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			How to Cope When You Definitely Can’t


			I was standing in front of the fridge, spooning hummus into my mouth with a slice of bread when it happened. I’m not thrilled that’s the way this all started: with the fridge door resting gently against my bum, but nevertheless, that’s where I was when my phone buzzed and I got the news. Then I dropped the hummus.


			One of the first thoughts I had after all this happened was: what now? There was also: how could this happen, what am I going to do and how are we supposed to survive this (and then bigger questions involving a cruel God and funeral plans). But what now was the main one. That was the one that kept coming up. After all, what are you supposed to do when it feels like your world has just disintegrated? I used to have an answer to that: it was call my mum, which I did, after every bad break-up, failure, or eruption of teen acne. But calling your mum is no longer an option when the whole reason your world is now disintegrating is because she has suddenly died. So you see my point. In situations like that one, what now becomes an important question. What exactly are you supposed to do?


			What happened was, I got that call that everyone dreads. The one that wakes you up at three in the morning and lets you know that something awful has happened to someone you love and the last vestiges of life as you know it are quickly swept away. Only it wasn’t a phone call at three in the morning, it was a text from my younger sister, Laura, in the middle of the day. And it was actually saying that our mum was completely all right, but she’d fallen over and was in the hospital and could I tell Dad, because her signal was rubbish. Which she then repeated over about seven texts, while I tried to pry the name of the hospital out of her, which she had forgotten to mention. Then I tried to make that phone call to my dad, to let him know his wife was in hospital, but it was okay, because she was okay. ‘Dad, Mum’s had an accident,’ I would tell him, calmly, so he would know not to panic, but with authority, so he would listen and not immediately start talking about the golf and holes, or whatever happens in golf. ‘Now, don’t panic, she’s going to be okay. I don’t know the details, but Laura’s with her and she’s in the hospital … No, I don’t know which hospital.’


			I took a deep breath, grabbed my boyfriend Ollie’s hand tightly and rang my dad. He didn’t pick up. I tried the house phone. Still no answer. I called my dad’s good friend Nigel to see if he was with my dad. He wasn’t. We drove over there to tell him in person. He didn’t open the door: he was watching the golf. Only when he realised no one else was home to do it did he let me in.


			‘Hannah, what’s going on? The phone’s been ringing off the hook,’ he said.


			‘I know,’ I said. ‘That was me.’ I restrained myself from upping the list of casualties to two and explained.


			When we made it to the hospital, we found Laura, bright red and crying. Things weren’t all right, after all. For starters, we had lost Mum.


			


			‘She’s gone,’ Laura said, tears running down her face.


			I grabbed at Ollie’s arm. ‘She’s dead?’ My legs crumpled underneath me and I sat down on the floor.


			Laura shook her head. ‘No. She’s gone missing.’


			Slowly I got back up again.


			‘She was here, but they took her away to do some tests and now no one seems to know where she is,’ Laura said. ‘She’s disappeared.’


			I looked down at Laura’s T-shirt, which had the word ‘beast’ written on it in bold neon letters.


			She crossed her arms over it.


			‘What happened?’ I said.


			Laura shifted her feet. ‘We were on a run.’


			Laura had moved back home the year before, after she finished her degree, and was now working nearby as a secretary for a local firm, while she saved money. This meant that she and Mum had been spending more time together. Running was the latest hobby in a list that included art classes and pottery painting. Every now and then, I would join them, but this tended to be for the more sedate activities. Running wasn’t one of them. I was beginning to regret that.


			‘She tripped on a tree root, or a broken paving stone or something and just went over. I think she knocked her head on someone’s garden wall as she fell, but not that hard. And she was fine. She seemed okay. You know, more or less. They sedated her, just in case. Then they took her to do tests and now, she’s disappeared.’ She dropped her arms again. ‘She’s missing.’


			My first instinct regarding Mum’s disappearance was to blame Laura. Laura is one of those people you never want to lend anything to because she can usually be counted on to lose it. She once lost her skirt whilst she was still wearing it. Still, losing our mum felt like a new low. After all, how do you misplace a whole person, especially when that person isn’t in a position to walk off under their own steam? My dad pointed this out to the staff at the emergency room, while they checked their systems and repeated that Mum wasn’t there.


			‘But where is she then? We were told she was here. She should be here. Look, it’s Jennifer Kennedy,’ he said, before he began to slowly spell her name again.


			‘Sir, for the last time, we’ll let you know when we hear. Now, please sit down, there’s a queue.’


			So we sat and waited on brittle plastic chairs in a corridor, vaguely listening to the nearby doctors who were discussing a particularly hopeless patient they didn’t know what to do with.


			Ollie leaned forward. ‘I think they’re talking about your mum,’ he said. ‘Extensive cranial bleed … They are. They’re talking about your mum,’ he said, looking rather triumphant until he noticed that Laura had put her head between her knees and was beginning to hyperventilate. ‘Oh …’


			It was another six hours before we found her, at a specialist unit she had been rushed to. The news wasn’t good, which is the kind of stupid thing people say when actually they mean it couldn’t possibly be worse. That locusts raining from the sky might be a welcome distraction for you right now because hoo boy, is this news bad. Which, by the way, it was.


			We were standing in the waiting room next to the ward. Dad made us sit down, then sat down as well.


			‘The doctor says she is unlikely to live through the night,’ he said. ‘If she does, she’s unlikely to live for much longer. Her brain is bleeding and there’s nothing they can do.’


			‘Are you joking?’ Laura croaked. ‘You’re joking.’


			‘Of course I’m not bloody joking. Why would I be joking?’


			‘I don’t know. To lighten the mood. She was fine. She can’t be dying.’


			‘Well she is. She’s going to die. She probably won’t last till morning so you should go say your goodbyes now, because it’s probably the last chance you’ll get,’ he said, although he didn’t so much say it as shout it.


			It should probably be said at this point that my dad, second generation Irish, was raised to believe emotions are for The Archers. You might have them, but that doesn’t mean you have to talk about them. I knew all about his emotional repression and I’d met my aunt Iris (who I’ll get to later, but who makes our dad look well-adjusted), but I still couldn’t help but wish he’d dug a little deeper this once and pushed through his irritation at having to cope with his feelings. It felt unfair that this was how we were finding out, next to a stack of OK! magazines with a Kardashian on the cover. Dad picked up a copy and pretended to read it, which would have looked more convincing if he hadn’t been holding it upside down.


			I looked up at the ceiling in the way that I do when I’m really trying to eye-ball God, like He exists somewhere on the floor above me and will really pay attention when He notices my hard stare. (Over the next few days, God would come to look like a hospital ceiling tile to me. Please make this better. Please save her. Really, God? You’re leaving me with this lot?) Come on, God, I thought. Let’s agree this is just some bad mistake, okay? After all, they’ve already lost her. This isn’t that big a stretch.


			Then we got to the ward and despite my best efforts at denial, in the face of reality, everything began to feel utterly hopeless. Especially when that face no longer looked like reality, or the face of my mum as I knew it at all and in fact, looked a lot more like Jocelyn Wildenstein. If Jocelyn Wildenstein was in a medical coma that doctors had to induce to prevent any further damage to the brain. Her swollen face still had dried blood on it from where she’d fallen. Lying there, her auburn hair pulled off her face and exposing her greying roots, she looked more like her own mother than mine.


			I tentatively took Mum’s hand and gripped it tightly, her soft skin broken by cuts from where she’d fallen. I whispered into her ear, ‘Please don’t die, Mum. We can sort this out in the morning. These things always look better after a good night’s sleep. I just need you to make it through the night, first. Just. Don’t. Die.’


			I don’t remember how I got back home that night from the hospital, only that we all ended up there together and at some point, I collapsed into bed and curled into a ball, with Ollie’s arm thrown over me. I slept the kind of sleep that doesn’t really feel like rest at all, but more like your mind begrudgingly submitting to your body’s will, after it refuses to remain standing, functioning and conscious any longer. My last thought was Mum. It had to be a dream.


			


			Of course, it wasn’t. The next morning, we headed straight to the hospital’s Neuro-ICU. Every time we walked to and from the hospital, I tried to keep my eyes fixed on the sea. The sea wasn’t something I usually gave much thought to in my everyday life. Living in Brighton, you tend to neglect the beach until those few days a year when the sun finally shines and then you, along with everyone else within a thirty-mile radius, rush to it to claim your small patch, which you then proceed to determinedly sit on for hours, drinking cider and gradually burning, declaring it a wasted resource and one you won’t continue to neglect. But during that time, I focused on the water as if I was suffering from motion sickness and that wedge of blue on the horizon was all that could save me. This often proved difficult, as the hospital was in the opposite direction, but it was necessary, because once we were inside, we spent almost all of our time in the family room.


			‘Family room’ was a deceptively welcoming name for what it really was: a tiny, windowless box without any source of natural light, that was so depressing, you began to wonder if it had purposely been made that way to better prepare people for the misery of grief. ‘This is how crap it’s going to be for the upcoming months, so you might as well get used to it now’ could have been stamped on the door as you walked in and it would have looked perfectly in place and actually, quite considerate. Over the few days we spent there, we never saw another family come near it, which was a relief, because they wouldn’t have fit.


			Anyway, that’s where we were when the consultant came in, followed by his aftershave. He looked like a man who is often told he looks a bit like Richard Gere; a man you suspected might try out leather trousers and refer to his hands as ‘the money makers’. This was supported by the flaccid handshake he gave us that seems to be the preserve of all surgeons (it’s as if they’re told at medical school that too firm a grip could be the end of their career), before he draped himself on the sofa.


			He threw one arm across the back of it, like he was a guest on Graham Norton. ‘I don’t have any good news for you, unfortunately,’ he said, before glancing down in what looked at first like a practised moment of solemnity and concern, until you realised he was actually checking his reflection in the surface of his shoes. ‘Your mother’s fall caused an extensive bleed in the brain,’ he said, repeating a combination of facts we’d already gleaned from eavesdropping on the other doctors and from what Dad had shouted the night before. Then he said some other things, which basically boiled down to ‘there’s no hope’.


			‘Even if she did somehow survive, she would be in a vegetative state for the rest of her life.’ He paused. ‘The best thing to do would be to turn off the machines now. It’s the kind thing to do. If it were my mother, I would.’


			This, for the record, is a completely stupid thing to say, because you can’t know what you’d do with your mother unless it is your mother. And what’s more, no one cares what you’d do with your mother, because it’s not your mother, it’s their mother. Or in this case, our mother, and that word means something.


			‘You don’t understand,’ I wanted to tell him. ‘She’s not just another patient; she’s our mum.’ I wanted to tell him she was the focal point of all our lives; the person that pulled us all together. I wanted to tell him that we didn’t have one of those difficult mother/daughter relationships that people describe as ‘complex’ if they’re in public and ‘strained’, ‘fraught’ or ‘toxic’ when they’re not; we had always been very close. She was the one that I went to whenever something happened to me and, more often, when nothing at all happened to me. The kind of mum you’d call your best friend, if it wasn’t completely naff to call your mum your best friend (but who was still, when it came down to it, my best friend). I wanted to say that none of this should or could be happening, because none of us knew how to function in a world in which she didn’t exist.


			It had only been fifteen hours since we had heard she’d fallen over (something she did quite a lot, anyway and usually, with a lot less fuss). We weren’t ready to give up all hope. We hadn’t been given any warning.


			When I ended up in counselling a couple of months after this all happened, I recounted this story to my counsellor and she nodded and said, ‘This sounds like anger,’ which was not the breakthrough moment she seemed to think it was.


			I shifted my attention to the triangle of chest hair that was making its way out of the top of the consultant’s shirt and the three buttons he hadn’t done up that morning, probably while looking his reflection in the eye and humming Hot Chocolate songs.


			‘But she made it through the night,’ I pointed out.


			‘Yes,’ the doctor said.


			‘You said she wouldn’t,’ I said.


			‘There aren’t any assurances.’


			‘But she didn’t die when you thought she would, so couldn’t she still live?’


			‘No.’


			‘I thought there weren’t any assurances.’


			‘That one is.’ He shifted on the sofa. ‘I know this is all a shock to you, so I will give you some time to think about it. Ultimately, however, this is our choice, not yours and our duty is to the patient. Either you give us the go-ahead, or we turn the machines off ourselves.’ And with that, he got up to leave.


			‘Thank you for all your help, Doctor,’ my dad said, in such a deferential tone that I was convinced he was about to march into the ward and unplug every machine Mum was hooked on to. Then the door swung shut.


			Dad turned to us. ‘Right, well, bollocks to all that. We’re not turning anything off. We’ll get a second opinion.’


			I went outside to call everyone that needed to be called, but who we’d avoided calling up until that point in the hopes that, eventually, we’d have some good news to tell them. Waking people up in the middle of the night to tell them you might have some bad news, but you still weren’t 100 per cent sure felt inconsiderate. I was really hoping we could bypass all of that and go straight to the ‘bring flowers’ one, instead. At this point, I couldn’t put it off any longer, though. So I called everyone on Mum’s side of the family: her brother and sister, my cousins, her best friend, most of whom then turned up and crammed themselves into the family room like a protective shell, until running out of oxygen no longer felt hyperbolic and more like a genuine concern. At which point, they spilled out into the corridor, where they proceeded to patiently sit and wait, instead. Luckily, the nurses were unceasingly easy-going and kind and after a quick glance, gave up all pretence of maintaining visiting hours or the correct procedure involving number of visitors at a patient’s bed.


			I loved the nurses. I might have hated the doctors, the ones telling us there was no hope, but I loved the nurses. They were wonderful. They would brush Mum’s thick hair and clean the nails that she always kept short, because she played the piano and listen every time one of us would tell them how special Mum was. That you couldn’t really tell through the coma, but it was really true. They would turn a blind eye every time someone convinced Laura or Dad to eat something, even though you weren’t supposed to have food on the ward. And every time we got bad news from a doctor, they would hug us and murmur soothing words and sometimes, well up along with us. They didn’t even say anything when it began to seem like Dad might be considering making one of them his next wife, if this didn’t work out. If he had, we might even have understood – they were that good.


			Roughly every few hours, a cousin would go home for a break and be replaced by someone new and we would go through a ritual: they would squeeze Laura and then me, they would pat Dad reassuringly and ask if he’d eaten, then they would go and sit with Mum for a bit and cry. Finally, they’d come back to us and ask what we knew.


			‘It’s looking fairly bad, if you believe the doctors. But we’ve stopped doing that now and things aren’t looking as bad as they could be. When you look at things our way, they’re looking all right,’ we told them, nodding and smiling earnestly in that way you imagine cult members probably do when they’re trying to sign up new members. ‘After all, Mum’s still alive. That’s crucial. They keep telling us she will die at any minute, but she hasn’t yet. We’re getting a second opinion. Hopefully, from someone who shares our opinion,’ we said.


			As everyone else wanted there to be positive news almost as much as we did, this was easily accepted. They were quick to reassure us.


			‘Nina fell, split her head open and she was eighty-six. They stitched her up and she lived for at least another few years.’


			‘Bill was twenty stone, legally blind and had an aneurysm. The doctors cut it out and now, he’s lost five stone, has the vision of a twenty-year-old and never even misses the part of his brain they removed.’


			‘I knew someone who was told he had a rare and incurable disease. He lived the next year like it was his last, which he thought it was: he quit his job, said goodbye to everyone he loved, squeezed in every life experience on his bucket list. Then it turned out, the doctors had mixed up his file. He was perfectly healthy all along.’


			‘Miracles can happen,’ they said.


			This was almost as gratifying as if we already had the second opinion and that opinion was that the doctors were just overly pessimistic. We had already been thinking that. It all felt extremely reassuring.


			Or at least, it was, until we actually got the second opinion and that doctor agreed with all the other ones we’d already spoken to. And those first doctors then insisted on showing us the scans of Mum’s brain to show us just how hopeless the situation really was, thanks to a bleed the size of a potato. It was becoming pretty clear that this wasn’t going to be one of the miracle success stories, after all. Then the people that were once cheering us on, complicit in our denial, were suddenly very keen that we faced up to the facts.


			‘Bill’s aneurysm was in a different part of the brain …’


			‘Nina never really was the same after that, you know … And her hair didn’t grow back over the stitches.’


			The rare and incurable disease story, for what it’s worth, remains the same.


			I went outside and sobbed. I did this a lot over the next few days. I became a harbinger of doom, not unlike the people you see vomiting outside a Burger King. I’d stand by the front of Brighton General Hospital and call everyone that needed to be kept up to date who wasn’t currently sitting inside, and when that was done, I would give in. Patients and visitors who were probably only coming in for some minor ailment, like a broken toe or chesty cough, would notice me shaking my fist at the air and hurry past, looking as if they were newly convinced they were on their way to their own death sentence.


			That first night, I went back inside and prepared to say a final goodbye, just in case the doctors were right and she didn’t make it through the night.


			I like to believe that on some plane (hopefully not the physical one where she could overhear us talking about a fate that she no longer seemed to have a say in, but a nicer, metaphysical one), Mum could see everything that was going on. Really, it would have been a shame for her to miss one of the only times that anyone could remember ever having seen Dad cry. Laura and I were so surprised, we almost forgot to cry ourselves for a minute, until the realisation that things must be really bad crept in and then we went off even harder than before. So we said goodbye. We wept and told her what an amazing mum she was, that we would be okay and not to worry about us. We told her there were no spiders in the room, which might sound odd, but makes more sense when you understand that that’s something she would say to Laura and me in turn each night growing up, in order to get us to go to sleep, and had since become a ritual. Then we shuffled out of the hospital, tightly holding on to each other, and began to make our way in a group back to mine and Ollie’s house again, as it was the closest one and no one really wanted to leave anyone else alone that night.


			Laura and I clung to each other and listed everything we would never get to do now Mum was dying.


			‘We’ll never watch Funny Girl. She always tried to get us to and now we never will.’


			‘We’ll never have another birthday card. Dad never remembers.’


			‘We’ll never again eat her roast potatoes.’


			‘Actually, I know how to make her roast potatoes. You need semolina powder,’ I said.


			‘It’s not the same. I’m never eating another roast potato,’ Laura said, the thought of which was such a bleak and dramatic sacrifice, I began to wonder if she cared more than I did and we both burst into tears.


			‘You can’t stop eating roast potatoes. Mum wouldn’t want that. What about Christmas?’ I said.


			‘All right, maybe just at Christmas. It won’t be the same, though. Nothing will ever be the same.’


			When we made it home, we collapsed on the sofa and watched Grand Designs (feeling a particular kinship with every blown budget, collapsed roof and couple whose marriage was visibly disintegrating) until we fell asleep. There was something deeply soothing in seeing someone else’s life fall apart, even if those crises didn’t come close to what we were going through. A botched tiling couldn’t really compare. As far as clusterfucks went, ours was catastrophic.


		


	

		

			How to Communicate
with Doctors


			There was more good news the next morning: Mum was still alive. Never underestimate how cheering this news is in situations like this. While Dad made his way back to the hospital to check, Ollie went off to buy breakfast to celebrate, coming back home with an armful of pastries and cupcakes covered in Disney characters. He is committed to the idea there isn’t a problem that can’t be solved by food, which is part of the reason we work so well together: we’re both firm supporters of cupboard love. If we ever get into an argument, we know that the way to resolve it is usually with a cup of tea and a biscuit. I dread the day we have a fight so bad we can’t fix it with a snack.


			That morning, though, even I was having trouble forcing down more than a croissant, especially since Laura (who couldn’t eat at all) was watching every bite accusingly.


			She poked at a bright pink cupcake topped with a picture of Pumbaa and burst into tears. ‘What if she dies?’ she wailed.


			I got up and hugged her as she sat there, wooden and unresponsive. ‘She won’t die. Mum’s strong. She’s going to get through this,’ I said. I stared at Ollie over her head. ‘Ollie, can I see you upstairs for a second?’


			He raised his eyebrows at me.


			‘Now,’ I said.


			We went up to the bedroom and I shut the door carefully.


			I turned to Ollie. ‘What if she dies?’ I wailed. I heaved into his chest. I dribbled on my hair. I wiped my face on his T-shirt. Then I pulled myself together again and walked downstairs and pretended I hadn’t been doing any of that.


			Laura looked at Ollie’s T-shirt, which now resembled an Edvard Munch painting, then at me and took my hand.


			‘You don’t have to be strong for me, you know, Hannah. We need to be there for each other,’ she said.


			‘I’m not being strong. I don’t need to be. Mum’s going to be fine. You’ll see,’ I said, giving her another quick squeeze. ‘Let’s go. I’m sure there’ll be better news today.’


			Staying strong and keeping positive are the emotional taxes on firstborns. Even so, for the most part, I meant this. Really I did. When I wasn’t hysterically weeping, I remained resolutely optimistic. I wore my positive outlook like body armour that blocked all reason. If I had been more clear-headed, I might have thought of my friend Louise. Louise read about the Law of Attraction on Wikipedia one day and became a sworn devotee, convinced that she could manifest anything in her life by instructing the universe and talking to herself in the mirror. When her boyfriend broke up with her, she refused to acknowledge it and would instead tell anyone that asked after him that he was on a work trip away. Once, she even dressed up an inflatable doll that she had bought for her sister’s hen do in one of his T-shirts, so she could better visualise his return. I was a bit like her. I truly believed that if I refused to give up hope, the universe would hear me and bring Mum back. It turns out, I’m quite good at denial. It probably comes from my Catholic upbringing. I haven’t even mentioned the fact that I wore the same jumper to the hospital every day because something nice happened to me once while wearing it and ever since, I have considered it lucky.


			Months after this, my counsellor suggested I was still in denial, which I largely pish-poshed. After all, I knew perfectly well my mum was dead. I was hardly denying that. Looking back, though, she might have been more insightful than I ever gave her credit for.


			But at that moment in the hospital, I really did believe there was still hope. After all, that was the second time the doctors had been wrong. It was very encouraging.


			I gleefully pointed this out to the surgeon when he came in to meet us. It was a new one, this time, who looked kinder and more sympathetic than the last one. He greeted us in the family room, still wearing his scrubs, which gave him an ‘everyman’ appeal, sort of like when Obama wears jeans. He even threw years of medical training to the wind and squeezed our hands. I thought we might have one doctor willing to see things my way. Until I launched into a practised diatribe about medical miracles, that is.


			He rubbed his face. ‘You’re asking me the same question, but I can’t give you a different answer,’ he said. Then he told us that they were going to turn off the ventilator and as they didn’t expect her to survive, we might want to say our goodbyes, again.


			Dad looked so glum at this news that for a moment, I felt a true emotional connection between us, a shared experience of misery and heartache over what the doctor had said. Then he waved his phone and announced that his sister, Iris, was coming. Admittedly, this was awful news. To make things worse, it was my fault.


			‘Bloody hell. How did she know we’re here?’ Dad asked.


			I bit my lip. ‘Ah,’ I said. ‘I texted her. To let her know. About Mum. But I didn’t think she’d see it. I thought Iris didn’t believe in mobile phones?’


			‘Of course she does. She’s just texted me from one to say she’s coming.’ Dad gave me a baleful look. ‘I’ll be with your mother,’ he said and walked back into the ward, leaving me, Ollie and Laura alone in the family room, staring morosely at each other.


			Iris is the sort of maiden aunt you usually find in an Austen novel, whose sole purpose seems to be to pose an obstacle between the romantic leads, but who you assume died out in real life sometime around the 1980s – the remaining few becoming Thatcher supporters. She and Mum had one of those relationships that gets turned into a joke on greeting cards. She had spent the first year of my parents’ marriage referring to Mum as ‘That Woman’. She thawed only when I was born, calling to announce, ‘Not to worry, perhaps the next one will be a boy,’ which all things considered, marked a step forward.


			She was not a woman you wanted around in the aftermath of a crisis, when the emergency was over and you were tentatively counting survivors. She would berate them for being careless. I wished I had remembered all that before I invited her to our crisis.


			‘This feels like the time we played with Hayley from next door’s Ouija board and a week later, we all got food poisoning and thought we’d summoned the devil,’ I said.


			Laura looked at me. ‘I’d have preferred the food poisoning.’


			‘Don’t be silly,’ Ollie said. ‘You didn’t have a choice. You had to let her know: she’s family. You both just need to eat something. Laura, you’ve barely had anything today. You’ll feel better if you’ve had some food. I’ll go downstairs to the shop.’


			‘Forget it, Ollie,’ I said. ‘The shopkeeper probably felt the wind change and closed early.’ Service staff live in fear of Iris.


			‘What if she gloats? What is she says it’s Mum’s fault?’ Laura said. ‘She once told me I was too careless to keep hold of my virginity.’


			‘She won’t say that,’ Ollie said. He shifted his feet and looked away. ‘Probably.’


			We walked out into the hallway. The hermetically sealed ward door slid open with a hiss and Iris emerged. Iris was a woman you suspected might be hermetically sealed under her tweed skirt and sensible shoes. If you ever thought about what was under there, which I’m not sure anyone ever has. At that moment, her perm firmly set, all five foot two of her frame properly erect, she looked like the human embodiment of a hospital corner. I braced myself for a comment about Mum’s clumsiness.


			Instead, she hugged Laura and me tightly.


			‘Girls. I won’t pretend to understand God’s plan. It’s not my place to do so. Rest assured, there is one, even if we can’t for the life of us work out what it could be and sometimes, it can seem unthinkably cruel. I must say I’m really quite annoyed with Him this time. Now, where is your mother?’


			Laura pointed and Iris marched into the ward, us following behind, where Dad was hiding out, talking to the nurses.


			‘Patrick, stop flirting with the nurses. Your wife is in a coma, for heaven’s sake. It’s unseemly.’


			Then she walked up to Mum’s bed, took her hand and said loudly, ‘Jennifer, wake up. Wake up now, Jennifer. Jennifer, it’s time to wake up.’


			When she didn’t wake up, Iris turned back to us.


			‘Well, you never can tell. Sometimes, people just need a stern talking-to.’


			


			There was another reason why Iris’s arrival was the Worst Possible News (which is the kind of thing you only really have the right to say when the actual Worst Possible News has already happened) and that was because of my mum’s sister Cathy, who had blown in in a flurry of scarves a few hours before Iris arrived, after the travelling theatre she worked for had dropped her off. No one knew what exactly she did for the theatre; it was one of the mysteries of Cathy, like where she found her unending supply of kaftans or why her lipstick line was always half a centimetre over her actual lips. Cathy was nothing like Iris. In fact, this was true of the rest of the in-laws, which makes me wonder if their differences were part of the attraction that brought Mum and Dad together in the first place. Whatever it might have meant for them, though, it didn’t always translate to their families, who tended to treat each other with a bemused but distant acceptance. Having one of your family members lying on their deathbed, though, was exactly the kind of situation that could make things feel strained. With Iris and Cathy in the same place, it would only be a matter of time before Cathy said something zany and Iris said something caustic.


			As it was, Iris had barely settled onto the small sofa back in the family room with us when Aunt Cathy, who had gone outside for some fresh air, burst in, slinging around an IV drip bag attached to a stand. My uncle Dan sidled up behind her, making an apologetic face and shrugging, before going back to take his turn sitting with Mum.


			‘Oh my God. Cathy,’ I said.


			‘Where did you get the IV drip?’ Dad said.


			‘You didn’t steal it from someone, did you?’ Laura, who looked ashen, said.


			Cathy bristled. ‘Of course I didn’t steal it. I found it in the corridor outside next to an empty bed. Someone must have left it there. Anyway, it’s lucky I did. You wouldn’t believe what they fill these things with in the name of science.’ She looked meaningfully around the room. ‘Drugs.’


			This was not the answer we expected; it seemed a bit too obvious.


			‘Mind control drugs,’ she continued, which was more like it. ‘Big conspiracy to cover it up. They want to make you more placid, you see. Docile. So you don’t question what they’re doing to you. I noticed they have Jenny on one.’


			We all collectively held our breaths and looked at Iris, except for Cathy, who was squinting at the bag.


			Iris nodded, slowly. ‘Yes, Cathy and clearly it’s working. She’s in a coma.’


			‘Exactly. It’s terribly upsetting.’ Cathy grabbed at the folds of her clothes. ‘Where are my reading glasses? There are all sorts of ingredients listed on the bag, here.’ She waved at Laura. ‘One of you girls come and read these out to me.’


			‘Will they put the names of the mind control drugs on the outside of the bag, though, Cathy?’ Dad said, hiding a smirk behind his hand. ‘Would they not want to hide that information?’


			‘You’d be surprised.’ She tossed her flyaway hair out of her face. ‘Just look at how many people die here. It’s because their bodies can’t handle the medication.’ Cathy eyed Dad. ‘What are they feeding, Jenny? I’ve brought some unpasteurised yoghurt. She’ll need plenty of natural foods to counteract all the harmful things they’re pumping her full of.’


			My phone buzzed. It was Evie: she was waiting outside.


			Evie was my oldest friend. She and I had met at playgroup and had basically grown up together.


			I walked out of the ward and into the corridor, where she was waiting with her eight-month-old son, Harry. As she regularly texted me to tell me she could barely find the time to go to the loo any more, her arrival at the hospital felt like a real testament to our friendship.


			I hugged her tightly and brought her into the ward and the family room. ‘Evie came to see Mum,’ I said.


			Iris eyed the two of them up. ‘Really, Patrick. A hospital is no place for a baby,’ she muttered.


			Dad ignored her. ‘Thanks for coming, Evie,’ he said.


			She smiled. ‘Well, Jennifer practically raised me, too. I wanted to be here to say goodbye. If that’s okay?’


			Dad nodded.


			Cathy jumped up. ‘Of course, dear child. Here, let me take this beautiful boy off you.’ She grabbed Harry, who looked slightly shocked.


			Evie looked from Cathy to me.


			I nodded at her. ‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘We don’t want to traumatise him with the sight of Mum, hooked up to all those machines.’


			I didn’t think about the trauma we might have done to him with the sight of Cathy.


			She smiled uncertainly, then stood up and left the room.


			The door had barely closed behind her before Cathy started cooing over Harry, squeezing him so hard I began to wonder if it was physically possible to burst a baby, while covering him in her lipstick.


			‘And still, her lipstick line doesn’t budge,’ Laura whispered to me.


			Harry, for his part, responded equally quickly by bursting into tears. This in no way helped save him from Cathy, who simply pressed him closer to her.


			‘There, there,’ she said. She looked up and round at us. ‘Babies are very sensitive to negative vibes, you know. No doubt he can sense the presence of death,’ she said, whispering the last word.


			Laura and I looked at each other.


			Iris watched her. ‘Cathy, you’ll smother him. A child needs space. Give him to me and I’ll put him outside. If you coddle him, he’ll never learn.’


			Cathy held him tighter and jiggled him. ‘Nonsense, Iris. A baby needs to feel closeness. The power of maternal warmth can’t be overestimated. He just needs to feel the contact of human skin. Hannah, hold him while I undo my blouse.’


			I took a step backwards. I’ve never been good with confrontation.


			Iris closed her eyes. ‘Really, Cathy. I think that’s quite unnecessary.’


			Cathy studied her and nodded. ‘Jenny always said your mother was a cold woman. It’s such a shame when the basic, fundamental needs of a child aren’t met; it makes for such unhappy adults, I’ve always found. Iris, have you considered opening yourself up to a visualisation exercise. You picture your mother and let loose all your repressed emotions towards her. I think it could really help you move past some of your issues with emotional closeness.’


			Evie came back into the room ten minutes later to see Cathy, her blouse worked down to her midriff, holding on to a distraught Harry, while Iris tried to wrestle him off her.


			‘Iris, you don’t understand attachment parenting,’ Cathy was saying over Harry’s wails, tugging her thick bra strap back up her shoulder.


			‘Um,’ Evie said. ‘I should go.’


			


			This was how the consultant found us – not the nice Obama consultant this time, but the Richard Gere one, again – with a nurse in tow, when he came back to make sure that we were really clear, once and for all, that there really was no hope now and keeping Mum alive was actually a disservice to her. And then Laura was crying and the nurse was passing out tissues, Dad looked quiet and sombre, and even Cathy and Dan were gently explaining to me that this was it now and we had to let her go.


			Doctor Richard Gere cleared his throat. ‘We know you’d like to bring a priest in to give the Last Rites,’ he said, ‘so we’re willing to wait for that.’ He glanced from the corner of his eye at the nurse who was hovering behind him. ‘How’s that going, by the way?’


			She spread her hands, apologetically. ‘We’re looking for one, but they’re all on holiday.’


			‘What? All the priests in the area? Together?’ Gere asked. ‘Oh for God’s sake,’ he muttered. He glanced at Dad. ‘Sorry.’


			‘The bishop’s down. There’s some kind of convention …’ the nurse said.


			Behind me, Iris snorted. ‘How absurd, all of them fawning over him at once. Patrick, you should write to him. People’s mortal souls are at risk – unlike his ego, clearly.’


			Quietly, I smiled to myself. This felt like a sign, if not from God Himself, at least His henchmen. No priest; no Last Rites. No Last Rites and we’d bought ourselves – and Mum – some more time.


			They found a nun instead.


			


			There are lots of times when religion, faith, or some general belief in another power can be of great help to you during the really hard times in your life. This was not one of them.


			The nun was a gnarled, shrunken woman who looked like she’d been carved from wood.


			‘Do you regularly deliver the Last Rites, Sister?’ Dad asked.


			‘I am a vessel of God,’ the nun announced, manoeuvring us into a circle around the bed and clasping our hands together. For one horrified moment, I thought she was going to make us sing ‘Kumbaya’. We looked at each other, until we noticed her sternly eyeballing us and bowed our heads. From a battered satchel, she brought out a prayer book and bottle of water. Then she shuddered, threw her arms in the air and began what felt like a dramatic reading of the Book of Revelation. If you’ve ever watched one of those evangelist preachers in America give a sermon, you might have an idea what this was like. Her prayer book jerked around in her hands. She called on the Spirit of the Lamb and warned off Satan. At one point, she began describing the beginning of the endless night, which felt a little too on the nose. Just as she was beginning to lose her audience, she produced a bottle and liberally threw holy water around like she was trying to physically wash off our sins, causing the nurses to look round in alarm. She even danced a little jig (although in retrospect, this might have just been arthritis).


			‘Bless you child,’ she finished, making the sign of the cross, before declaring loudly, ‘She is with God now,’ which caused a collective intake of breath and a moment of mass alarm, until we all looked at the heart monitor and realised it was still recording beats. Then she walked round to me, grabbed my hands and told me it was time to be strong. It was my duty to look after the family now.


			I stared at her in alarm. ‘Actually,’ I said, ‘I don’t know if … You see, Dad …’


			It was one of the most unsettling experiences of my life. I felt short-changed.


			I glanced at Iris who was watching the nun, her mouth pursed so tightly her lips had turned purple and almost disappeared entirely. Iris was raised by nuns and had never really forgiven them for it.


			Dad cleared his throat. ‘Thank you, Sister,’ he said. ‘Let me walk you out.’ He escorted her out of the ward, leaving the nurses to mop up the worst of the holy water.


			As the ward doors closed, Cathy, who had made a strategic exit before the ritual, wandered back in.


			‘You can see why she became a nun, can’t you?’ she said. ‘Poor dear, with a face like that, what choice did she have?’


			


			When Dad got back, the nurses walked over to us and, with a hand on Dad’s arm, asked if we were ready to say our goodbyes. We looked at each other. We should have been ready. We had had our time. But we all agreed that wasn’t really good enough and none of us had warmed to the nun, had we? And when someone’s mortal soul is at stake, you really need the thing to be done properly, with an actual priest, right? So there was no other way: we had to do it again and with a priest this time. We were giving up on her body, but we were going to do the best we could for her soul. It was the least we could do.


			While we were calling every parish in the county looking for a spare Man of God, the doctors were quietly bringing Mum’s life to a close. They reduced the medication keeping her in a coma and when she didn’t wake up, she didn’t die, either. Then they turned off the ventilators that were helping her breathe. It felt like they had turned my oxygen off, too, until I realised I was holding my breath, waiting to see if she would take one by herself. When she did, I quietly clocked this up as another triumph.


			I sat by her bedside, gazing at her. At school, people would always tell me how lucky I was to have a mum like her (she with her high cheekbones, youthful complexion and wide mouth that I’d always regretted not inheriting), before looking dubiously at me and deciding I looked like my dad. I stared at her, mentally willing her to wake up. She stayed resolutely unconscious. So I whispered into her ear to keep breathing, keep going, keep living. This was in her hands now.


			


			When they had done all they could, the doctors waited for us to drag a priest out of retirement so we could deliver the Last Rites all over again.


			So we wheeled in a priest, who was even smaller and older than the nun had been.


			‘Thank you for coming, Father,’ Dad said. ‘We appreciate you coming out of retirement to do this for us.’


			‘You interrupted karaoke night at the home,’ the priest said. ‘I’m glad to be here.’


			Laura grabbed my hand. ‘If he’s retired, will his powers still work?’


			The priest turned to her. ‘My dear, I’m a priest, not a genie.’


			He pulled a little black book from his jacket and quietly read the words and prayers that absolved Mum’s soul from all of her earthly sins, anointed her with holy oil and made the sign of the cross. With that, he was done and we had completed the last task we could ever do for Mum. After the nun, it was wildly anticlimactic.


			And then there was nothing left to do but say goodbye.


			There’s really no way to say the next bit without sounding callous and uncaring. I’ve tried, opening up in deep talks with friends and tentatively admitting it. But then they all, without fail, got the same look of alarm and vague sanctimony on their faces, before muttering that they wouldn’t find it such a task. So I gave up on trying to make it sound any better and have reconciled myself to the fact that, the chances are, I’m going to sound completely heartless.


			So here goes: there are only so many times you can say goodbye, properly, in a short space of time. After all, you only have a limited number of emotional reserves to draw on and to be quite honest, once you’ve said your heartfelt, ending of Casablanca-esque speech (which you secretly tell yourself would be worthy of some kind of award, in another context), then revised it and delivered it again a second time, you really do feel a bit exhausted. By the time you get to your third go at it, there’s really nothing for it but to hope that you were heard the first time, when you really said it best and that they got the message then. Which was the point we were all at by the time the priest had left. Even then, it didn’t really matter, because it still wasn’t really the final goodbye, we told ourselves. It was more of a ‘see you later’, because we were just popping out to have some dinner. Then, we’d come back to sit with Mum again into the night, or however long we had left with her, which would leave plenty of time to come up with another, really final this time, goodbye. After days of being told she could die any moment, only to find she was still alive, we were fairly confident she would wait another hour or two. So everyone cleared out until only Dad and I were left with Mum.


			‘Go eat, have a rest. I’ll stay here,’ he said.


			‘We’re just going to get some food, then we’ll be back,’ I promised. ‘I’ll see you soon, Mum.’


			Of course, I didn’t.


			Laura, Ollie and I walked out into the night, barely having seen natural light that day, and to the car. I looked back at the hospital block towards where Mum was lying. Invisible hands reached up into my throat and squeezed so hard I could barely breathe. I felt like I was suffocating under a wave of homesickness that was made worse because I knew now it was permanent: I could never go home. Home was lying upstairs in a hospital bed, dying and there would be no overcoming this. Home was gone for good. I pushed myself into Ollie.


			‘I don’t want this to be happening. I want my mum. I just want my mum.’


			He held me and shushed me until I could control myself again and then he, Laura and I piled into the car and headed back to our house, with Iris following behind. Iris had wisely decided Dad needed some space and time alone with Mum. She hadn’t thought about the fact that we might have liked some space as well. (We did.) So instead, we all sat in front of Grand Designs, chewing on pizza while Iris made comments about Kevin McCloud’s wardrobe.


			‘Is he wearing lederhosen? … A man of his age has no business wearing sunglasses … Good Lord, leather trousers? How frightful.’


			She was so immersed in it, that when it came time to go back to the hospital, Laura and Iris both stayed behind. So I was alone in the car with Ollie when the phone call came from Dad.


			‘That’s it. She’s gone, Hannah.’


			We had missed her. My final go at a farewell was gone. She was gone and I wasn’t there. I wailed so loudly that Ollie reacted like a spooked horse. He slammed his foot onto the accelerator and drove off so fast that I had to start shouting that I didn’t want to die, too, before he slowed down again. There wasn’t any point by then, anyway: we were too late.


			We arrived at the hospital at the same time as Uncle Dan. Dad met us at the door and we all huddled together and hugged and cried. Then we stopped crying and went back into the family room for one last time, where some kind member of the hospital staff brought us a tray of tea and biscuits. We ate and made jokes and even managed to laugh, the relief of not having to wait any more for the worst to happen was so great. It was the most British thing I could have imagined.


		


	

		

			How to Plan a Funeral


			There needs to be a ‘What to Expect When the Thing You’re Not Expecting Happens Anyway’ how-to guide to grief. We have one for when a life is beginning; why hasn’t anyone suggested one for when it ends by now? The majority of people are very unhelpful on this subject.


			The fellow bereaved clutch your hands and stare deeply into your eyes, all too eager to welcome you into the club – because you are, undoubtedly, in a weird club now. It’s as if you’ve been marked with the silvery grip of the Grim Reaper. They mean well, but can come across as a little intense. ‘You’ll never get over it, you know,’ they tell you urgently, as if there’s a chance you might get over it after all, unless they stop you in time. ‘People say you will, but I miss so-and-so every day and it’s been ten years now,’ they say of their mother, father, or sometimes even pet. This is quite depressing. You might not even know how you feel yet, but you’re sure as hell clinging on to the idea that you’re not going to be feeling that way forever. About all you’re clinging on to at that point, in fact, is the hope that it will get better at some point and life will stop feeling like a bowl of soggy cardboard. (You might not know how you feel, but you are clear on this.)
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