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MEET THE TOBIN FAMILY. . .


Joy, the complicated, troubled mother


She’s spent her life running from her past while trying to raise her children as best she can.


Conor, the high-achieving eldest child


A high-profile media figure and CEO, he’s walking a fine line between self-promotion and self-detonation.


Frances, the ‘perfect’ middle child


Now a wife and mother, she’s about to make a mistake that could destroy her marriage.


Youngest daughter, Sinead, the acclaimed writer


Wrestling with writer’s block, she resorts to desperate measures to deliver her next bestselling book to her publishers.


When Joy’s children receive the news that she has only days to live, they rush to her side, bringing with them all of the dysfunction and hurt they have been carrying since their childhoods. Each of them is at a crossroads in their lives – but there’s one more secret about their mother they need to learn. Will they finally be able to forgive their mother and, in doing so, face their futures together?









For my siblings, Tom, Niamh and Brian









JOY


In the end it was the birds.


When I woke, I had a moment of forgetting, the sweet unknowing between my dreams and consciousness where I could be anyone. But reality – my own self – lurked just beyond awareness. Like something sinister scratching at the edges, demanding to be admitted, until the revelation, Yes, there you are, Joy. The same person as yesterday.


And today, the birds punctured the oblivion with such optimism, I knew I’d had enough. They sounded so welcoming of another day and I begrudged them this. What’s worse, even after thirty years here I couldn’t tell you the names of the birds I hear. Daddy would be disappointed. Daddy with his love for nature detailed in the battered green notebook that held all the secrets of the universe. They know enough who know how to learn, Joy, he used to say. Well, I’m sorry Daddy, somewhere along the way I’ve grown incurious. I am every dead thing.


I know well though the call of the cooing wood pigeon, that soundtrack of hazy Irish summer mornings as a girl. There was a melancholic edge to its song and a stillness to the mornings then. Soft day, thank God. The New Zealand light is brash; it intensifies beauty, but it also highlights darkness. It struck me then, in a removed kind of a way, that I would never again hear the wood pigeon. Or see a crow. There’s a creature I never thought I’d miss. Not until about a year after I’d moved here and noticed its absence. I could live in this place for another thirty years and still be making comparisons. It’s the diaspora’s lot: a foot in each place forever. Of two homes, and yet none. I worry I’ve caused that dichotomy in the children too, uprooting them so young. Motherhood is all second guessing and guilt.


Now, almost midnight, sitting at the kitchen table, I feel a grainy wetness across my hand. Donne. He looks up at me, exposing his grey muzzle and eyes milky with cataracts and it occurs to me, for all the planning of the last few weeks, I haven’t thought this through. Donne, like all his breed, is a slave to his appetite and the temptation of a meal might be too hard for him to resist. I imagine the lurid tabloid story: ‘Granny Eaten by Own Labrador!’ I find this macabre headline almost funny, though I’m not sure if I can trust my emotions. So, although he won’t like it, I lead him outside to his kennel and tie him up.


‘There you go, old fella, I’m doing you a favour. You’ll make a more appealing pet this way.’ I cuddle his bearish head and hear a little whimper. I don’t know if it’s coming from him or me.


Going inside again, I check the note I taped on the back door for Frances, who comes every Saturday morning like clockwork. Such a good girl. She’s been my rock, but I never deserved her. Or any of them.


Franny, please, please don’t come in. It’ll be an awful mess and we all know how much you hate a mess! Just call 111 and ask for the police. I hope you all understand. I have felt only between lives forever anyway. Love Mum x


It is brief, but as I wrote it I realised there was too much to say and no earthly way of saying it. I hope what I’m about to do will convey an apology, a willingness to do penance.


I sit at the table and pick up the gun. I have taken it from its hiding place, my little train case under the bed, and handled it like this every day since it arrived. Holding it has given me unexpected comfort. I never imagined I would hold a gun, let alone enjoy doing so, but there you go, life has the capacity to surprise to the end. I’ve come to think of it less as a weapon and more as a switch, capable of turning off the pain. Quick and certain.


It is a beauty though, with its silver barrel and lacquered brown handle, like something you’d see in an old western. Even the name of it is like something from the Wild West, SMITH & WESSON engraved on the side. I think Daddy, for all his gentleness, would have appreciated it. I lift it to my face, inhale the resiny odour and am immediately transported to a well-worn memory. The two of us in the old cinema in Rathmines, watching a John Wayne film, The Searchers, with that lovely Natalie Wood. I was a slip of a thing and mainly interested in the paper bag of lemon bonbons and bullseyes on my lap. A whole quarter to myself! My arid 67-year-old mouth fizzes at the thought of them. I’m not sure if I was ever a happy child but the memory of watching that film is wrapped in a feeling as close to happiness as I can imagine. I think of Livvy, and hope she’ll carry a warm memory or two of watching films with her gran. That’s as much as you can wish for after you’re gone; that you’re a fond fleeting thought for someone every now and then.


I think it will be okay to pour myself a small vodka from the bottle perched on the sideboard; just enough to calm the shake in my hand but not enough that there is any doubt or gossip. Not like that time . . . the little boy . . . I take six bullets from the box stashed in the drawer and load the gun just as I have practised over the last few days. I watched YouTube videos to learn how to do it. You can learn anything from the internet these days. The children might be a bit impressed by that.


Careful to keep the gun pointed away from me and my finger off the trigger, I move over to the kitchen chair that I have placed away from the walls and on top of the old groundsheet Conor left behind after he painted the sitting room. How I loved having him all to myself then. I never told him that though. I’d make excuses to skulk around the room, taking in the wonder of him, his broad shoulders and back hunched over as he coated the skirting, his dark hair curling on his tanned neck. And me like a harpy, asking him how much longer he’d be, mithering him to get a move on as I needed the room back, when the truth was I could have watched him forever. I just wanted to be near him but didn’t know how to do it in any way that felt natural. I envy the easy, generous way other mothers love. Mine always seems to express itself wrongly, as though it gets lost in translation, tainted on the way out by faulty wiring. I often think the worst part of me is motherhood.


Enough. I place the gun to my head and close my eyes, and even now that damned day comes unbidden again. Always, always. Like a film I’ve watched dozens of times and can’t turn off, the scenes play out with a grim reliability. First, the before moments, abscessed on my brain, winding me with their clarity. I am driving my blue Hillman Hunter to pick Conor and Frances up from school because it’s raining, and little Frances hates getting wet. Sinead is a toddler sitting in the back. I am singing to Sinead. Dance for your daddy my little lassie. She is clapping and laughing. Such a delightful baby! She loves the bit about the fishy on the dishy and lisps along.


Go back, Joy, go back, they’ll be grand, doesn’t Franny love to walk home with her big brother? He minds her, always has her hand. Sure a drop of rain never killed anyone.


But the scene plays on. And we are turning into the road leading to the school. And all roads lead here, to this moment. No, a drop of rain never killed anyone. But I did.


Enough now.









FRANCES


Frances is having a moment, a familiar one. That split second when she realises, with a grim acceptance, that she is about to be involved in something unpleasant. In these moments time has a way of expanding, making it possible to have several conflicting thoughts running concurrently. It had happened often as a child turning in to the cul-de-sac where she lived, holding her breath, squeezing her eyes shut then opening them as she exhaled forcefully and noted the clues the exterior of their little weatherboard house gave her as to their mother’s condition that day.


The catalyst for this particular moment is waking to the sound of her phone ringing sometime in the wee hours of a Saturday morning in early February. A moment between seeing the caller ID and ending the ‘Ave Satani’ ringtone (the theme tune from The Omen – Harry’s little joke) by choosing Accept. Her thoughts encompass every emotion from I must change that stupid ringtone to Would it really be so awful if she did die?


Compounding her inner tumult is a gnawing sense of shame at what precisely the ringing has woken her up from. She has been reluctantly ejected from an erotic dream involving Andy, an old boyfriend with whom she has recently reconnected on Facebook. The dream was so graphic. Almost disturbing in its lucidity. She hadn’t even realised that she knew such degradations existed. It’s as though her subconscious has its own Pornhub subscription. Dreams involving inappropriate sex with inappropriate partners have become more frequent. This is odd, given her libido has never been so low.


This is the punishment, she thinks. And wonders, given her very secular upbringing, if Catholic guilt is held in some kind of recessive gene.


‘What’s up, Mum?’


She says it quietly, though she need not worry about waking Harry. Years of feigning sleep through their daughter’s frequent night waking has meant that he has acquired an almost supernatural ability to slumber through any manner of things – earthquakes, tsunami sirens, loudly mating cats, crazy mothers. Livvy is now fourteen so the night waking has long since ceased to be an issue, but Harry’s superpower continues. It infuriates and amazes Frances in equal measure. Glancing at his slack, pillow-distorted features, she wonders why children are more beautiful when they sleep and adults uglier, and thinks maybe she doesn’t feel too guilty about her dream after all.


In any event, a midnight phone call is not such an unusual occurrence as to require any special attention from Harry. He had also slept through a fifteen-minute vodka-laden call two weeks ago, the purpose of which Frances couldn’t fathom and during which Joy had threatened (amongst other things) to leave Frances’s inheritance to a charity for exploited Sherpas, and, inexplicably, to tell Harry about some minor teenage transgression from almost thirty years prior. When this failed to move her elder daughter, she switched to a different strategy of proclaiming regret at being a terrible parent. Flashes of drunken self-awareness with promises of therapy and AA meetings. Then the tears. The self-pity was always the hardest to stomach. It was Frances’s cue to end the call.


‘Please tell me what I’ve done to deserve such coldness, Franny?’ Joy had wept. Frances imagined her in some kind of hokey melodrama from the 1950s, a black-and-white with Bette Davis or Joan Crawford.


‘Frankly, we’d be here till next week. Good night, Mother.’ And she lay awake for hours, furious at the world. Particularly at her mother, who, she speculated, would fall immediately into a deep sleep and not make mention of the call again, either because it was lost in the vodka-soaked recesses of her mind or because of her enormous capacity for self-denial. Frances couldn’t decide which was worse. When she’d complained, bleary-eyed, the next morning, Harry suggested turning her phone off at night. Frances protested that she needed it as an alarm clock. Harry suggested getting an old-fashioned radio alarm. Frances sighed and wished Harry would just commiserate with her on her dreadful luck in parentage rather than try to fix the immediate and much more trivial issue.


Now there is a nervous clearing of throat on the other end.


‘No, Frances dear, it’s Sue Preston. I’ve got some terrible news . . . Have you got someone there with you?’


Harry makes a snuffling sound, then shifts position but continues to sleep blissfully.


Frances looks at him darkly. ‘Sort of.’


She tries hard to follow the convoluted narrative, but between Sue’s discomfort at being the bearer of bad news and her own confusion at hearing her mother’s elderly neighbour in the middle of the night, much is lost. But the general gist involves Sue’s insomnia (‘a terrible affliction of old age’), her mother’s distressed dog (‘Joy would never let Donne suffer’), an inappropriately lit-up house (‘Power bills are exorbitant these days, you know’), a gunshot (‘an unmistakeable sound’), and a spare key under a planter (‘Rocket, lock it. That’s how I remember’).


The denouement is the discovery of Joy on the kitchen floor with a large wound to her head (‘but alive dear, somehow alive’).


It seems Sue’s instincts as a former nurse had kicked in and her quick ministrations to Joy kept her alive till the ambulance arrived. This has just departed, and Sue is still in the house waiting for the police to arrive. She thought it better to ring Frances herself rather than have them break the news. ‘You’re first on her list by the phone, you know!’ Said as though this is something Frances should take comfort from.


After hanging up, Frances sits in bed, surprised by the involuntary eruption of shaking over her entire body. So, this is it. She’s really done it. Well, almost. Frances realises that shocked as she is, there’s a kind of inevitability to this moment. It’s as though she’s been waiting for it her whole life.


She knows there is much to do. Husband to wake, siblings to corral, arrangements to be made. But for now she feels incapable of any of it.









CONOR


Jet lag always gives Conor a seedy feeling, akin to a hangover. He doesn’t drink enough to ever be hungover, so he thinks that maybe it’s his body compensating, finding another method to flagellate. It seems to him that much of the ageing process involves novel ways for his physiology to betray him. He thinks he might easily descend into some nihilistic pit were it not for the partially sheet-covered figure beside him.


Lara. Everything about her soothes him. Her looks: tonal, almost monochromatic, with her brown hair, tanned skin and ochre eyes. And her easy temperament. Open, inquisitive, yielding. Conor has a vague feeling that admiring this in a woman borders on misogyny. Certainly, his mother and sisters would deride him for it. Lord knows he grew up surrounded by bolshie women. But Jesus, Lara is just happy. The jaded indifference that afflicts so many of his friends is absent. Maybe it’s her youth. Or simply that she didn’t grow up in an environment where you were always expecting bad things to happen.


He picks up his phone. Already a slew of new emails needing attention in the few hours since arriving back in Auckland from London. Two voice messages from Frances. His sister is the only person he knows who still leaves them. Who has the time to listen? Even his mother sends texts. But Franny hates communicating via any method that allows for ambiguity. And even when she does send a text, it is laborious, in grammatically perfect long hand. He will call her later.


Right now, he needs to capitalise on a meeting with a billionaire Kiwi expat whom he is sure is close to signing up. Conor is proud of his baby. He founded his not-for-profit TheOneForAll – a sort of one-stop shop for donating money – five years ago, at just the right moment. He had sensed a shift in zeitgeist. The affluent feeling that had to give back or at least be seen to be giving back. How else could they justify their wealth when so many had so little? Every self-respecting billionaire has a side hustle in philanthropy these days. Charity is big business. And young people no longer blindly hero-worship sportspeople, musicians or, God help us, influencers, unless they are philanthropic sportspeople, musicians or, God help us, influencers.


He’s witnessed a kind of puritanism developing amongst today’s youth. Now it’s all about the environment, the poor, the sick, the disenfranchised. The latest endangered species (but only if it is a photogenic one). Baby Boomers were happy for their rock idols to be a bit badass and their film stars to be impossibly aloof and glamorous. Gen X would have admired their favourite stars for merely highlighting social injustice. Or releasing a single or organising a concert for famine victims. However, Conor has recognised that this new generation needs them to put their money where their mouths are. Everyone needs to have a cause. Everyone needs to get political – especially when making an acceptance speech for yet another incestuous and vacuous showbiz award. And if you can’t live up to the high moral standards expected, then expect to be cancelled.


Convincing the rich to donate 1 per cent of their earnings – gross or net, Conor isn’t too pedantic; there could be tax benefits for both depending on the jurisdiction – to deserving charities is getting easier. Donors don’t have to think for themselves about who to donate to but still feel the smug glow of beneficence. These days, giving has become confusing. There are far too many charities, often with overlapping mission statements, not to mention all the Give-a-Little and GoFundMe causes. TheOneForAll simplifies things for a generation with too many choices.


And on a personal level, his abandonment of an unfulfilling fifteen-year corporate law career in favour of philanthropy has been revelatory. He was born for this. He only entered Law in the first place because that’s what you did back in the nineties if you were academically gifted and didn’t want to be a doctor. Sometimes it seems to Conor that his talents are better suited to a generation later than his own. A generation that doesn’t feel bound to formal qualifications and lifelong careers. A generation that values innovation and creative thinking over a steady pensionable job with statutory sick leave. Where good looks and a witty and canny handle on social media can earn you more than years of study. Law, with its strict adherence to exactness, had been strangulating. And at first the world of philanthropy set him free. But lately he’s felt a shift, as though it’s not quite enough anymore. A nagging feeling that a glittering career, no matter in what industry, can’t fill him up the way it once did. Maybe it’s why the sleeping figure in the bed beside him has come to mean so much.


Now, he must choose a photo to upload that will appeal to the charity’s many followers and the ego of his ex-pat billionaire, Cam. He has already received his permission to acknowledge the meeting. Such is TheOneForAll’s reach, even a hint of an association with it has the power to increase interest in a company or a person. And if donating to a charity generates more exposure and thus more revenue, it’s a win-win for everyone involved. Donating money is just another form of self-promotion.


He decides on a shot taken by his PA of the two of them sitting on a bench in Hyde Park, wrapped up in puffer jackets and beanies against the London winter. There is a clearly visible brown paper bag to the side, carrying the logo of one of Cam’s sustainable, organic, zero-waste and completely recyclable food outlets. Leaning against the back of the bench are a couple of Santander Cycles. The two men look deep in conversation and oblivious to the camera. They are leaning forward with their upper torsos turned towards each other, faces close. Conor’s hand is resting on Cam’s shoulder. He thinks for a moment and then captions it. How we do business lunch.


Now for the heart wrencher. He uploads another shot, taken by an intern, at the specialist children’s hospital in Auckland they donate funds to. It’s of a little girl, bald, sitting in a hospital bed, holding her Beads of Courage necklace in one hand and giving a thumbs up to the camera with the other. Nothing can trump a sick child for generating compassion. And likes. He captions the photo Aroha (Love), from Katie.


There is a loud yawn from the bed.


‘What god-awful hour is it?’


‘Hey babe, five a.m., sorry if I woke you.’


‘Shit, do you ever sleep?’ Lara moves to the end of the bed to sit beside him. ‘What are you doing?’ She burrows in against his shoulder.


He shows her what he has uploaded.


‘Nice. The first one will appeal to your gay hipster donors. Throw a kitten in and you’ll have nailed your basic bitch base too.’


‘Basic bitch?’


‘You know the type. Likes scented candles and Starbucks frappuccinos. Has inspirational art around the house proclaiming Live! Laugh! Love! Favourite movie is Love Actually.’


Conor likes Love Actually, actually, and makes a mental note to never mention this fact to her. ‘Ah, I see . . . into which one though?’


She cocks her head to the side. ‘Hmmm . . . it’d work equally well in both.’


‘You’re terrible, Muriel.’ He throws away the phone and wrestles her back on to the pillows.


‘Muriel? Is that an ex?’


‘Muriel’s Wedding?’


‘What?’


‘Never mind. Archaic film reference. I forget sometimes you were only born in the nineties.’ Immediately he regrets referring to their age difference.


The phone starts to ring. Conor looks at it, grimaces, but ignores it.


‘Aren’t you going to answer that?’


‘It’s just my sister with some drama involving Mum. Frances only ever rings to offload about her latest drunken shenanigans. I’ve too much on to get involved now.’


Lara reaches out from under him, picks up his phone and presses Accept. She hands it to him. ‘Speak,’ she mouths.


Conor rolls his eyes at her but sits up and puts the phone to his ear. Lara stays lying down and watches his naked back as he listens to his sister. As the one-sided conversation progresses it seems to Lara as though he is shrinking. His spine compresses and his broad shoulders curve inwards. He says nothing, starts to shake. She realises, with a voyeuristic thrill, that the great Conor Tobin, celebrity charity boss, media darling, New Zealand’s Most Eligible Bachelor 2018, is sobbing like a baby.









SINEAD


Despite it being only five degrees outside and not much more in the draughty studio above a shoe shop on Dublin’s Wicklow Street, Sinead gets up to turn off the radiator that suddenly feels as though it is directing its hellish heat solely at her. She wants to open the sash window too, but from previous experience knows that its age and size require a greater energy than she could possibly muster.


Also, the seven participants in her express yoga class are already giving her funny looks.


‘Won’t take us long to warm up!’ she says.


She sees a regular attendee, Carina, side-eye her best friend Joanne. Or perhaps it is Joanne side-eyeing Carina. She finds it hard to differentiate between the two, with their asymmetric blonde bobs and matchy-matchy lululemon gear. Their frequent asides to each other during practice are irritating and disruptive.


And Sinead knows the type well. The type who replaced the biscuits in your lunch box with a note saying, We’re staging an intervention Sinead, it’s for your own good! Or the type who left a Valentine’s card in your bag from the most popular boy in the class and cackled hysterically when you read it, flushing, allowing yourself to believe, for just the briefest of moments, that it was genuine.


‘Let’s start in Sukhasana. Now . . . I want you to earth yourself to the ground . . . then align your head over your heart . . . and your heart over your centre of gravity. Close your eyes and start to focus your awareness inwards on this alignment. Now . . . start to deepen your breath.’


Sinead feels breathless just saying this. Her own awareness is focussed solely on her lungs, which feel as though they are about to combust with each exaggerated inhalation. She goes to take a swig from her water bottle and is crushed to find it empty. She can’t remember drinking any of it. Sweet Jesus, she’d sell her soul for a drop. Perhaps taking two of those little yellow pills this morning wasn’t such a good move. But the results are astounding. Over half a stone in one week with no deprivation at all. She’s been able to eat as much as she likes. Unlike speed, which deadened her appetite and left her with an aching jaw, or MDMA, where the horrible comedown negated all the previous euphoria, these little golden wonders magically burn the fat away without any of the paranoia and self-loathing. Well, no more than usual, anyway. She hadn’t questioned Brad – the shredded Aussie powerlifter at her gym – too intensely about the chemistry involved. He emphasised that it was a short-term thing though. She thinks with results like this she could handle a week every couple of months. But maybe next time she wouldn’t teach any yoga.


‘I want you to let go. Let go of the outside world and all its stresses. Let go of your own resentments and frustrations. Embrace the here and now. Embrace yourself. Love yourself. Lose yourself . . .’ Eminem’s song starts in her mind. She tries to refocus, shakes her head to dislodge the song, and a bead of sweat falls from the end of her nose to the wooden floor. She hopes Carina/Joanne haven’t seen it. Or the spreading stains under her arms. Perhaps she can manipulate the poses so she can guide an entire class without raising her arms above her head.


And just like that she is thirteen again, in Tauranga High School, puce and sticky after PE, trying to get changed back into her uniform without exposing any of her body.


What’s red and white and round all over? Sinead after a game of netball!


Sinead jokes became quite the craze for that first year in high school. She had been burdened not only with the fat gene, but also with a moniker that made her an anomaly in a New Zealand school full of Kims, Kates, Beccas and Nickis. She had been hopeful that a certain Irish ingenue with the same name and a hugely popular international ballad in 1990 would go some way towards making her appear a bit cooler. Instead, that shaven-headed waif only served to throw Sinead’s lumpen frizzy-haired appearance into sharp relief.


She wonders if part of the reason she moved back to Ireland in her twenties was to escape the tyranny of her name. Here she can embrace it fully, call herself Tóibín as well, which sounds much more literary than plain old Tobin.


‘I want you to tune in to your breath and take note of any sensations you are feeling.’ She lets out a long breath herself. A sulphurous odour attacks her nostrils. Jesus, is that smell coming from her? Citrus yellow urine she could handle, but stinking shit breath too?


The latest cartilage piercing in her ear is pulsing hard. When she’d gone into the shop on Parliament Street last week, she’d asked the multi-pierced, heavily tattooed young woman working there which part of the ear was the most painful to pierce. The woman pointed to a spike in her own ear that seemed to skewer a couple of improbable places at once and said, ‘This. The Snug.’


That was a misnomer if ever she’d heard one. It looked as far from snug as she could imagine. But Sinead said anyway, ‘Okay, hit me.’


The young woman simply shrugged, bored, as though used to masochistic women requesting torture. Now though, with each outrageous throb, Sinead wishes she’d been attended to by someone a teeny bit more judgemental.


She catches Carina/Joanne eyeing each other again. What is she doing with her life? Teaching yoga to the kind of women who bullied her in school. She needs to concentrate on her interrupted writing career – if one could call ten years an interruption. More an abruption. For a few months in her late twenties she was quite the young sensation. (Sensations are only ever young.) Her book, Motherload, a four-hundred-page barely disguised autobiography, was published to critical acclaim in Ireland and the UK. ‘A perfect balance of truth and beauty.’ ‘Brave, raw, honest, vital.’ ‘A heart-breaking exploration of alcoholism and childhood trauma’, and so on. It made several award shortlists and there had even been talk of an arthouse-type film. Sales were more modest than the reviews, however, some readers finding the litany of pain quite relentless. (The Goodreads comments went along the lines of ‘Makes Angela’s Ashes read like a lighthearted comedy.’) With the world in recession, people were looking for escapism rather than a misery memoir. However, it was still deemed a literary success, underwhelming sales notwithstanding. The manuscript had originally been auctioned amongst six interested houses. Sinead had been swayed by the one that offered the biggest advance – a well-publicised six-figure sum – but more importantly in her mind, a two-book deal, which gave her a sense of validation.


And that was her first mistake. She wrote the first one without the weight of expectation, never imagining she’d finish it, let alone find a publisher. But the second book weighed heavily before she’d set down a word. It was something before it was anything. It existed – pre-existence – as a clause in a contract; a clause with a roman numeral and a date (now overdue by about eight years) and a word count (90,000–100,000). Knowing that people would read it gagged her. She became utterly self-conscious of every word. Whereas the first book fell out of her because it felt private, the second became dammed within her because she knew it would be public. What would she even write about? She had mined her own life so thoroughly for the first that she felt she had nothing left to say. And she was discovering she did not have enough of an imagination to write a complete fiction, to imagine someone else’s life, get inside their head. Her own could be so overwhelming. Although her first agent had deserted her along the way, and a second, who had stuck around for a couple of years before realising she was a lost cause, her publisher, Maggie remained loyal. Though this was probably borne out of necessity, given she knew the large advance had been squandered a long time ago and that cancelling the contract would not recoup any of the money. Maggie still professed to believe that a second book would eventuate. But Sinead suspected Maggie knew deep down that this was the greatest fiction of all.


‘Eh . . . Sinead?’


She feels disoriented, then realises she is bent forward with her forehead resting on the cool wooden floor. How long has she been like this?


‘Are you all right? It’s just that we haven’t, like, moved out of our Sukhasana yet. And it’s been, like, ages. It is meant to be an express class, isn’t it?’ Carina/Joanne says.


She somehow manages to grind out the rest of the class. She can’t afford to lose this job too. She had been humiliatingly ousted from her position at the iconic four-level bookshop on Dawson Street. They’d been delighted to hire her at first; usually their staff tended to be aspiring writers. To employ a writer with a well-regarded novel already published had felt like quite the coup. However, things soured when her manager walked in on Sinead in a storeroom one Saturday morning, where she sat behind a stack of boxes with a newly published novel by a mercurial debutante in one hand, the other down the front of her jeans. In fairness, she was very hungover. And these millennial writers wrote sex scenes in such coolly observed yet titillating detail.


When everyone has gone, and after placing her face under the cold tap in the bathroom for several minutes, she packs up her things. She sees a missed call on her phone from Frances. Conversations with her sister have the effect of making her feel guilty for leaving her in New Zealand to cope with their mother. Conor is hopeless in this regard. (Sons usually are.) Or worse, like a feckless loser with nothing to show for her forty years on the planet apart from a briefly celebrated book and a permanent credit card debt. Frances, her older sister, with her willowy frame and pretty name. Frances with her big spotless house and its alphabetically ordered quinoa- and chickpea-filled pantry, artfully placed cashmere throws and Diptyque candles. Frances with her obliging, wine-pouring husband and bright, beautiful, swim champion daughter. Frances with her committees and dinner parties and coffees with the girls after high-intensity spin class. Frances with her self-control and her certainty in the authenticity of her ordered life.


She forces herself to listen to the message.


And just like that, Sinead feels cold.









JOY


I’m back now in the fields behind the two-up two-down terraced house in Rathfarnham where I grew up. I feel like I’m weightless. Pouring and flailing down the steep slope in the middle of the meadow, my legs feeling disconnected from my body, like they belong to someone else entirely. It’s my favourite game. You have to close your eyes as you run so you don’t see the insects you dislodge from the long grass that is thick with dandelions and daisies and blue speedwell, and you don’t know exactly when the dip is coming up. King Kong’s Belly, we call this dip. If you run fast enough you can easily get back up the other side. But too fast, you’ll fall flat on your face.


(. . . I can hear strange birds. An odd clacking sound. A bit like a wren. It takes on a rhythm. Whoosh-click. Whoosh-click. But I realise now it’s not a bird’s call at all, not the clucking of the secretive wren. Too mechanical, man-made, for that. And there’s a beeping now too, layered on top of it . . .)


The best part is that first step down the dip, because it’s always such a surprise that it’s there, even though you’ve done it a thousand times before. I’m laughing and laughing and this time I’ve judged it right and I won’t fall. I open my eyes when I reach the bottom to see a little boy about my age standing at the top on the other side. And it stops me dead. He looks cross, like he doesn’t want me to go up there. He’s holding out his arm and saying No. And I’m not sure why he is cross with me, but I think he has something to do with a car and a school. So, I close my eyes again.


(. . . And now there are voices. I try to ask who’s speaking but there’s something hard and unyielding in my throat . . .)


I hear Mother calling me inside. She’s using her serious voice and telling me how dangerous it is. That I will die. I am too old, too weak. But that’s silly. I’m only seven. I know I’m seven because it’s my birthday today and last night I sat on Daddy’s knee and he told me to say goodbye to six. That I would never ever be six again. That made me a tiny bit sad, even though I was excited about being seven too. And then we both pretend-cried at saying goodbye to six. And this made Mother angry for some reason and she told us to stop playing silly games.


Come in now Joy, let’s play a game, Mother is calling. And I go to her and I’m so happy because Mother never wants to play with me. I ask her if we can play Conkers because I love that even though she says it’s unladylike. But she says no, it’s a game called Vice Versa. I’ve never heard of it, but she says it’s very simple. I just have to pretend to be her, and she will pretend to be me. This sounds so thrilling and I give a clap.


And it’s so much fun at first because Mother starts doing cartwheels shouting, Look at me, I’m Joy, look at me! And I can’t quite believe Mother is doing cartwheels and I think I might burst with excitement. And now I pretend to be her and I take one of her Player’s and pretend to smoke it and say, I need to lie down I have a headache.


But I think I shouldn’t have said that because now Mother is angry and she pulls the cigarette from my mouth and puts her face close to mine and says in a lispy, peevish voice, Look at me, Daddy, look at me, I’m so special and you love me the best. Not silly Mummy.


Suddenly the game stops being fun and Mother sends me to my room. And I’m locked in here listening to the strange clacking beeping bird and lots of voices outside the door, but I can’t open my eyes to see who’s talking even though I desperately want to. The voices are hushed but I think I can hear them saying that I deserve to be here.


I’m so scared and alone. I want to get out, but I know I shouldn’t. I know I can’t.









FRANCES


Almost twelve hours have passed since Sue’s phone call and she is sitting by her mother’s bed in the ICU. There is a partially pulled curtain, but apart from that the bed is in full view of the staff and other patients and their family members.


Frances feels conscious of her every move. The other visitors are holding their loved ones’ hands or stroking their faces. Talking to them in hushed, comforting tones. Does it look odd that she is not touching her mother? But Joy disliked physical contact anyway. An awkward half-hug with a pat on the back signifying her desire for the embrace to end was as much as you could hope for.


The doctors and nurses here talk constantly to the patients even though most of them appear deeply unconscious. ‘I’m just going to roll you over on your side now, Mr Blake.’


‘Time for your wash, Mrs Tamahori.’ All spoken in upbeat tones. Frances takes her mother’s hand in hers, thinks how little they touched ordinarily. She hasn’t looked at Joy’s hand in a long time. Why would she? It surprises her how similar her own is. Bloated veins yet scrawny at the same time. Sun-scarred witch’s hands. Another defilement of age.


Harry has just left to pick up Donne then go home to Livvy. Frances would have preferred to put her mother’s labrador in a kennel. She doesn’t like to admit that she is not a dog person. Give her a self-centred, self-sufficient cat any day. But admitting your aversion to dogs – that you don’t want to share your nice clean human home with a smelly, moulting, genitalia-licking, arse-sniffing wolf descendent – is a bit like saying you hate David Attenborough or think yoga is overrated. It marks you out as a not terribly enlightened person. Mean-spirited, even. But her mother adores that big oaf of a dog, and it might be somewhat of a salve for Livvy, who has always railed against the injustice of not being allowed her own.


They had discussed whether or not Harry should bring Livvy back to the hospital. He felt he should, given her fondness for her grandmother. (Something no-one else can quite fathom. Joy certainly holds her in much higher regard than her own children. ‘Livvy is my reward for not murdering you, Frances,’ Joy would joke. A truth told in jest, Frances suspects.) Frances had argued that was precisely why they shouldn’t bring her. The woman in the bed holds only a vague resemblance to her mother anyway. Part of her skull was removed during surgery, her eyes are swollen shut, her mouth lolling open. A series of tubes and lines run from various orifices and veins, connected to bags of liquid or clicking, beeping machines.


‘Let her remember her the way she was,’ Frances said.


‘Just fucked up on the inside, then,’ Harry replied.


This almost made her laugh. They agreed to bring Livvy in tomorrow. Should Joy survive the night.


Harry had been great though. He asked all the right questions and responded intelligently to the answers. Frances, on the other hand, felt like a half-wit enveloped in a thick fog of ignorance as the various doctors and surgeons spoke to them. How are you supposed to take this kind of information in? Or make decisions?


She managed to glean this fact though: things are bleak. Due to the catastrophic injuries – frankly it is a miracle she didn’t die straight away – her mother’s death is likely imminent. Should she manage to survive these initial injuries, she will probably die from an infection. Best-case scenario (for whom, though?) she will spend the rest of her days in a vegetative state.


The dedicated nurse assigned to her mother, Bridget, is back. She has been hovering quietly and efficiently now for hours. She checks the various appendages and machines and writes something down on a chart at the end of the bed. There is an aura of great calm about her. It amazes Frances that you could work somewhere like this, surrounded by disease and trauma and death, and appear so unfazed by it all.


‘You can talk to her if you like,’ Bridget says.


‘Is there any point?’


‘I think there is some level of awareness, no matter what the doctors say. Sometimes they take a more clinical than holistic view. Anyway, it might be comforting. For you, that is.’


Frances doubts that. But she says, ‘Okay, I’ll try.’ She hopes Bridget levitates off soon, so she won’t have to actually do it. Thankfully she does – almost, Frances thinks, like an angel in baggy blue scrubs.


She hears a notification come through on her phone. Her heart glitches when she sees it’s a message from Andy, her ex-boyfriend.


Hey there, in Tauranga next week for business, fancy a quick coffee? [image: image]


She’d been surprised a few weeks back to get a friend request from him. He is someone she hasn’t thought much about since university. She’d finished with him and moved on quickly. Broke his heart a little, perhaps – something she has to admit gives her a guilty thrill, now that her heart-breaking days are behind her. But seeing his profile has stirred up feelings of nostalgia, even a little regret, though Frances isn’t sure if that is for Andy or for her old self. He married the girl he started seeing after her, settled in Auckland, and, Frances also has to admit, has aged well. In that unfair way men do. They have private messaged each other on a few occasions, nothing too incriminating, maybe a slight frisson of flirtation. She had made the mistake of confessing the correspondence to her friend Lauren as they sat poolside watching their daughters’ after-school swim squad training a few days ago. She received a message while they were talking.


Lauren had eyeballed her. ‘Is Harry sexting you or something?’ she asked.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. The only text messages we send each other are reminders to leave the bins out or to pick up some toilet paper from the supermarket.’


‘Well, something’s made you look all coy and blush like a schoolgirl.’


‘It’s nothing. Just a text from my old boyfriend, Andy.’


‘Show me.’ Lauren held her hand out.


‘No!’


‘Well then, I’m just going to assume the worst, that something is going on, spread vicious rumours, and it’ll cause ructions within the highly cut-throat and judgemental Swim Mom community. Donna will be appalled. You know how those catty bitches work.’


‘Yes, indeed I do,’ said Frances, ‘because you’re one of them. Here, you’ll see it’s harmless.’


She handed her phone to Lauren, who read it out loud in a lascivious tone. ‘Guess what song has just come on the radio? Made me think of you. Boy with crown on his head emoji. Winking face emoji.’ Lauren raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, what song is he talking about?’


‘Oh, I think he just means a Prince song we both used to like.’


‘Just a Prince song? Oh my God, he so wants to fuck you.’


‘Jesus, Lauren!’ she hissed, then looked around to make sure no-one had overheard. Lauren had no filter. This could be both exhilarating and mortifying. Especially in the echoey and claustrophobic environs of an aquatic centre.


‘You don’t remind someone of a song that has special meaning for both of you unless you want to fuck them again. You especially don’t mention a song by that absolute horndog Prince, who would make the alphabet song sound obscene.’


Frances grabbed her phone back. ‘Your mind is in the gutter, Lauren. I’m sorry I told you now. I would never cheat on Harry.’


‘Hmm. No, you’re too straight to have a physical affair. But you’re definitely the type to have an emotional one. At the very least it’s a micro-cheat.’


‘You’re just making up words now.’


‘Would you show that message to Harry?’


When Frances hesitated, Lauren said triumphantly, ‘See? There you go. A micro-cheat!’


‘Ridiculous.’


‘Do you want to know what surprises me the most, though?’


‘Not really, no.’


‘That you’d contemplate sex with a man who uses emojis so freely.’


‘Why? Not that I am, obviously.’


‘It’s deeply unsexy.’


‘And you’re deeply annoying, Lauren.’


Now, Frances rereads the message about coffee. The tone is so casual, without preamble or justification. Presumptuous. As though suggesting meeting up with an ex you haven’t seen in twenty years is the most unremarkable thing in the world. You wouldn’t send a text like that if you had an ulterior motive, would you? Maybe she’s overthinking this. Maybe it’s just coffee. Maybe she’s the only one thinking about sex. Having X-rated dreams. She puts her phone away and closes her eyes, concentrates on the whoosh-click of the ventilator. Its rhythm is soothing.


‘Hey, sis.’


She opens her eyes to see Conor. She stands, and he grabs her in a tight embrace that almost takes her breath away. He has always done that. He has always been needy. She pats his back three times and frees herself.


Conor takes in his mother’s appearance. ‘Jesus, she’s a mess. I spoke to a doctor on the way through. It’s not looking too good.’ Conor’s face is grey, his normal high colouring drained completely. She wonders if she appears the same. ‘Have you been with her all night?’


‘Yes, since she came out of surgery.’


‘Thanks.’


It seems to Frances such a strange thing to say. As though she’s just been waiting here until he can take over. Instead of being the one who has looked after their mother for years.


‘I can’t quite take this in,’ he says.


‘I know, I can hardly bear to look at her,’ Frances says. ‘It’s shocking. But also . . . kind of not . . .’


‘Yeah, but a gun, Franny? It’s so violent. I mean, what the hell? Who even has a gun? I had always thought that if she, you know, did it, it would be pills washed down with a litre of vodka. How did she even get one?’


‘I don’t know. The police have been asking too. They have to investigate this sort of thing, obviously. Apparently you can order these things from the internet these days.’ She lowers her voice. ‘Like, you know, the dark web and such.’


Conor holds up his hands theatrically, a look of incredulity on his face. Frances thinks he should have pursued an acting career. He certainly enjoys the limelight.


‘The woman couldn’t pay a bill online and you think she was able to negotiate the dark web to procure a gun illegally?’


Frances wants to ask him how the fuck he would know anything about their mother’s bill-paying habits – bills she could only afford to pay through her and Harry’s generosity. Or how she managed her gardening, or her housework, or her grocery shopping or visiting her doctor. Or taking her smelly fucking dog to the fucking vet. But she politely says none of these things.


He continues. ‘And how the hell can someone shoot themselves point blank in the head and not die? Only Mum could manage that.’


‘Maybe she googled that on the dark web too.’


‘Okay, Frances.’ He says it sarcastically.


‘Apparently 5 per cent of people don’t die after being shot in the head. I read it on WebMD.’ She adds pointedly, ‘I’ve had a lot of time to kill.’ When he doesn’t say anything she carries on. ‘And when Harry spoke to the neurologist she said something about the gun being pointed backwards from the front of her head. Makes it more survivable. Something to do with the bullet only passing through one hemisphere. Sue stopped a lot of the blood loss, too. I don’t know. Harry can explain it better. I’m unable to make sense of much at the moment.’


‘Had she been drinking?’


‘They said there wasn’t a lot of alcohol in her system. Which surprised me. Makes it worse, somehow, like even more deliberate. If that’s possible. Jesus though, what a clusterfuck.’


Bridget appears again and Frances hopes she hasn’t overheard her. Profanities seem to be dropping from her spontaneously. Like she’s losing control of the language centre in her brain.


Conor sits down on the bed and touches the bit of his mother’s cheek not obscured by the spaghetti junction of tubes and tape. Frances thinks she has seen this tender pose before, maybe on his Instagram feed, ministering to some sick child or commiserating with some bereaved mother.


‘I’ve organised Sinead to come over, booked her flight.’ When he doesn’t respond she adds, sulkily, ‘Just in case, you know, you were wondering.’


‘Sinead, sorry, of course. I hadn’t thought. Good . . . well done. When does she get here?’


‘Tomorrow morning. I thought you could pick her up from the airport?’


‘Sure,’ he says absently, as though he has no idea of what he has even agreed to. He always makes her feel as though he has more important things on his mind than the logistics of family. As though things that preoccupy her mind and time are petty considerations.


‘Great, brilliant.’ She can’t keep the irritated tone out of her voice but he doesn’t seem to notice.


He knits his eyebrows together. ‘Do you have any good memories of Mum?’ he says, apropos of nothing.


Frances is surprised at the question. ‘I mean, mostly when I think about her, I think of a lack. An absence. Both physically and emotionally. But there are a couple of memories I cling to that are different.’


‘Such as?’


‘Well, one time back in Ireland, I was very little, maybe five or six? We had just learnt how to knit in school, and we had to make a woollen scarf in our own time as homework. I hated it; you know me, not a creative bone in my body. Anyway, I left the knitting in my schoolbag and when I got up the next morning she had finished the whole thing. I was so happy.’ Frances smiles to herself. ‘It was bright red,’ she adds. Her smile fades when she sees Conor looking underwhelmed.


‘Look, it’s not exactly The Waltons, but it’s something.’


‘Sure.’


‘And you know, she is good with Livvy. I guess I see a more maternal side to her when they’re together. Like she finds it easier to be loving with her. Maybe because she’s a bit removed? Not responsible for her.’


‘So, I should’ve had a kid then, that would have helped?’


Frances eyes him sidelong. ‘From your social media posts, it looks like you’ve adopted one already.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The child with the long brown hair.’


‘Lara? She’s in her twenties!’


Frances raises her eyebrows. ‘I see. So you’re only twice her age, then.’


He sighs. ‘Don’t be such a dick, Franny.’


They sit in silence for some time. Frances can’t tell how long. The ICU operates in an alternative time zone. Seconds are measured in the clacking rhythm of the ventilators and beeping of the heart monitor; minutes in the ministrations of Bridget or the nurse who later relieves her; hours by one of the doctors checking vital signs.


Conor is restless, continually checking his phone or peering through a gap in the venetian blinds of the window nearest their mother’s bed. His head has always been elsewhere. The window overlooks the staff carpark. Frances had checked it out earlier, desperate to get some respite from the green-tinged hue of the ward that makes even the healthy look sick. Looking out, she had been overwhelmed with a desire to just be a person who worked here. A person who could leave when their shift finished, exchanging pleasantries with colleagues as they got into their cars. Then home to normal families with normal stresses such as having to cook dinner or yell at the kids to do their homework or tidy their rooms. Normal families whose matriarch didn’t shoot herself in the head.


She used to get the same feeling of envy leaving school every day, as she walked slowly out the gates amidst the whirligig of children and schoolbags. Not knowing what she faced. Frances always held her breath as she turned the corner into their cul-de-sac, closed her eyes for just a second to delay looking at their little white weatherboard house. Please let the milk be in, please let the milk be in. Milk in and curtains open meant at least her mother had at some stage got out of bed that day. Milk still out and curtains drawn: God knows. And when she was older, coming home on a dark evening after netball practice or a film with friends, she’d hope for the opposite, for the curtains to be pulled, lights to be on. It seems as though she spent much of her childhood on edge, watchful, looking for clues.


Conor has started to pace. His restlessness is getting on her nerves. As though being here is an imposition on his time. She’d almost prefer to be here by herself. She’s used to being the only one anyway.


‘Look, why don’t you go and get something to eat. You must be tired after all the travelling. I can let you know if there’s any change.’


He looks almost relieved. ‘You sure?’


Frances thought he might put up a bit more resistance. Even just for appearances’ sake. But she gives a curt nod.


‘Okay, well, I might head out, just for a little while. There are some loose ends with a client I need to tie up. And I’ve got Lara down here with me, I dropped her off at the hotel. I might just check on her.’


She turns back to her mother. ‘Whatever,’ she says.


As he leaves, he gets a few sidelong looks. A visitor at another patient’s bedside says, ‘Hi, Conor,’ as though he knows him. A young female doctor smiles shyly at him. He smiles back. For a moment Frances worries that he might be asked for a selfie. He’d agree to it, too. #keepingspiritsupinICU. She wonders how he can stand it, being public property like that. But it seems to her that he is more alive when he is in public. As though he feeds off the recognition. Feeds off the likes on his social media. He’s always needed external validation. Always surrounded himself with people who tell him he’s wonderful. Even as a child.


She knows she has been hostile. It’s a pattern of behaviour she finds herself slipping into more frequently. And not just with Conor. Resolving to be nice, the kind of nice she is after two glasses of Pinot Noir – only ever two, although it’s amazing how blasted you can get if you drink them quickly enough – only to be overcome with resentment in the moment and feel guilty about it later.


She retrieves her phone from her handbag. There is a text from Sinead.


Made it to Dubai. Upgraded to Business[image: image] Sweet. Be with you soon.


What must it be like to live your life like Sinead? No commitments or pressure. Play the talented but impoverished writer, knowing others will always bail you out if needed. She didn’t even follow through on her publishing contract and it appears as though there have been no consequences. Frances hates to think of that first novel. She still smarts at the description of the uptight sister who makes Mary Bennet look effervescent. Sinead had her publisher in Ireland send her an early copy with a little hand-written note, as though it were a gift. They rowed about it the first time Sinead came back to New Zealand after its publication. Sinead claimed she was being oversensitive; it was a work of fiction, after all. Then when this didn’t appease Frances, she went on the defensive, claiming it was her duty as a writer to hold a mirror up to the world. Duty indeed. As though writing a novel was somehow necessary. Frances said, ‘Well, it didn’t need to be one of those hideous magnifying mirrors men use for shaving.’ Sinead became furious then. ‘Well, if people don’t want to be represented badly then they shouldn’t bloody well act so badly!’ They’d never spoken of it again.


She wonders what Harry and Livvy are doing. Since their daughter started on the tumultuous path of adolescence Harry has been so much better able to cope with her. Livvy is moving farther away from her despite Frances’s best efforts to stay close. Harry tells her not to take it so personally. But how can she not? Motherhood is so personal.


Frances had resolved from the moment she discarded her packet of contraceptive pills to excel at it. It would be simple. Just be the antithesis of Joy. She had quit alcohol, loaded up on folic acid, stopped running, started antenatal yoga. Once Livvy was born she started out breastfeeding on demand, only to become concerned that she was raising a child ruined by instant gratification. So she adopted the Gina Ford strict scheduling method – all the rage amongst middle-class mothers then – only to become terrified that she was raising a child with an insecure attachment, so switched back again. Joy was aghast at Frances’s neuroticism over feeding. ‘Just give the child a bottle, for goodness’ sake, stop making a rod for your back.’ Which of course only incentivised Frances more. She breastfed Livvy till she was almost three, much to Joy’s horror, who was of an Irish generation that considered breastfeeding as almost shameful, done only if you couldn’t afford formula. Once Livvy ventured beyond the safety of the house, Frances, still desperate to hold on, volunteered for everything: the kindergarten petting zoo trips, the reading recovery help in primary school, the gala fundraising days, the sausage sizzles, hosting the end of year get-togethers, the PTA roles. She set up parent group emails, then later organised WhatsApp groups for all the extracurricular activities, the dancing, the horse riding, the drama classes. And when Livvy showed great interest in, and talent at, swimming, she never once missed dropping her to early squad training, sitting poolside at five a.m., her eyes red with fatigue and the slight sting of the chlorine that hung like a malign vapour in the air. Never missed a swim competition either, the moist claustrophobic atmosphere cloying on her skin and in her lungs, the screams of encouragement or criticism from the parents next to her cloying in her ears.
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