





[image: image]












MEGAN ALBANY is a proud First Nations woman of Kalkadoon and European heritage who has worked as an editor, scriptwriter, songwriter/composer and journalist. She has written for publications including The Guardian (UK), Metro (Ireland), Irish Echo and the Koori Mail. She was both a writer and editor for leading Indigenous magazine Deadly Vibe; the founding editor of InVibe magazine for Indigenous youth in custody; and was a researcher for Can It Hurt Less?, an SBS documentary into Australia’s juvenile justice system. For five years she was part of the scriptwriting team for the Deadly Awards (the Deadlys), the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Music, Sport, Arts and Community Awards, which screened on SBS TV, and she was one of the founding concept developers for the NITV health programs Living Strong and Move It Mob Style.


Megan has a Master’s in Creative Writing, has taught creative writing as part of the Disadvantaged Schools Program and has taught literacy on Pitjantjatjaran lands. The Very Last List of Vivian Walker, her first novel, was shortlisted for The Banjo Prize in 2020 and highly commended in the Australian Society of Authors 2020 Award Mentorship Program.


Megan lives with her thirteen-year-old son, her husband and their moodle in the Northern Rivers of NSW. Connect with her on Instagram @meganalbanywriter, on Twitter @Megan_Albany or on Facebook @meganalbanywriter, and learn more on her website, meganalbany.com, where you can find an original soundtrack Megan specially produced for The Very Last List of Vivian Walker.









[image: image]









This book was conceived and written on Bundjalung Country. I acknowledge the Traditional Custodians on whose land I live, work and learn. I am proud of the pivotal role all First Nations people continue to play in our community as we continue to strive for excellence and equity. I pay respect to our Elders, past, present and emerging. Sovereignty was never ceded; Australia always was and always will be Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Land.









Dedicated to the many wonderful souls I have been privileged to travel with. Even though you have moved on, I know you didn’t go very far as I feel you all every day.


To Rebecka Darling-Darren (nee Delforce) for showing me how to look at death differently and being hilarious to the end. To Daz for following Beck to the end of the earth. To Gavin Jones, my brother always, for being the deadliest of all and welcoming me back to Country. To Manfred, my favourite father-in-law, for loving me and giving me Marc. To Uncle Paddy for your dignity and hatred of puns. To Pling for how joyfully you lived and for photographing every house we ever lived in – big job! To Herbie for the love, respect, music and fashion advice. To Steve for everyone you ever stood up for, including your irrepressible Ulrike. To Lisa for being part of our family and travelling the road from Westfield Liverpool to Italy to Byron. To Kerrie for the music and the best answering machine message ever. To Glen for hero-worshipping Marc as much as I do. To Tania for the laugh I still hear to this day. To Poppa for your strength. To Nanna for your gentleness. To Gran for your pikelets!









Prologue


At first sight, some people think I look pregnant until they notice my stylish grey skin, then they look away. I am pregnant with death. The tumours are bloating my stomach but there’s still so much to get done, and only a couple of months left to do it all. Unfinished business. I need to write a list.


MY LIST




•Clean the fridge


•Declutter the playroom


•Fill my script


•Get my tax up to date


•Choose songs for my funeral


•Restore Poppa’s lowboy


•Clean out my wardrobe


•Sand the French doors into the bedroom


•Amend my will


•Write a letter to my son


•Delete my Tinder profile


•Give my husband a list





My husband, Clinton, is used to my lists. I make lists, prioritise lists, redo lists, fish lists out of pant pockets before washing them, follow up on lists and inspect the work once it has been done. But, out of the blue, Clint has not only written a list for himself, but he has also made me a list. What is he thinking? He must be emboldened by the fact I am dying. He thinks I am too weak to kill him. Men do not write lists for their wives. Surely, he knows this. I tell my girlfriends. Their mouths drop open and, for once, they cannot speak. This is akin to marital suicide. But I guess Clint figures our marriage is dead when I am, so he has nothing to lose.


CLINT’S LIST




•Have sex – which he has crossed out to read: Make love


•Go for long walks in the countryside


•Lie in each other’s arms





CLINT’S LIST FOR ME




•Finish your novel


•Play with your son


•Take a hot bath


•Recuperate





Basically all the things I don’t have time for because I am too busy with my everyday list. His utopian version will have to wait.


‘Mum, Mum, can you play with me yet?’ My eight-year-old son, Ethan, interrupts my train of thought, so I stop mid-synapse.


‘Just a moment honey, I am working on my list.’


He rolls his eyes. He knows all about my lists.


Now that I’ve got cancer, I know I should be letting go and being in the moment with him, but seriously, what mother has got time to spend with their kids? I realise if Ethan is going to have a hope in hell of booking into any of my few remaining time-slots in the countdown to D-day, he had better have a list of his own. Turns out his list is simple.


ETHAN’S LIST




•Play handball with Mum


•Build a robot


•Have a sleepover





I optimistically decide to add to his list, even though my experience to date gives no indication my son will actually do these jobs:




•Tidy his room


•Cook us all dinner












CHAPTER 1


My list: Clean the fridge


When you open the door of our fridge, you get a history lesson. There are at least five meals my son wanted to ‘save for later’ that remain untouched and are now inedible. There are six or seven bottles of vitamins and herbal cures one of us started to take but never finished. The unspoken rule with these concoctions is if they are too expensive to throw away we just leave them in situ until they accidentally reach their expiry date. Only then can we justify binning the evidence of our failure to achieve yet another new year’s health resolution. These days, I no longer feel guilty when I look at them. Four weeks ago, the doctors told me I was in an advanced stage of melanoma and gave me a three-month prognosis. I’m incurable.


Being incurable is quite a relief. I don’t even have to pretend I am trying to get better. I can eat whatever I like, use toxic skin-care products, breathe polluted air – after all, what’s it going to do, give me cancer? If I were to add up all the time and money I have spent on what I now realise are totally useless organic products over the years, I reckon I could have finished two university degrees and bought a sportscar. From here on in, I am putting myself on a liver-clogging diet.


I am staring aimlessly at the inside of the fridge, wondering where on earth to start, when Ethan comes in. Despite being eight, he recently rediscovered the joys and mess-making potential of playing in the sandpit. The fine sand is stuck between his toes, but it will only stay stuck until he reaches the house, then somehow, magically, it will unstick itself all over the floor. It generally waits until he reaches the lounge room before it dislodges on the rug. It’s not what I would call a rug anymore: it’s more of a rug-pit. When Ethan’s friends visit, I should really just tell them to stay inside and play on the rug as I am sure there is more sand in here than in the actual sandpit.


I find my list and add – ‘Clean the rug’, then cross it out and write, ‘Throw the rug out’.


I like the rug. I used to love the rug, but now it’s one more thing I look at that makes me feel bad. There are still so many jobs to do. Aren’t I meant to just be contemplating life, its meaning and everything? Mums don’t die in peace apparently.


Of course, Clint and Ethan were amazing when they first heard about the cancer. I wasn’t allowed to lift a finger for at least a week. But now, it’s dragging on and, even though I do look like I’m dying, none of us really believe it. It’s kind of surreal. We’re all dying anyway, but, like the vitamins, I have a use-by date that we’re trying to pretend is not there. We’re also trying to pretend I have lived some sort of incredible life, like I was supposed to, so we can make sense of why I was on the planet in the first place.


For Ethan, having a dying mother is the new normal. At first he let me milk my cancer for all I could get; now I’m lucky if he makes me a cup of tea.


I look at my gorgeous boy standing there caked in sand, stomping his sandy feet all over the rug, and can’t believe I am going to leave him behind.


‘For god’s sake, Ethan, look at all the sand you’ve brought in,’ I blurt out, defaulting to nagging mother mode. ‘How many times do I have to tell you to wash your feet before you drag the whole of the outside in?’


He looks up at me, smiles, grabs some grapes, dropping a few on the floor, says, ‘Sorry, Mum,’ then skips out the door, scattering sand and grapes as he goes.


He seems unaffected by it all. Except at night. When it’s dark, we both want to hold on to each other. He sleeps with me a lot these days, but last night I was so exhausted I banished him to his room. In the middle of the night, I heard him crying.


‘Mama, Mama.’


It takes me longer these days to get out of bed and Clint, as usual, slept through the whole thing. When I reached Ethan’s bed, he was still crying but by then it was in his sleep. I stroked his forehead and kissed his cheeks and finally he took a shuddering post-sob breath in, then seemed to settle. I put my forehead against his. His breath still smells like it did when he was a baby. I breathed it in; there is nothing more precious than this. When morning came, we went back to yelling at each other while I tried to hold back the king tide of mess that seems to be taking over our lives as I get sicker and less capable of being a supermum.


Now back to the fridge. When Clint and I were first married, it was always clean. We ate out a lot. The fridge contained the barest of essentials. Coffee, wine, chocolate, milk, expensive fruit that families can’t afford like mangoes and raspberries, and leftovers from restaurant meals. Back then, nothing stuck to the shelves and nothing grew in the back in a bowl. There were no hardened, inexplicable objects that had gone beyond rotting to petrified. Nine years ago, cleaning the fridge just involved eating the chocolate.


Last week Clint did the shopping and ‘helpfully’ unpacked everything into the fridge, dumping new fruit and veg on top of last week’s unused produce. He seems unaware that the compost bin and the fridge’s vegetable tray are not one and the same. He thinks we bought the as yet uninvented new model with the in-fridge composting system.


When you are dying this shouldn’t matter. You should savour every moment and not care about the trivial things in life. You should be able to focus on all the wonderful eccentricities of the people you love, stop being a control freak and be in awe and gratitude for every precious second you have together. But dying happens moment by moment, so there is still plenty of time to be irritated, provoked, frustrated, angry, resentful and really, really annoyed by the people who will miss you most when you are dead and gone.


The fridge door beeps at me. I have been holding it open and staring at it for too long. I am making it uncomfortable. I shut the door. Where are the gloves? I had a brand-new packet of them. I check in the cupboard under the sink but rummaging makes my back sore, so I stand up and look out the window. My son and his friend Tyson are pretending to be roosters scratching in the sand with beautiful rooster combs on their heads. My gloves. I notice they have also destroyed the pile of neatly raked together clippings from the fresh-cut grass. Clint promised to put that in the green bin last night, just like he promised to bring in the washing that’s been on the line for three days.


He’s lucky he’s at work today as I have already started fantasising about a food fight. Not a fun romantic one like when we were young, but one which involves me screaming like a banshee while holding up every piece of slimy vegetable for Clint to inspect before slapping them onto his bare scalp.


He used to have such beautiful hair. It was longer than mine and took hours to groom. It did look incredibly handsome, but I have to admit part of me was happy when it all fell out. I thought when he went bald he would lose the obsession with his own head, but he only got worse. He could see every blemish and freckle. Every time he went out in the sun, he put way too much effort into making sure his head tanned evenly. He even found products for his scalp. I’m not sure if they were supposed to make his head reflective or somehow make it water repellent. Either way he was determined to do whatever it took to make sure his bald scalp looked its best.


I am no closer to having a sparkling fridge so I grab a garbage bag and Clint’s Star Wars cap he left lying on the kitchen bench, and open the fridge door. I use his new cap like a snowplough to push the contents of each shelf holus-bolus into the garbage bag. Tupperware, good fruit, dissolved vegetables, new leftovers, fossilised dinners, the lot. It feels amazingly satisfying not to care. I empty the entire contents of the fridge and freezer into the extra-strength bag and take it straight outside to the bin. I come back inside and open the fridge and freezer door. I take a deep breath in. The cold air opens my lungs like I am standing on a mountain in Austria. As I stare lovingly at the achingly beautiful sight of an empty cooler I want to sing about the hills being alive as if I am Maria in The Sound of Music. I have exceeded myself. I can tick ‘Clean the fridge’ off the list and give myself bonus points for also having cleaned the freezer.


Only then do I hear the key turn in the front door. Clint must be home early from his job buying toilet paper. He assures me the motel allows him to procure far more impressive items, which is apparently why his official title is Purchasing Officer as opposed to the less flattering moniker I prefer. He walks into the kitchen with his I did something right smile and a bunch of flowers.


‘Let’s go out for dinner,’ he says, pulling me close.


‘Great idea,’ I answer enthusiastically, reaching behind me with one arm to push his now putrid Star Wars cap out of sight.


I know he’s trying to work on the first thing on his list, but I am happy to steer him away from the kitchen for now.


‘Look out the window,’ I say, pointing my head in the direction of the little roosters. They have just finished covering themselves in grass clippings. I can see the beginning of a rash starting on Tyson’s back.


‘Oh, no.’


Before I have time to think I am running out the back via the medicine cupboard. Tyson, it appears, is allergic to grass. I grab the antihistamines from the first-aid kit and race towards the sandpit. Luckily it is next to the pool, and despite my diminishing strength, I manage to pick Tyson up under one arm and dump him straight into the pool.


‘Duck your head under,’ I yell. I should have more accurately said, ‘Rooster your head under,’ but the undercurrent of humour is lost as I watch him start to welt.


I grab a pill from the packet and administer it to Tyson using pool water I have scooped up with a snorkel. By this time, Clint has finally clued on to the fact something is wrong and has strolled out to us. He is so relaxed. I used to love that about him. But now it drives me crazy. How on earth is he going to cope in an emergency without me?


I have netball reflexes. When Ethan was young, I could catch him a split second before his head hit the cement, or at least put a foot out to buffer his fall. Years of playing goal defence as a teenager had given me the ability to see things not only happening but about to happen. The nettie had also given me shocking knees, which hadn’t been helped any by the Catholic Church’s unpadded kneelers I’d used religiously every Sunday.


Tyson is now splashing about in the pool as if nothing happened. The pool is full of grass clippings, and the rubber glove is about to make its way into our filter system, so my arm automatically ricochets out to get it before it clogs up the newly repaired valve.


Clint seems to be moving in slow motion despite my rapid-fire instructions, ‘Can you grab a towel and the calamine and my phone, so I can call Tyson’s mum to let her know what’s going on?’


I can talk faster than speed typists can type. Clint responds slower than a three-toed sloth. Luckily the antihistamine appears to be working, and Tyson’s welts are visibly reducing. I feel myself breathe for the first time in about ten minutes. Killing your own child is one thing, but killing someone else’s, well, that’s just rude.


•


After Tyson’s mum arrives, rescues her child, thanks me for the first aid and apologises for not letting me know about his grass sensitivity, I collapse exhausted onto the lawn. I have forgotten how quickly I get tired these days. I look down at my chest; it is rising and falling in quick little pants like a puppy on a hot day. There is no room in my belly for long, relaxing inhales, it is otherwise occupied – my metastasised tumours are not good at sharing their space. Sometimes I imagine a baby in my womb. I rub my hand proudly over my swollen belly, longing for it to kick, so I know there is life inside. The illusion doesn’t last for more than a second as my fingers discover new random lumps disrupting the terrain. My skin isn’t smooth and tight, and I don’t exactly have that pregnant glow about me, but for a few seconds it takes me back to how soft and womanly I’d felt when Ethan was inside me, safe and secure.


Before I was pregnant, I always felt more masculine than feminine. Not that I looked in any way masculine, I was just, let’s face it, a bit bossy. Clint was the first person who didn’t want to squash the bossiness out of me, but even he didn’t really love me until I was carrying his child. While I was expecting he looked at me differently and took on a kind of protective air. I’d missed that after Ethan was born.


But now, here’s that look, back again. Every so often, I catch him out of the corner of my eye staring at me mistily. When I was pregnant, my hormones helped me reciprocate his mushiness; now they just bring out the lunatic in me. I should be feeling loving towards him but my intolerance for his failings is growing with my tumours, which only serves to make me feel guilty and angry.


Lying out in our back garden behind our house on the hill, I look across to the little portable building that was supposed to be my meditation room. It faces the town in the valley below. I call it my little red caboose. It was meant to be the place I would go to each morning to journey into gratitude before spreading peace and love throughout my home upon my return. At least that’s what I convinced myself I would use it for when I bought it on impulse from eBay. Instead, it has become yet another guilt-inducing purchase, having only ever been used once, when I was desperate for two minutes to myself. Even then, I failed to meditate, preferring to read trashy magazines about people living lives I was never destined for. But now, when I know I should be making the most of every moment I have left to spend with my family, I want to run into my caboose and close the door tightly on my husband, my child and my list. Nothingness is calling me. I should be scared. Instead, I am almost looking forward to the freedom of having nothing left to do and knowing ‘the answer’ before anyone else does.


I don’t want to leave my family, but sitting in my caboose, I feel myself rest in peace.









CHAPTER 2


Clint’s list: Have sex Make love


It’s our first date in months. Ethan is at home with my mother, Isabelle, who, according to Vivian, has one purpose and one purpose only: babysitting. Mum is no doubt brainwashing our son and reprogramming him with her preferred values as we speak.


The waitress takes a deep breath and I look up at her apologetically. These days I find it hard to make decisions. I can feel Viv getting frustrated next to me. She rolls her eyes at the waitress and tells her to come back in a minute.


We came to this restaurant in town on our first date ten years ago. Back then, Viv thought I was funny and good-looking. Now I just piss her off. It’s been that way since Ethan was born. It started with him not sleeping through the night, and her irritation grew little by little. The less he slept, the less I could do right. These days she only has to look at me to get fired up. I can’t do anything properly, and now she’s dying.


I was meant to be her rescuer and carry her off on a white horse to somewhere we’d live happily ever after. She had so many walls up when we first met, and I slashed through them like they were the thorns surrounding Rapunzel’s castle, but somewhere along the way I must have cut into her. I thought I was healing her wounds, but I’m worried I might have been responsible for them. I can’t escape the feeling I am the cause of what’s been eating her up inside. I knew she didn’t love me the way she thought she was supposed to love someone. It wasn’t like the movies. She was always complaining the house was a mess and that she wasn’t the kind of mother she’d wanted to be, and then I lost my hair. Viv had been in love with me when I had hair. She’d run her fingers through it at night and stare into my eyes. Now there is no hair, no stares and no love. I want to remind her of what we once had. But everything I try seems to agitate her more.


The waitress has returned, and I still haven’t read a word on the menu.


‘What are you having, honey?’ I ask.


‘Duck,’ she says curtly, ‘I am having the duck.’


I know I should order something different as she likes to share meals; instead, I just say, ‘Great, I’ll have the same please.’


When the waitress walks away, Viv gives me that look. It’s not indifference, it’s not frustration, she just hates everything about me right now. If we weren’t in a public place, I would be bracing myself for the onslaught. Instead, she tightens her mouth, gets out her phone and puts her headphones into her ears. I know she is listening to Tony Robbins. He will calm her down and stop her wanting to blame me for everything that’s ever gone wrong in her life. It usually takes about fifteen minutes. She wishes she was married to him instead of me, every woman does, but I can’t hate him because he saves my skin every time.


I look out the window while I wait for her anger to pass. Outside, rain is washing away the day, the dirt and the dust. I feel tears well up in my eyes. That happens a lot these days. That’s why I got a table by the window. I look away, so no one can see me. A woman is crossing the road with a trolley. She runs towards the awning outside the restaurant to get out of the rain. She starts to squeeze the rain out of her hair but pauses when she sees the tears running down my face, and my wife’s still hardened expression. She smiles at me, a mixture of pity and embarrassment. There is no attraction there. Women don’t look at me like that anymore. I am middle-aged, bald and invisible. All they see is a boss, a door opener, or a dad at a P&C meeting.


I’ve become ordinary. My guitar is in the closet. My motorbike is somewhere in the back of the garage, inaccessible behind all the things we’ve accumulated in our ten years together. Before we were married, when we were child-free, we weren’t each other’s ball and chain, but now we’re both tied down and too exhausted to pull the weight anywhere, so we just stay put. We’d grown used to the indifference, the lack of lust and the quiet desperation until Viv got her diagnosis. Now it’s all meant to change, but it’s just getting worse, and I know I’m not helping matters.


I glance away from the woman and see Viv’s mouth softening. She’s always had the most beautiful mouth, even when she’s angry. I quickly look back out the window as I remember I haven’t wiped my tears away. She mostly hates it when I cry. She says she doesn’t have time for that luxury. The woman is still there outside, looking in at me. I realise she is homeless and possibly a little mad. Now she’s trying to say something through the glass.


Oh shit, I think, she’s asking for money.


I hate these moments where you’re torn between guilt and a sense of righteousness. You don’t want to give someone money to spend on alcohol or drugs, but I guess if I lived on the streets, I would turn to the bottle. I mean, shit, I’m not even homeless and I could happily use a drink for comfort. Then I realise her hand isn’t out for money. She is holding something and gesturing for me to come out and get it.


Great, my wife will love this, I think to myself.


But I can’t ignore this woman. Something about her eyes is compelling me.


I look across at Viv; she’s in her own world, hanging out with Tony who is once again coming up trumps. I kiss her on the forehead as I get up from the table. She will think I am going to the bathroom.


I head to the door and, behind Viv’s head, I gesture to the woman. She walks away from the window, pushing her trolley in front of her. Outside the restaurant, the cold air hits my face, and I take a sharp breath in. I hadn’t noticed I’d been holding my breath. I do that a lot. I inhale a mix of patchouli, unwashed dreadlocks and a slight undercurrent of urine. But there is no smell of alcohol. The woman smiles at me. She has remarkably good teeth. She pushes something cold and hard into the palm of my hand.


‘Rose quartz,’ she says. ‘Pink is love energy and heals a broken heart.’


She fishes around in a pile of rocks in the trolley and pulls out a black stone.


‘Black onyx for your wife. It will help.’


I look down at the rocks and then pull out my wallet.


‘No, no. These are a gift. I don’t need money, everything I need is provided by the universe.’ She looks up at the sky as it continues to bucket down rain.


‘You’re drenched,’ I say.


She laughs and walks out onto the road. Ignoring the oncoming cars, she starts singing loudly in the rain before running back under the awning. Her face is lit up with joy. She’s mad, I think to myself, only crazy people are that happy.


‘Thanks for the rocks,’ I mumble, slipping them into my pocket.


‘Crystals,’ she corrects me. ‘Healing crystals.’


‘Yeah, thanks,’ I say and walk back inside.


Viv hasn’t noticed I’ve been gone and now I actually do need to go to the bathroom, so I make a detour.


‘Are you all right?’ she asks when I finally return to the table. I’ve been gone for much longer than my usual bathroom break. When you have been together as long as we have, you start to be able to time each other’s ablutions. That’s what happens with romance over the years. You get to know each other down to the un-finest detail.


‘Bit of a funny tummy,’ I reply. She nods, satisfied with the answer but unsatisfied with what she has just visualised. We see each other through domesticated, raw lenses and, more often than not, don’t like what we see.


The waitress returns with our two ducks.


‘I wonder if they were related?’ I say out loud.


‘Who?’ asks Viv.


‘The ducks,’ I answer.


She shakes her head. Our romantic night is off to a flying start.


This is one of those restaurants where they rearrange the duck to actually look like a duck. I prefer my meat to be anonymous lumps. I lean over the plate and sniff it suspiciously. My wife hates it when I do this. She says I look like a wild animal, and not in a good way. It’s something I’ve done ever since my dad shouted me food poisoning, courtesy of a dodgy rider at one of his unpaid gigs. Viv rolls her eyes but says nothing. She is great at saying nothing, but I am not so good at interpreting what her silence means.


I look over her shoulder, trying to avoid her gaze, which is not what I would call the look of love, but then my luck changes. In the corner of the room, an overweight man with a dishevelled shirt is dining alone. Well, not exactly dining, he is shovelling his main meal in with a dessert spoon and chewing loudly with his mouth open. As he chews, he continues to try to push even more food in, despite it being obvious there is no more room left in his gob. What doesn’t fit is spilling out the sides of his mouth and back onto his plate. Disgusting and perfect!


I lean over and whisper conspiratorially into Viv’s ear, ‘Pig at a trough, over your right shoulder.’ She hardly eats these days and has been distractedly pushing her meal around her plate, but now she stops and puts down her fork. She loves this game and ‘accidentally’ drops her spoon onto the floor. When she picks it up, she turns to look at him. She sits back up and leans in towards me. It is the closest we have been for months.


I feel her hot breath on my ear as she whispers, ‘I wonder why he’s dining alone?’ She raises one eyebrow, relaxes back into her chair and starts to giggle like a little girl who knows she should be behaving.


I haven’t heard her laugh for weeks and that, combined with her closeness, starts to make my jeans feel one size too small.


She takes off her shoe and rubs my leg under the table. It’s been so long since we’ve even pecked each other on the cheek, let alone touched. She is now scanning the room, looking for our next target.


‘Feral Lisa by the door,’ she whispers.


I pretend to cough so I can turn inconspicuously away from the table in the direction of Viv’s gaze. It’s the woman with the crystals. The maître d’ spots her at the same time and starts officiously heading towards her.


What the hell is she doing in here? I think to myself as I watch her scanning the restaurant for me.


A waiter reaches her ahead of the maître d’ and bars her from entering any further. I can see her arguing with him and then notice she is showing him something in her hand. Oh no. It’s my phone; I must have dropped it outside.


‘I wonder if she has a booking.’ Viv laughs. I try to laugh along.


‘Doesn’t look like it,’ I say, hating myself the minute the words come out of my mouth.


The maître d’ and the waiter are starting to manhandle her towards the door. I want to stand up for her, but I am still sitting. She takes one more desperate look over her shoulder and, as they jostle her outside, she sees me. I try not to meet her eyes, but she notices the expression on my face. She looks down at her hand then deftly drops the phone into a pot plant next to the front door, giving me a quiet smile. She walks back out into the rain.


Viv flicks her hair out of her face and looks at me, her eyes sparkling for the first time in months. I squeeze her hand and call for the dessert menu.









CHAPTER 3


Ethan’s list: Play handball


I am watching the steam rise from my cup of tea. There is a chip on the mug, but I can’t throw it out. It was a gift from my colleagues when I finished work to start my death journey. It is decorated with daisies with a black trim around them. They obviously didn’t put too much thought into the fact I would soon be pushing up the same flowers adorning my mug. Or perhaps they did. People are always weird around death. There are a few camps they fall into: the ones who change the subject, the ones who look at you with pity, the ones who try to talk to you about God and, worst of all, the ones who are really into it. They’re the worst type, they are not scared of death at all because they are ‘spiritual’. They call it a transition and want to celebrate your life rather than bawl their eyes out at your funeral.


I personally want everyone to be completely and utterly devastated when I go. I’ve even contemplated hiring wailers just to enhance the sense of the horrendous loss of me. I will be no longer, and while it hasn’t made me spiritual, it has made me incredibly mindful of everything, even how cute my son can look when I catch him with his finger up his nose mid-pick. When he notices me watching, he quickly pulls the offending digit out and wipes it on his shirt. I smile at him, and he grins with that guilty ‘but I know you adore me, Mama’ look only he can get away with.


‘Are you finished your cuppa yet?’ he asks for the tenth time.


‘Yes, all right,’ I say, skolling the last mouthful. ‘I’m done.’


I owe him about six hundred games of handball. It is his currency, and I take full advantage of it whenever I need to bribe him to do something. I bribe him a lot. Last week at a playdate, a friend’s son told us that mothers shouldn’t bribe their children. His mother and I had looked at each other in horror. If we didn’t have bribes and we could no longer dish out the threat of corporal punishment, what on earth were we left with?


These days playing handball hurts and I want to avoid looking in pain around my son as much as possible. So this morning, in preparation for the big handball cash-in I knew was coming, I upped my morphine. I love pain meds, and I love my palliative care nurse for telling me that, at this stage of life, every drug is a good drug. Since I got my diagnosis I’ve had more drugs than Janis Joplin at Woodstock. Prior to that, I’d been a drug virgin.


Like most things in my life, I like to blame my mother for that. After all, thanks to her many ongoing issues, she brought us up as if we were part of a fundamentalist religious sect that didn’t allow the use of any western medicine at all. If we had a fever, we were put in a cold bath; if we caught a cold from being left in a cold bath for hours, she gave us garlic and lemon juice; if we broke our arm well, luckily that never happened as I am sure she would have just given us a sprig of comfrey and hoped for the best. I’m not sure she even believed in these remedies or if she was just too poor to go to the chemist. Her habit of scattering piles of food scraps outside because she couldn’t be bothered walking to the garbage bin meant there was always plenty of random plants sprouting up to choose from. Even if she’d been rich or hadn’t been an accidental early adopter of composting, she probably still wouldn’t have given us any drugs, as she was highly suspicious of institutions, especially those involving the medical profession.


When I left home, I rebelled against much of my upbringing, but hadn’t been able to shake off all her influences, so I’d avoided doctors and pharmaceuticals like the plague. Obviously, that didn’t really work out for me, as apparently if the doctor had picked up on the melanoma earlier it wouldn’t have metastasised and they might have been able to do more than just help me live terminally ever after.


At first, I put the headaches down to detoxing, and my increasingly agonising back to having fallen off my on-again-off-again yoga wagon. But when the pain finally got too much, I went to a local masseuse, who took one look at me and sent me straight to the doctor’s, where I was introduced to the joy of painkillers and began my love affair with morphine. Since my diagnosis, I have been in less pain than I’ve been in for months. I love that now I am dying, suffering is out of the question and I don’t have to worry about the long-term side-effects of any drug I binge on. I up my meds whenever I can, and revel in whatever relief I can get.


Not that the drugs have left me totally pain free, but they do allow me to play handball with my son without focusing on anything other than my overwhelming desire to win at all costs.


We have, of course, slightly altered the rules to make it easier for me. We play in the garage with the roller door closed so the ball never goes too far. We play half-court and have a special rule: no low balls, nothing below my knees, as bending over is too painful even with the drugs. This has the advantage of severely handicapping my son, who has made a recess career out of getting down and dirty in the handball stakes by returning the ball as low to the ground as possible. When we first instigated this rule, Ethan had complained bitterly about how unfair it was. I resisted the ‘You think that’s unfair, try having cancer’ retort, as tempting as it was. I generally manage to avoid the C-word with Ethan, but use it to my full advantage when it comes to Clint.


For the first few weeks of the new handball rule, I had reigned supreme. There is no ‘taking it easy on the kid’ in my world. No, he had to step up if he wanted to beat the mother of all handball champions. Unfortunately, he has now started to adjust, and I can see that beating Ethan is not going to be as easy as it used to be. So many small joys are being taken away from me.


The ball bounces past me, and Ethan starts doing his bum-wiggle celebration dance and jumping around yelling, ‘Match point, match point!’


‘I’m tired,’ I say. ‘Maybe we should finish this game later.’


I love doing this and waiting for his reaction – ‘That’s not fair, Mum, you can’t quit now!’ – but instead, for the first time ever, he stops jumping around, looks at me and says, ‘That’s okay, we don’t have to finish the game.’


I feel tears well up in my eyes. Not pity from my son, that’s just too much. I look deep into his eyes and say, ‘What’s the matter, are you chicken Mama’s gonna beat you?’


The game is back on.









CHAPTER 4


My list: Declutter the playroom


Ethan has kept everything he has ever been given, found or made. He will grow up one day to either run a museum or a library. His playroom has the wrong name. It is a storage facility. There is no room for playing. There is no room for friends to stay. There is no room to move, no room to vacuum, no room to dust and no way of knowing where on earth to begin. It is a room full of all my failed attempts to organise my son’s growing mountain of stuff.


Unfortunately, not only is Ethan the most sentimental of all children but he also has a photographic memory. This means I can’t throw out a thing. So where to begin? The door can only partly open, so I decide to start by clearing a path behind it, so it can at least swing on its hinges once again.


Behind the door is failure number one. A pile of at least twelve crates I was going to use to organise the playroom last time. Some are full, some are empty, and some are now cracked and broken. Over the top of them is a bright 1970s quilt cover that was supposed to disguise/decorate the pile and make it look presentable, like I meant it to be that way. I tug at the quilt to try and dislodge it, but it isn’t going to shift easily. I put one foot up against the crates and tug again, knowing when it finally comes free that, even though I will very probably tumble backwards, I can’t possibly hurt myself as there is no room for me to fall over.


After an enormous heave, the quilt dislodges, but unfortunately so do the top two crates it was attached to. I am now wedged between piles of memories with a quilt over my head. Luckily, the fallen crates are both half empty and land on my head rather than my stomach full of tumours. I can hear my poppa saying, ‘I hope that knocked some sense into you,’ but it’s too late for that.


If I had any sense, I would simply close the door and leave the room as it is, to be cleaned up after I am dead. I admit it’s tempting to leave the mess as payback for all the years I had to be the responsible parent, cleaning and nagging while Clint got to be the fun one who said, ‘Come on, your mum’s in a cleaning frenzy, let’s go outside and play.’


Instead I manage to roll unceremoniously out of my predicament and flick the lid off the crate nearest to me. This was meant to be a box for puzzles, but it only has one in it. It’s a 2000-piece puzzle with tiny parts that a childless relative with no idea bought for Ethan when he was four. It was opened once but never attempted. I look at the cover; it only has two colours with slight shade variations, which, of course, makes it even more difficult. It isn’t even a nice picture; the tree is bare, black against the orange sky and looks like a teenager drew it in a particularly hormonal moment. There would be no satisfaction in completing it. I open the box. That is my first mistake.


Four hours later I have only put together thirty pieces and half my day is gone. What was I thinking? Is this how I want to spend my time? I should be making every minute count; instead, I am sitting in filth, still in my pyjamas, attempting to do an impossible, ugly puzzle. I am a disgrace. Where is my existential bliss? Where are my deep ‘Aha!’ moments? Where are my Facebook friends holding on to every boring moment with me?


I guess they are busy with their own lists. Life hasn’t stopped for them. Of course, they all messaged when they first heard the news. They offered their services, ‘If there is anything I can do …’ and then logged out before giving me a chance to answer. What was their rush? It wasn’t like they were going to have to put up with me for that much longer anyway. But I could see the relief on their Facebooks when they got to go back to their lives.


I think that’s why I got off socials soon after I got my diagnosis. I knew if I saw one more of my friends’ delicious meals or smiling, Insta-filtered faces I was going to go mad. Call me antisocial but I’d rather see photos of women losing it with their kids and crying while they wash up, or YouTube clips of slamming doors, depression, overdue bills and cancer, goddamn it.
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