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For Nikki, my sister by blood and by luck.


For Piers, my brother, organ donor to five recipients.


 


And, just a little bit, for Taco, queen amongst dachshunds.










Cerney (1993) argued that to understand the response of the donor family to specific aspects of their bereavement, one should understand their previous functioning.


Dicks, S. et al. (2018) An exploration of the relationship between families of deceased organ donors and transplant recipients: A systematic review and qualitative synthesis. Health Psychology Open. Jun 25;5(1).










Prologue


October 2015


At first he thinks it’s fireworks, a quiet popping in the distance. Daniel is heading into the city, sweating slightly as he walks up the hill, the harbour at his back. He could have taken an Uber but he needs the exercise – too much time hunched over his laptop and sewing machine, too many long lunches like this one will be, God willing – and it’s a glorious day, why wouldn’t he walk? It was only twenty minutes. Morgan had laughed when she saw him setting out, told him he was crazy, but then Morgan never walked anywhere. Couldn’t, in those stilettos. He’d suggested once that she wear sneakers to work, even Ugg boots if she wanted to – there was nobody at the studio to appreciate her Manolos – but she’d winced as if he’d slapped her and told him to have her committed if he ever saw her wearing Uggs.


It is spring. The dappled sunlight through the plane trees is warm on his shoulders, and he stops to remove his jacket, folding it carefully across his arm. He’ll put it on again before he enters the restaurant, and he doesn’t want it creased. That would hardly give the right impression. Daniel checks his watch and sets off again. Plenty of time. It really is a lovely day, the sky a blue dome above him. He’s booked his usual table at Sake, but maybe they could sit outside, on the deck. If the pitch goes well, he might even linger, make an afternoon of it looking out over the water with a beer and a smoke. How long has it been since he’s done that? He should have told Morgan he might be back late, or not at all. She wouldn’t be impressed, but who gave a shit? All work and no play, right? It’d been ages since he’d had a lunch of no return, and the last collection had really taken it out of him.


Daniel rolls his shoulders reflexively, feels their aching, endless tension. His own fault for still insisting he make everything by hand, both the samples and the actual garments they sent down the runway to be applauded and ordered, but how else did you know? All these years in the business, all those sketches, everything he’d produced, and he still couldn’t tell if, or even how, something would hang together unless he sat down and stitched it himself. It drove him nuts. It drove Morgan nuts too, no doubt about that; she’d sigh and roll her eyes whenever he pulled his stool up to the Singer, bitching that they could hire a graduate for that, that his job was to design. He agreed with her in theory, but it felt like cheating, somehow, to dream something into being, then hand it over to an underling to figure out how to make it up. That’s what creativity really was, wasn’t it? Not just the dream, but the execution too. The vision, then the work. And Daniel isn’t a shirker.


His phone pings and he reaches for it without breaking stride. There is a text from Joel: Good luck Danny boy. You’ve got this! Daniel smiles, but he pushes the mobile back into his pocket without replying. Joel could wait. He always waited.


A teenage girl lurches past wearing a t-shirt emblazoned with the name of Bridie’s film. Bridie’s big film, the one that made her an overnight success after fifteen years of graft. Seeing it gives him a kick like it always does, a gratifying hit of dopamine. He wants to stop the girl, with her mauve hair and wobbly eyeliner, and tell her, ‘Hey, that’s my sister! She made that!’ A few years ago he would’ve snapped a photo, with or without permission, and sent it to Bridie, or told her the next time he saw her. The last time he’d done that, though, she’d just shrugged and said that those t-shirts were everywhere, probably made in China, nothing she could do. It had astonished him. She was no longer elated that her film was, if not quite yet a cultural touchstone, still well-known enough to rip off and flog to the masses. She wasn’t even annoyed that that t-shirt had been bootlegged somewhere and she was losing the merchandising revenue. She was simply resigned. Worse, she was blasé. Blasé! That level of push-through, and Bridie had only shrugged. Maybe it was because she’s older, forty-two to his thirty-five, but still. Daniel can’t imagine a time when seeing something of his in the street wouldn’t make his breath catch, his spine straighten. Can’t imagine ever wanting less than everyone in the world to be wearing his clothes, truth be told.


Why not t-shirts then? The idea crackles like electricity, as the best ideas do. Daniel has always eschewed t-shirts – too sloppy, and his is not a sloppy brand – but he could do something tailored, maybe, with the discreet DOS logo over one breast. His main game is suits, impeccably constructed, effortlessly stylish without ever being flashy, but the market for suits is shrinking. T-shirts though . . . who doesn’t wear those? A fitted t-shirt, bucking the trend – none of that oversized stuff – and definitely not cotton. Something luxe, something you wouldn’t expect, but would long to touch. Tencel? Could he get away with velvet? Velour? His fingers are itching to sketch.


He pulls out his phone again to make a few quick notes, automatically checking his hair in the camera app before turning it off. Perfect. He has good hair. He has great hair, actually; it has its own Instagram account. Bridie had been the one to alert him to it and they’d laughed together at a family lunch. Allison hadn’t got it; she didn’t know what Instagram even was, never mind why anyone would want to dedicate an account to her kid brother’s hair. Bridie had tried to explain but neither of them could stop laughing at the absurdity of it, and Allison had thought they were laughing at her and made a show of picking up her wine and turning to talk to Emma instead.


Poppoppop. There’s the noise again, like champagne corks, only louder. It can’t be fireworks though, Daniel finally computes. It’s the middle of the day. Now he hears a siren, but there are always sirens in the city, most of them false alarms. He is hungry and pays it no heed. What entrée would he order, the kingfish or the popcorn shrimp? It was good manners to let the client – potential client – select the main, but the entrées were his. Maybe he’d suggest both.


The pops are closer now, strident. Daniel turns a corner and confronts a scene of carnage. There is a figure on the ground, others sheltering behind benches and advertising boards set out on the footpath . . . over there, a woman on her back, lying still, one arm thrown up as if to shield her eyes from the sun. A splash of crimson pools beneath her . . . Is it her jacket? Blood?


A bang now rather than a pop, a sharp sound that he has only heard in the movies. Daniel wheels around, startled and staring. Is that what is happening? Is someone making a film? There should be lights and a boom mike, a catering truck somewhere subtle but not too distant. He knows this from visiting Bridie on set, and searches for it earnestly. A catering truck will make it all okay. But instead there is a second bang, and this time he sees, actually sees, another woman fold in two like a wallet and slump to the ground.


A movie, right? It has to be a movie. Daniel’s heart is racing, so loud in his ears it silences anything else. People are running towards him and he freezes, a leopard caught in a stampede of wildebeest. He has never been one to follow the herd.


And that is what does for him. A masked figure with a gun advances – a real gun, not a prop; he knows this in his bones. Face covered, clad all in black. Daniel notices these things. The buttons on the shirt are mother of pearl. A nice touch against the dark material. He must remember that, but the figure is facing him now and raising his arm . . . The world erupts and then contracts once more, caving in around him. He thinks of Bridie again, then Allison, Clare, Emma, all his sisters; he hears his mother’s voice and his father singing; he sees the quadrangle at Central St Martins and realises he won’t be having the kingfish after all, not today, and the sun has gone behind a cloud; that’s what must have happened because the light is waning, the bright green leaves of the plane trees leaching into olive, into the colour of mud, the pavement surprisingly warm against his cheek. Shoes, he sees shoes. Why do people wear such cheap shoes? Velcro fastenings on sneakers have always offended him. They signify indolence, giving up. What was so difficult about laces?


Daniel closes his eyes in disgust and can’t seem to open them again. There’s something wet in his hair, his hair that has its own Instagram account. The thought makes him want to laugh even now. Should he post a shot to it, or was that uncool, to acknowledge you even knew about it or were, God forbid, actually following yourself? Pain now, sudden and chilling, like a bucket of water thrown over him. The ice bucket challenge for charity that Joel had talked him into, to use his profile for good instead of simply selling shirts. ‘Come on, Danny boy,’ he’d cajoled. ‘Surely you’d want to support this?’


Daniel’s teeth are chattering. Joel. He reaches for his phone but he can’t feel his fingers, his body distant, absent, missing somehow. He’s cold now, so cold, and for the first time afraid. He wishes, as he dies, that he’d replied to Joel’s text.










Part One










Allison


September 2018


By the time Allison arrives home she can smell herself. The sweat is crusted in her hair and under her arms; the blouse she put on fresh that morning – a lifetime ago now – is stuck to her back and clings damply around her neck. She could have had a shower at the hospital, but she’d forgotten to replace the fresh change of clothes she usually kept in her office and didn’t want to go home in scrubs. There had to be a boundary. The hospital needed to stay the hospital, her home, her home. Blurring the lines between them was sloppy, dangerous. It meant she could never truly leave one or the other, and each needed her total focus, no distractions, when she was there.


As she climbs out of the car she notices blood on one of her shoes and winces, stooping with a hastily wetted index finger to rub it off. Blood is part of the job, inevitable, especially in the sort of scenario she’s just dealt with, and somehow it gets everywhere, no matter how much protective gear she wears. It doesn’t bother her, but she doesn’t want the boys to see it. Eliot particularly is squeamish, goes white if she has to remove a splinter or he stubs his toe. Allison has little patience with it, not with the trauma she witnesses on a daily basis, not after all she’s lost, and she’s noticed he turns to Jason now, who clucks and coos like a woman when he takes his son in his arms.


She sighs. Too bad. It was good, she reminds herself, that she and Jason refused to let their genders define them. It was important that the boys saw that daddies could give kisses and cuddles and tuck them into bed every night while mummies did the work and earned the money. It wasn’t how she’d been brought up, but the world had changed, was still changing. And boy, did this mummy work.


Jason turns from the stove to greet her as she comes into the kitchen. ‘You’re late,’ he says, but without judgement or rancour. ‘Big day?’


He is wearing an apron, she notices, a frilly, flowery affair that Marty bought her earlier in the year from the Mother’s Day stall at school. When she’d opened it she’d had to fight the impulse to laugh and Marty had noticed, but wasn’t offended.


‘It was that or soap,’ he’d said, shrugging. ‘And the soap smelled disgusting.’


She had laughed then and hugged him, proclaiming it the best apron ever while already mentally consigning it to the back of the linen press.


Now here it was around her husband’s still-trim waist. ‘Nice apron,’ she says, arching one eyebrow, longing, despite all her gender-neutral self-talk, to tear it off him and make him a man again.


Jason turns back to the stove. ‘Yeah, well, the sausages were splattering oil everywhere. Eliot suggested it. He didn’t want me to get my clothes dirty.’


‘You could have turned the gas down,’ she says, ‘or done them under the grill.’


He gives her a back off look and smiles, though not with his eyes. ‘Let’s start again, shall we? Big day?’


Allison swallows and pushes it all down: the fear, the fatigue, the adrenaline, the ridiculous spurt of repulsion that had gone through her when she’d seen the apron. ‘Yes,’ she agrees. ‘A very big day. Touch and go in a delivery this afternoon. Uterine rupture.’


Jason nods as if he understands exactly what such an event has demanded of her. ‘But it was all okay? The mother survived?’


Allison exhales. ‘She did. And the baby. We were lucky. It could have been bad.’ The expectant father’s face as they worked to resuscitate his wife suddenly comes back to her, his incomprehension morphing into terror. The breath she draws in is shuddery.


‘Hey,’ Jason says, setting down the spatula. ‘Hey. That sounds awful.’ He pulls her into his arms and she sinks against him gratefully, closing her eyes. ‘Drink, or a shower first? Dinner’s almost ready, but it can wait.’


‘Drink,’ she mutters, then changes her mind. ‘No, shower. I stink. Thank you.’


Eliot looks up from where he is seated at the kitchen table with his iPad, seemingly only just aware that she is home. The Bluey theme music rings tinnily from his device.


‘Mummy!’ he exclaims. ‘Can we go to the park now?’


Her face must betray her, for his own immediately contorts in disappointment.


‘You promised!’ he whines.


‘I did?’ She genuinely can’t remember.


‘You did!’ Eliot insists. ‘Yesterday, at dinner. You said you’d take us to the park when you got home from work.’


Maybe she had, but that was yesterday, she wanted to tell him. She thought she’d be home by three, not six; she didn’t know she’d be literally wiping off another woman’s blood as she walked in. Her hands clench into fists, the car keys that she has yet to put down biting into her flesh. Run. The impulse surges through her. Get back in the car. Drive. Escape.


‘Mummy’s pretty tired, mate,’ Jason intervenes. ‘What about tomorrow?’


Tears well in Eliot’s pale blue eyes. Jason glances at Allison nervously, as if anticipating a scene, and their expressions make her immediately contrite.


‘Maybe a quick trip after dinner. It should still be light enough. But only if you eat all your peas.’ She can’t resist making her surrender conditional. There has to be something in it for her.


‘I will,’ Eliot declares earnestly, as if he were in court. ‘Every single one. I promise.’


He jumps from his chair to rush to his twin with news of the victory.


Jason drops a kiss on her forehead and murmurs, ‘Good on you,’ before returning to the sausages.


Yes, Allison thinks, trudging up the stairs towards her ensuite, the pile of laundry that had been left at the bottom in one arm, the files she still has to write up tonight under the other, good on her. She is a good sport. She is a good girl. Good, good, good. She is the classic oldest child who always does what is asked of her, but the thought brings her only a sort of hollow pride, no real satisfaction, no joy.


She turns the shower on, deliberately making it a little too hot, all the better to wash the afternoon away. Her patient today was a relatively young woman, Maya. She already had two children. Two boys, like Allison. Maybe this third pregnancy had been an attempt at a girl. Who knew? Allison hadn’t had a chance to talk with her, had only been paged when the tear had been discovered and Maya was already unconscious, haemorrhaging life. Allison had stepped into the delivery suite and, as if on cue, Maya’s monitor had flatlined. ‘We’re losing her,’ someone had cried at the same time as a nurse announced, ‘I can’t get a foetal heartbeat.’ Every eye had turned towards Allison.


She winces as she recalls it, and makes the shower even hotter. They’d all looked to her to tell them what to do, to fix things, to make it all better. And she’d pulled it off. But if she hadn’t? Those two little boys would have no mother tonight. That husband would have no wife. Maya’s parents would have lost their daughter, lost a grandchild. There would be a rend in that family that could never be repaired, and it would have been her fault. Not entirely – there was bad luck too, the roll of the dice – but her failure would have played a part. She’d pulled it off, but only just. Only just. Allison reaches for the shampoo, and bursts into tears.


 


Dinner eaten, she checks her watch while herding the boys into the car for the trip to the park. There is only an hour of light left, which at least limits how long she’ll have to stay. The thought prompts both relief and guilt. This is her only real alone time with her sons all day. Can’t she at least embrace that, be present for it, not wishing it gone? Lean in. That’s what all the self-help books advise, or is it the parenting ones? She wonders vaguely if she’s even read a book since she was pregnant.


Eliot, still small at seven, insists on buckling himself into his car seat, but the minute it’s done, remembers he’s forgotten his football.


‘I’ll go get it, Mum,’ he says, working carefully to undo the harness he’s just done up.


‘Do you have to?’ Allison sighs. ‘Can’t you just . . . run around or something instead?’ But he is already gone, hurrying up the path towards the house. His gait isn’t quite right. Allison leans forward in her seat, watching him now with a clinician’s eye. Is he limping?


‘Marty,’ she says, ‘did Eliot fall over at school or something today?’


He shrugs. ‘Dunno. Can I get my footy too?’


She shakes her head. ‘One’s enough.’ At this rate they won’t even get out of the driveway before it is dark. The front door opens, but instead of Eliot, Jason emerges, a squirming dachshund under his arm. He’d offered to come with them, but she’d selflessly refused. This was her duty – and hopefully he’d clean up while she was gone. One less task for her before she got to the files.


‘Can you take John Thomas?’ Jason asks. ‘Sorry. I haven’t had a chance to walk him today.’ He opens the door of the Volvo and hands the dog to Martin without waiting for her answer.


‘Seriously?’ she mutters but is drowned out by the dog’s excited barking. Jason only works half days in his physio practice, spending the rest of the time running their household, getting the twins to and from school, doing the shopping and the laundry, making the beds and the lunches and then dinner. Yes, it is a great arrangement – her friends and colleagues constantly remind her of that – but it’s what they’d agreed on. He had the flexibility, she had the income. It made sense. And it worked well. But he could have walked the bloody dog.


‘Ready!’ Eliot has reappeared, brandishing his beloved red and green football.


‘Is your leg okay, El?’ Allison asks as he does battle once more with the car seat.


‘Yes?’ he says, pausing as if it is a trick question. Eliot aims to please. ‘I think so?’


‘You looked as if you were limping when you went inside just then,’ Allison says, reversing into the street. She catches a glimpse of grey roots among her sandy hair as she checks the rear-vision mirror. God. So soon? Six weeks came around so quickly!


‘It sometimes does that,’ Eliot says, reaching across the back seat to rub John Thomas’s ears. ‘It’s like it has a mind of its own.’


 


Despite everything, despite her day and the rupture and the work still waiting for her at home, the park trip is a success. Eliot and Martin are thrilled to have her to themselves and show off excitedly, hanging from the monkey bars, scrambling up the big slide, incessantly imploring her to watch, Mummy, watch. She showers them with praise, relieved not to have been made to join in some sort of kicking drill, while John Thomas trots beneath the swings, wagging his tail and trying to eat discarded cigarette butts. The dog would eat anything. How many lollipop sticks and chip packets had she had to pull out of his ever-ravenous maw on previous park trips, how many times had she found him with his head in one of the boys’ discarded school bags, scarfing down a forgotten banana or half a ham sandwich? Bananas, for God’s sake. He ate them with the skin on.


‘You crazy mutt,’ she says when he approaches her bench, sniffing furiously, and he looks up and practically smiles at her, mouth agape, tail a black blur. Her heart lurches. This is all she has left of Daniel. Allison scoops him onto her lap and buries her nose in his velvety fur, his body warm against hers like a newborn. ‘Crazy, crazy, crazy,’ she mutters as he squirms with delight. A dog hadn’t been part of the plan when he’d first come to them, almost two years ago, when the boys were still in preschool and she’d just been made head of the department. They’d had their hands full, but Sophie, Clare’s partner – Clare’s wife, she reminds herself, the idea that her sister was married to a woman still a little surprising to her – was allergic and they couldn’t have him anymore.


‘It’s getting worse,’ Sophie had said, sniffling, when she and Clare had handed John Thomas over. ‘My eyes, my nose – everything runs. It’s awful. I feel so bad about it.’ She’d glanced across at Clare, who was teary but bit her lip and attempted to smile.


‘I’ll miss him so much,’ Clare had said, ‘but I’m so glad he’s going to you, that he’ll still be in the family. Daniel would have liked that too.’


John Thomas had belonged to Daniel, her brother killed almost three years ago in a shooting in the city. Their brother – hers and Clare’s, and Bridie’s and Emma’s too – number four of the five of them, the lone son among all those daughters. It was still hard to think of him gone, so most of the time Allison pretended that he wasn’t. Daniel had bought John Thomas as a pup and treated him like a child, the dog spending his days at the studio napping at Daniel’s feet, sharing his sushi or attempting to get into the bin in the tiny kitchen. Clare had volunteered to have him that terrible October, once it was clear that Morgan, Daniel’s business partner, would be selling the studio and had no desire for his pet. Sophie’s allergies had declared themselves soon afterwards, but the couple had hung on for a year before asking Allison to take him.


Jason had been reluctant. ‘Why us?’ he’d asked. ‘We’re busy enough as it is. Can’t Bridie have him, or Emma?’


‘We’ve got a house, and kids. I guess that makes us the obvious choice,’ she’d replied, adding placatingly, ‘He won’t be much work. He’s such a little dog. How hard can it be?’


How hard, indeed. Allison sighs and sets him back down on the grass. Such a little dog, but one who seems to require constant maintenance. He is always devouring socks or needing walking or tracking dirt through the house after digging in the garden. Most of that work – all of it, in truth – falls to Jason, who has never warmed to John Thomas. He had been particularly frosty since a five-hundred-dollar trip to the vet’s for the removal of an avocado pit from the dachshund’s behind.


‘He ate an avocado?’ Clare had shrieked down the phone when Allison had told her. ‘A whole one?’


‘It wasn’t that big,’ Allison had said defensively. ‘The pit, anyway. I don’t know how he even got the avocado out of the fruit bowl. One of the boys probably fed it to him.’


‘Big enough to get stuck.’ Clare was laughing, snorting through her nose.


Allison had smiled despite herself, imagining Clare’s whole body shaking, her head rocking back and forth. Clare had such a vigorous laugh. ‘Yeah. We only noticed something was up because he was off his food, and John Thomas is never off his food.’


‘How did the vet get it out?’ Clare had asked between snorts.


‘I don’t know,’ Allison had said. ‘Jason took him. Vaseline and rubber gloves, I imagine,’ which had promptly set Clare off again.


‘Mum, will you come on the seesaw with us?’


Martin is tugging at her sleeve and she acquiesces, knees creaking as she rises from the bench. ‘You sit down one end and me and Eliot will go up the other.’


‘Eliot and I,’ she corrects automatically, gingerly lowering her spreading bottom onto the splintered wood. The fit is not flattering. ‘What now?’ she asks, anchored to the ground, knees awkwardly at the level of her chin. ‘How are you going to get on?’


‘We’ll climb,’ Marty declares, and the boys shimmy up the steep incline like twin monkeys, blond heads bobbing.


‘Be careful,’ she calls out. Was this safe? It was so rare to even find a seesaw at a park anymore, most having gone the way of the dinosaur, of the flying fox, of playing tennis on the road after school, as she and Bridie had done when they were girls. Other parents complain about the creeping infantilisation of children’s play areas, but she isn’t among them. The world is a risky place, she sees that every day. Why give it any more chances to kill you?


‘Push, Mummy!’ Eliot implores from the top of the seesaw, arms wrapped around Martin’s waist. She does as she is told, but remains stolidly earthbound.


‘Harder!’ Martin says. Allison tries again. Still the seesaw won’t budge.


‘I think she’s too heavy,’ Eliot tells Martin. ‘We need another kid up here.’


‘Yeah, or maybe Dad.’


‘I can hear you, you know,’ Allison calls back, tempted to stand up and let them both bump to the dirt. ‘It’s not going to work this way. Martin, you come down this end and just do it with Eliot. Slowly!’


Once the boys are established she goes to round up John Thomas. The shadows are lengthening; it is time to go home. She lingers, though, in the dusk and considers her own shadow, distinctly fuller than it was ten years ago. But that was to be expected, wasn’t it? She’d had twins; she is Chief Obstetrician at a major teaching hospital, with no time to exercise. Some days it feels as if she barely has time to urinate. In the last year or two she’d become a regular blood donor at the centre up on level four, claiming it was to inspire her staff and other employees to do the same. But really it was just so she could lie down for an hour without looking lazy. Her hands sneak to her stomach. Still relatively flat, and her boobs are in good nick, but there is no doubt she’s getting heavier through her hips and arse, the Irish peasant genes that her father had been so proud of well and truly asserting themselves. Menopause isn’t going to be pretty.


They are almost home when Allison realises that John Thomas, who yaps enthusiastically throughout any car trip, is unusually quiet.


‘JT’s in the back with you boys, isn’t he?’ she asks. ‘We didn’t leave him at the park?’


‘Yeah,’ Martin says.


‘He’s right under your seat,’ Eliot adds, the helpful one. ‘I think he’s chewing on something.’


Allison goes cold. ‘Can you see what it is?’ A cheese stick, she prays. A muesli bar. The boys were always leaving snack foods in their wake.


Eliot leans forward. ‘It’s a box. A shoebox? He’s chewed right through it. Naughty John Thomas!’


Allison pulls to the side of the road without signalling and slams on the brakes, but by the time she has undone her belt and twisted around to extract the dog it is already too late.


His muzzle is grey and flaky; he sneezes as she thrusts him at Martin, admonishing her son to hold on tightly and not let go. Then, taking a deep breath, she climbs out of the car, opens Eliot’s door and bends to inspect the damage. The cardboard box has indeed been chewed through. So too has the wooden lid on the eco-friendly urn inside, scattering all that was left of Jason’s elderly aunt across the black carpet of the footwell.


‘Fuck!’ she exclaims.


‘You owe twenty cents to the swear jar,’ Eliot tells her, while Martin cranes forward.


‘What’s that?’ he asks.


‘Nothing,’ Allison says, trying to sweep the ashes back into the urn with her hand. They are fine and gritty, like dirty sand, though now she looks more closely she can see bone fragments among the dusty powder, pearlescent and jagged. Her airway narrows. She fights the impulse to gag or to cry. Death, again, always in her face. She was so tired of death.


‘That’s not going to work, Mummy,’ Eliot tells her. ‘You’ll need a vacuum.’


The image saves her, hauling her back from hysteria. She could call in at a service station before they got home, she thinks, starting to giggle. Jason would never have to know. It was his fault, anyway. He’d left the box there, in the back seat of the family car, what – three, four months ago, after the funeral home had contacted him to collect it? Jason hadn’t been close to Aunt Tanya, had barely known her in truth, but he was her oldest living relative and thus bequeathed with her remains. Afterwards, he and Allison had made desultory plans to scatter them somewhere, and then promptly forgot, swept along by her work, by his work, by the boys, by the dog, by the house, by his practice, by the lawn that needed mowing and the weekly swimming lessons, by the endless stream of school newsletters and CPD seminars and supermarket runs. Life had overtaken them, and the box had been forgotten. It must have fallen beneath the seat, out of sight and out of mind. It was a wonder John Thomas hadn’t got to it before now. Sorry, Aunt Tanya.


Shame wrestles with exhaustion, but exhaustion wins. They were always so busy, too busy. It was why they never had sex, that and things like the apron. She straightens up, goes back to her seat and starts the car. Jason can deal with it later. She has had enough of looking after people for one day, living or dead. She just wants to go to sleep.










Bridie


 


‘I’m sure it must be there somewhere,’ Bridie says hopefully, craning her neck to try to see the list. ‘O’Shea. Bridie O’Shea.’


The usher checks again, but comes up empty-handed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I don’t have that name.’


‘You must,’ Tom insists. ‘Next to me. Can you check, please? Tom Flanagan.’


‘Of course, Mr Flanagan.’ The girl, Bridie notices, can’t resist a sneak peek at her husband before she does. Tom is forever drawing second looks and backwards glances, even here it seems, surrounded by actors and celebrities at the AACTA awards. Normally it doesn’t bother Bridie, but right now she itches to snap at the usher. Hurry up. There are other nominees starting to bank up behind them.


‘You’re here, Mr Flanagan,’ the young woman says finally. ‘Row B, seat sixteen, right next to Sam Neill, and, uh, Shane Jacobson.’ She giggles and bats her eyelashes. ‘Lucky you. Lucky them!’


Bridie doesn’t attempt to suppress her sigh. ‘But not me. His wife. Is that right?’


The girl has the grace to look embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Flanagan. You’re probably in the balcony, with the other partners. I’ll get one of my colleagues to take you up, if you like?’


‘O’Shea,’ Tom says. ‘Her name’s O’Shea, as in Bridie O’Shea, director of Black Box.’


Gratifyingly, the usher’s eyes widen. ‘You made that film? I loved Black Box. I had a huge poster of it on my bedroom wall right through high school – oh, and I went to Comic-Con as Cassandra in my first year of uni. You should have seen me! I even had my hair dyed, just for the day. Indigo, like hers . . .’


Tom pulls Bridie away. ‘Bird, I’m so sorry. What do you want to do?’


‘Do? Nothing. It’s fine. I’ll go take my seat with the other partners.’ She can’t quite keep the edge from her tone.


‘We don’t have to. We can just go home. It doesn’t matter.’


He means it, she realises. It’s his big night, but he wants her to be okay. This lovely man, this biggest stroke of luck in a lucky life. She feels herself soften. So she’ll sit in the balcony. So what?


‘Don’t be silly,’ she says, but lightly; she is lighter now. ‘We’re not going home. I’ll meet you straight afterwards. Good luck. Break a leg.’


He leans in and kisses her, breathes thank you against her lips. Another usher steps in to guide him to his seat and she watches him go, standing at the edge of the aisle. Broad shoulders, dark hair, slim hips. A classic matinee idol and hers, all hers. Sam Neill holds out his hand and the two men shake. Tom says something, and Neill throws back his head in laughter. They are deep in conversation as Bridie makes her way back to the foyer.


Her glow lasts until she is following yet another usher into the nosebleed section of the balcony. No one here, she can’t help but notice, is dressed like her. No one else expected to be seen. At five eleven, with abundant gold hair and a figure kept rigorously in check by Pilates, kickboxing and a personal trainer who screams at her if she so much as thinks about a cupcake, Bridie needs no gimmicks. Her scarlet evening gown is almost spartan in its simplicity. No sequins for her, no frills or flounces, not even a hint of sideboob. She is positively demure compared to some of the women she’d stood alongside on the red carpet, but there was no getting away from it: she looks out of place in the balcony. People mutter to each other as she sidles past them to get to her seat, and she imagines what they’re saying. Who does she think she is, with her Balenciaga dress, her statement jewellery, her uncovered shoulders?


The houselights dim and she sinks back, cheeks burning. It wasn’t so long ago that Tom was her plus-one on the award invites, at the premieres, the galas. When Black Box took off, people had fallen over themselves to have her in their front rows . . . but things have changed. Try as she might, there hasn’t been another feature film with her name on it, not as the director anyway. She’s been mentioned once or twice as a consultant, which is a polite way of saying she was attached to the project because someone thought involving her and her Leone d’Argento would bring in funding or clout or both. Did it work? Bridie can’t even remember. All she knows is that she hasn’t made a film in over a decade, and it is killing her.


A round of applause. The first award is announced, but Bridie doesn’t hear it, isn’t interested anyway. Her career has stalled. She’s been fearing it for a while, but tonight is proof. The balcony is proof. Oh, her family wouldn’t think so, but they’re still glassy-eyed at the success of Black Box. Most of her friends, too, but she was thirty-three then. The age Christ was crucified, she muses to herself. Well, he made a comeback. Maybe there’s hope for her yet. But she fears not. She is forty-five now, and the industry is pulling away, leaving her behind. If it wasn’t for Tom, she probably wouldn’t have been invited tonight.


What had gone wrong? She’d been engaged for plenty of features post-Black Box, but they’d all fallen over for one reason or another. It happened; it wasn’t her fault. Directors often went years between films, particularly in the early stages of their career, and hers had taken a while to get going. Twelve years, though, raised question marks, raised red flags brighter than her dress.


Bridie’s palms are sweating and she takes care to wipe them on the seat rather than mark her clothes. The gown has to go back tomorrow. It isn’t even the money that bothers her. They have plenty, thanks to Tom’s years on Neighbours and her cult film. Thank God she’d elected to take a percentage of profits rather than a flat fee. Black Box was a decidedly odd film, a spec-fic fantasy about a group of teenagers who, realising they are immortal, band together for protection against a government agency that is hunting them down, one by one, to mine their DNA. Sex, Lies and Vivisection, Daniel had quipped after he’d first seen it, which Bridie had conceded was an apt description. It had garnered only two reviews on its release, the first calling it ‘quirky’, while the second went straight for ‘weird’. No one had ever expected Black Box to turn over a tenth of what it had, a hundredth even, but Bridie had had a hunch. The royalties were still coming in – not a lot, but enough. Tom had suggested she set up her own production company, but she isn’t interested in that. She doesn’t want to spend her days in meetings or unravelling red tape. She wants to be on set, knee-deep in the work, creating the magic, not just overseeing it. She doesn’t want to buy her way in. She wants to be there on her own merits, but right now her own merits can’t even get her a decent seat at a second-rate award ceremony.


Daniel would understand. A hit of pure loss goes through her, more potent than heroin. It has been almost three years now. She has mostly learned to live with it, has days, even, that she passes through without thinking of him, but every so often the grief finds her again, ambushing her as completely as it did in the first weeks after the phone call.


It was Clare who had rung her. Afterwards that felt strange. Clare is the sibling she is probably least close to, despite their proximity in the family line-up – Bridie at number two, Clare number three. Even so, there are five years between them and, more than that, whole oceans of temperament. Bridie is creative, driven, ambitious, was the first to fly the nest and is always the last to know what’s going on with any of her sisters. Clare is solid, reliable, practical, no-nonsense, the one who organises Christmas and remembers birthdays. They have little in common other than their surname. They don’t even look like each other: Bridie tall and toned and leonine, Clare more like an aardvark or an armadillo, head down, barrelling stolidly through life. At Daniel’s funeral, Bridie kept glancing over at Clare, who was weeping openly, and felt an irrational anger. You shouldn’t have told me. It wasn’t your place. But who, then, would she have allowed to bear the news? Of all of them, Daniel was her confidante, but he was up by the altar, lying in a casket with the lid closed because the bullet that had killed him had also blown away part of his face.


Strange that they’d been so close. Daniel had been the fourth-born with seven years between him and Bridie. When she was starting high school he was starting school, period – just a kid with a Masters of the Universe lunchbox and a bowl haircut. Masters of the Universe wasn’t even his thing, she recalled. It had been bought on a whim by their mother, who, after three girls, was only guessing what a boy might like. But Daniel had never been a particularly predictable boy. He had preferred to draw rather than run or climb and had never liked being dirty. He’d also made far more use of the dress-up box than Allison or Clare. ‘It’s my fault,’ their father had opined on more than one occasion. ‘He’s seen me poncing around on stage too much. He wants to be like his dad.’ Privately, Bridie didn’t believe her father’s devotion to the local musical theatre troupe had anything at all to do with it, and she certainly didn’t see it as a fault. Daniel was just Daniel, unique, complete.


They’d grown close after Emma was born, when the family home, which had once seemed so spacious, finally ran out of bedrooms. Emma cried a lot and couldn’t be bunked in with one of her sisters. With their mother still in hospital, their father had decided that the two next-youngest, Clare and Daniel, should share a room, freeing up Daniel’s for the baby. To everyone’s surprise though, Daniel had requested that he move in with Bridie instead. She had recently started her period and discovered pop music and that she liked it when boys looked at her. A five-year-old in her personal space should have been anathema, but there was something about the way that he asked, so certain, so sure, the way he chose her, not smarty-pants Allison or good-girl Clare . . . She’d agreed to a trial period, and three years later, Daniel was still there, until the extension was built.


They’d had fun, Bridie thinks. By then she was a teenager and he was in grade two, but still they’d had fun. Daniel had loved lying on her bed, poring over her Dolly magazines with her; they learned the steps to the Locomotion together and walked like Egyptians. ‘Do you like girls or boys?’ she’d asked him once, as they were filling in a quiz on finding your perfect match. ‘Girls AND boys,’ he’d replied without missing a beat, circling a response. Years later, when he came out as bisexual, she’d remembered that conversation. ‘He’s gay, isn’t he?’ her mother had said. ‘He’s just pretending he likes girls too to make us feel better.’ But Bridie had believed him. There was no subterfuge in Daniel. He was perfectly content with who he was and what he liked, and felt no need to hide it.


As he grew older, it became more and more apparent that one of the things Daniel really liked was clothes. Fabric, cut, colour, style – he appreciated it all. He understood it all. She was at AFTRS by now, the Australian Film, Television and Radio School, and modelling on the side for cash – TV, when she could get it, rather than print, so at least she’d be near a camera. Daniel styled her for go-sees and casting calls, somehow instinctively knowing how to make her stand out or be exactly what the client was looking for. Their own tastes in fashion were similar, classical verging towards the severe, but he never let that get in the way when sending her off to an audition.


As the work rolled in and her bank balance grew, Bridie’s innate liking for him blossomed into a deep respect. Daniel was no longer just her little brother, he was her collaborator. They were exclusive members of a secret society of two, flamingos in a family of wrens. No one else ever got it, Bridie thinks. Not Emma, in her churchy skirts and floral blouses; not Clare, always in scrubs; and certainly not Allison, with her preference for sensible shoes and washable fabrics. Because of her job, she would argue, because of the blood and the shit and the amniotic fluid she was constantly in danger of being splattered with, but really, Bridie knows, she has just grown lazy. She’d wear a tracksuit to the shops, for God’s sake, and think nothing of it.


Irritated, she shifts in her seat. She wished Daniel had been there to dress her tonight. She wished they had worked together, seriously, as adults and equals. It was something they had always intended to do. On her next film, she’d promised, after Black Box broke through, and he’d smiled, and said cool and no hurry. They had all the time in the world, until they didn’t.


Applause again. Lots of applause. Bridie starts, jolted out of her reverie. Was that her name? She peers towards the stage, and Tom is there, brandishing something crass and shiny. He’s won, Tom has won, and she has missed it.


‘. . . my beautiful wife,’ she hears him finish, ‘who I couldn’t have done this without – I couldn’t do anything without.’


The people in her row are nudging each other and shuffling forward to get a look at her, but Bridie barely notices. She is flushing, crimson, delighted despite herself. Maybe it had been worth coming after all.










Clare


October 2018


As she leaves work, Clare is feeling good. The shift has gone well – no deaths, no codes, just the straightforward clinical care she enjoys so much, plus she had a chance to actually chat with some patients and their families for once. That didn’t always happen – the ward could be so busy – but it made such a difference. To the way she was able to care for them, certainly, once she knew them as people, not just bed numbers, but to their recovery time too, or so it seemed at least. Someone, she muses, should do a study on that – the correlation between personalised nursing and patient outcomes. The availability of personalised nursing though, that was the issue. And patient outcomes, or patient throughput? In her experience the research grants were skewed towards the latter, all about getting bodies out of beds as quickly as possible so they could be invoiced for and replaced with fresh ones, rather than actual quality of care. But that wasn’t right. Maybe she should do the study, show how much good nursing mattered. It could be her Masters. She’d always intended to do one . . . but not right now. Right now she has her period, which is the other reason she is in a good mood.


It’s funny, she thinks, climbing into her car. Normally her period is cause for tears, despair, the sign of yet another month lost, another child not conceived. Today though, when she first felt the cramping during her shift, she experienced a surge of hope instead. Finally! She’d been waiting for it since her last miscarriage, the fourth, almost six weeks ago now. Her specialist had wanted to wait two cycles before making another IVF attempt, ideally, but time was ticking on. They’d agreed Clare could come back after one.


She starts doing the sums in her head. Today is, what – 9 October? She’ll be finishing her period in five days. If she calls the clinic as soon as she’s home she can probably get an appointment for late next week to have her bloods done and get the meds started again. They still have one embryo in storage, so she can go straight to a frozen transfer, not have to mess around with ovarian stimulation and retrieval . . . She could be pregnant by November, by Christmas.


Goosebumps lift her flesh and a little shudder of delight runs through her. It would be too soon to tell her sisters at the family lunch, but she’d have to refuse any drinks, of course. Maybe they’d guess. Allison would be straight onto something like that, given her job, and then everyone would toast her and Sophie, and she’d sit at the table, glowing, with one hand over her stomach, even though there wouldn’t be a bump there yet . . .


Clare is picturing it so clearly as she arrives home that it takes her a second to realise Sophie’s car is already there, tucked into the garage. She checks her watch. It’s 3.30, about the usual time she gets home after the morning shift, but Sophie should still be at work. A lawyer at a city firm, she is never back before six at best.


Great, Clare thinks, I can tell her straight away. But something keeps her in her car, even after she has pulled the keys from the ignition. She gazes at their house, admiring it. Just a simple brick terrace, but so pretty at this time of year, with the wisteria blossoming across the railing of the upstairs balcony and the espaliered pear coming into bloom in the pot by the front door. Not strictly their house, though, unfortunately. Four rounds of IVF had put paid to saving for a deposit, even on Sophie’s salary, so it is only a rental – but it’s secure, Clare reminds herself. They have a great landlord, an older gay man who loves them and calls them his girls and hasn’t once raised the rent in all the time they’ve been living there. He’d come to their wedding earlier that year and toasted the legislation that had finally allowed them to marry after a decade together, then made a joke about who was going to carry whom over the threshold. At least, he’d thought it was a joke, but Clare had been inspired.


They’d left their reception for a simple honeymoon in the Blue Mountains – the IVF costs again – but when they returned a week later, Clare had surprised Sophie by scooping her up before she got her keys in the door. Clare was the heavier of the two; it made sense for her to do the lifting, but she wanted to mark the occasion too. Sophie had giggled and kicked, protesting that the tradition was only for true newlyweds, not middle-aged lezzies like them, but Clare had kissed her until she stopped talking, until they were safely inside, the world shut out behind them.
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