the frame slick as a shadow and pressed 

her eyes tight shut and held her breath as her ma tried to stay calm. 

Please this is all I have just take it take it all and go please— 

You got a daughter I seen her, a harsh deep voice said, the voice of a man that she didn’t recognise, where is 

she you hiding her. 

She’s not here it’s just me she’s on the other side of town seeing a friend I’m alone I swear to God above I’m 

alone.  

They didn’t believe her. The room was small and sparse, and it was less than a minute before there were 

hands scrabbling at Marie’s clothes and pulling at her hair.  

You lying bitch, one of the men spat, slapping her ma hard across the face; silently, Marie began to cry. 

When one of them reached for Marie’s nightgown, her ma became hard and feral, spitting at them and clawing 

at their faces. Don’t you touch her I’ll kill you I’ll fucking kill you—and then her ma didn’t talk any more. 

Marie didn’t see what happened, just heard a dark wet noise like water over a stone, and then she was pushed 

to the bed. All she could do was scream and scream until she had no voice left in her. 

Some things were fixed. One of the neighbours boarded up the window for her, a bit of scrap wood and nails 

he said he had lying around, no need to pay me darlin don’t you even think about it. Marie couldn’t afford a 

new mattress, so the lady next door who had a rasping voice and the skin peeling from her arms helped her 

to flip it over. She scrubbed and scrubbed at the floor for days, but still the stain remained ragged and uneven 

set into the wood. In the end, she picked up a carpet offcut from the market for cheap, dark green with pink 

flowers all over; she trimmed the fraying edges as best she could and laid it over the marks. At night when 

she lay in bed alone in the dark, she could hear her ma’s blood pulsing under the rug, beating a ghostly 

rhythm—thump thump thump. Dead dead dead. 

When her clothes stopped fitting, there was no money for new ones. The only work she could get was 

alterations, patching up little holes in shirts and jackets that people could have done themselves. It was 



charity, really, because they looked into her sad eyes and saw a childhood cut short and did what they could, 

which in the end wasn’t much. No-one here had anything much to give. So she dug through the heavy trunk 

at the end of the bed that held everything they owned, and took out her ma’s old dresses, floral and loose and 

swampy on her stick arms. Two months before, one of the ladies her ma used to sew skirts for had come to 

collect for the last time, and slipped Marie a bag of dark leaves. She’d wrapped the girl in a tight embrace and 

said, take it every day for a week and it’ll flush out anything you don’t want. Like she was told, Marie brewed 

and strained it and choked it down. It tasted of mint and dirt, but it did no more than cramp her stomach so 

badly that it left her bent over in bed for days.  

Like the sun finds a path between the mountains, the baby began to crack from her body a month before it 

was meant to. The pain and the panic merged into a frantic bundle inside her, and it was all she could do to 

drag herself to the neighbour across the way and throw herself down at the threshold; Louise opened the door 

after a minute and didn’t say a word, just draped a scarf around Marie’s shoulders and half-carried her across 

town to where the foreign doctors had set up medical tents. They sat her in a bed and gave her two shots and 

a glass of water and said to wait an hour or so. Louise put on the radio and held her hand, rough and dry and 

full of bone. You’re a strong girl, she said and her voice sounded like it had been dragged over broken glass.  

When the child arrived, it was pale and sickly with a reedy cry. Marie was barely allowed to see it before it 

was carried away, the doctors like errant gulls swooping low to snatch it up. 

Name of father? They asked, over and over, and every time it felt like a sting. Name of father? They repeated, 

holding their clipboards and tapping their pens, and each time there were no words she could offer them. Her 

tongue was a dead thing, had been since that night; her voice a flown bird that never came home. She knew 

that was what condemned her, in the end. All she could do was shake her head. 

They didn’t even let her hold her daughter; didn’t leave her a moment to look into her child’s eyes or breathe 

in her scent or brush a name across her small skull. She was wrapped in a blanket and taken away, replaced 

with a leaflet that Marie couldn’t read, powder blue with a girl printed on the front, a toothy smile and hands 

held behind her back. 

A white woman sits down at Marie’s bedside and tells her it’s for the best. Marie would like to ask why she 

didn’t get a say, but the woman keeps talking and fills the air so thick with her words that Marie can’t draw 

breath without taking one into her mouth. You can’t look after her what will you do for money or food you’re 

just a child yourself how will you live and work and sleep with a baby and no family and no father. 

Then she leaves, and Marie lies back on the thin pillows and wonders how she will keep herself from falling 

apart. 

Outside, the doctors shed their coats in the oppressive heat of the evening and stand a moment to wipe the 

sweat from their brows. It is only ever a moment—there are too many things to be done.  

Cycle of poverty, Julie says, running a hand through her hair. Better to nip it in the bud here and now or else 

what. 

Or else what, John repeats quietly, lighting a cigarette and drawing deep. Julie goes back to work and he 

catches Louise walking past, gives her a light and gets the girl’s story. It’s one he’s heard before; one they’ve 

all heard too many times before. There is nothing left for either of them to say, so they smoke in silence until 



Louise grinds the stub under the heel of her boot and trails across the compound to head back to her 

apartment. John finds himself wound too tight to sleep, so he tops up the kerosene lamp and sits reading a 

book on local wildflowers, chewing bitter tobacco that sets his gums black. In the tent over, the girl doesn’t 

say a word, but she cries the whole night through. 


