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PRAISE FOR


ORCHID & THE WASP


‘Gael, the young heroine of Orchid & the Wasp, is a magnificent and assured creation, breathtakingly smart, never self-pitying, impossible for others to manage, my favourite discovery this year. Hughes’ characters are rare, like no one you’ve read before. This is an entirely original novel, dazzling and beautiful, disturbingly cold and insistent.’


David Vann, author of Legend of a Suicide


‘Orchid & the Wasp is a gorgeous novel told in an onrush of wit and ferocity. Art-forging, smack-talking, long-distance-running Gael Foess, three times smarter than everyone around her, proves to be an unforgettable heroine, and her journey will rattle your most basic assumptions about money, ambition, and the nature of love. Caoilinn Hughes is a massive talent.’


Anthony Doerr, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of All the Light We Cannot See


‘Orchid & the Wasp is an ambitious, richly inventive and highly entertaining account of the way we live now. Caoilinn Hughes writes with authority and insight, and her novel is as up-to-date as tomorrow’s financial-page headlines.’


John Banville, Man Booker Prize-winning author of The Sea


‘Orchid & the Wasp is a tremendously engaging novel, brimming with sparky humour and astute observations. Caoilinn Hughes’ prose fizzes with wit and intelligence. A joy to read.’


Danielle McLaughlin, Saboteur Award-wining author of Dinosaurs on Other Planets


‘Caoilinn Hughes is the real thing – an urgent, funny, painstaking and heartfelt writer. Orchid & the Wasp is a startling debut full of the moral complexity, grief and strange bewilderments of humanity. As the world spins ever more quickly in response to the demands of grifters, parasites and liars, this book offers a troubling, beautiful and wise response.’


A. L. Kennedy, Costa Prize-winning author of Day and Serious Sweet


‘Fresh, playful and exuberant: Hughes has arrived with a heady style that is full of surprise and invention.’


Paul Lynch, author of Grace


‘Caoilinn Hughes has given us an unforgettable character in Gael – an unflinchingly wise and wise-cracking guide through our fractured times. Hers is a story that holds the fun-house mirror to the society we have built of greed and twisted finance. From the doomed Irish boom to the Occupy movement, the novel lays bare the impoverished spirit that led to economic collapse while providing us a path out of it. By turns poetic, hilarious and raw, this novel gives us hope that love and the retrieval of spirit are not only achievable, but worth pursuing to the very last sentence.’


Ana Menéndez, Pushcart Prize-winning author of In Cuba I Was a German Shepherd


‘A razor-sharp wit and an astonishing psychological and emotional perceptiveness combine to yield uncommonly rich portraiture in this bracing book by a deadly talented writer, in prose so refined one slows to savour each beautifully unfolding sentence… An unsentimental and sneakily moving novel given to surprising bouts of joy.’


Matthew Thomas, New York Times-bestselling author of We Are Not Ourselves
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For Paul




‘I constantly felt (as I suppose many an ambitious girl has felt) a thumping from within unanswered by any beckoning from without.’


Anna Julia Cooper


‘With how many things are we on the brink of becoming acquainted, if cowardice or carelessness did not restrain our inquiries.’


Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley


‘The sea is not less beautiful in our eyes because we know that sometimes ships are wrecked by it.’


Simone Weil





1


The Mediocrity Principle


April 2002


It’s our right to be virgins as often as we like, Gael told the girls surrounding her like petals round a pollen packet.


‘Just imagine it,’ she said. ‘Louise. Fatima. Deirdre Concannon.’ She pronounced their names like accusations. She snuck the tip of her index finger into each of their mouths and made their cheeks go: pop. pop. pop. ‘I did mine already with this finger,’ she said. The girls flinched and wiped their taste buds on their pinafores. ‘Blood dotted the bathroom tiles but it wasn’t a lot and it wasn’t as sore as like … piercing your own ears without ice,’ she concluded ominously. ‘And now I don’t have to obsess over it like all these morons. You should all do it tonight. We’ll talk tomorrow and I’ll know if you’ve done it or not.’


Tiny hairs on their ears trembled at her inaudible breath, like Juliet’s. Gravely, she confessed: ‘Some of you will need capsules all your life. All the way to your wedding night because of being Muslim or really really Christian. Wipe your snot, Miriam. It’s a fact of life. It’s also helping people. Boys will think they’re taking something from you, when the capsule cracks. But you’ll know better,’ she said. ‘You’ll know there was nothing to take.’


Gael was eleven. It was her last term of primary school. Perhaps that was why the proposition backfired. The girls were getting ready to fly off to some other wealthy, witheringly beautiful leader. But Gael wasn’t disturbed by this. She no longer needed a posse. It would be tidier if they fell away than having to break them off.


‘Really really Christian like your brother?’ Deirdre replied. ‘Isn’t he an altar boy?’


Gael rolled her eyes so dramatically it gave her a back-of-socket headache. ‘He hasn’t got a hymen, Deirdre, so he’s obviously irrelevant.’


Deirdre and Louise’s mirth was exacerbated by the fact that Miriam’s tears had now formed a terracotta paste with the foundation she’d tried on at the bus-stop pharmacy earlier. How much would the virgin pills cost, Becca wanted to know. What would Gael price them at?


‘What-ever,’ Gael said. ‘What does that matter? Pocket money is what. Everyone’ll want them. Hundreds if not millions of people, Rebecca. So choose.’ She challenged their non-committal natures, looking from girl to concave girl. ‘Well, are you or aren’t you? In?’ She addressed the dandruffy crowns of their heads. Of late, they’d become less worthwhile spending time with. Even playing sports, they didn’t want to sweat. Headbutting nothing, the chimney-black sweep of her hair kicked forward and she thrust them off like a sudden squall that separates what’s flyaway from what’s fixture. Stupid girls, she thought as the lunch bell trilled and they straggled towards their classrooms. Back to times tables: the slow, stupid common operations.


Turning her back on the blackboard, she took a bottle of Tipp-Ex from her bag and began painting her nails a corrective white. It smelled of Guthrie’s bedroom. Acrid. Concentrated. Tissues fouled with paint from cleaning his brushes. Exoneration. Her little brother: the acolyte. On the ninth nail, she lifted her head from the fumes to find Deirdre Concannon striding into the room alongside the school counsellor, who approached Gael’s desk with a blob of tuna-mayo in the corner of her puckered mouth, a mobile phone held out and a polite invitation for Gael to take her depraved influence elsewhere. The number Gael dialled was familiar. Though, as Mum was out of town, it was to be an unfamiliar fate.
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Jarleth had sent a car to collect them and take them to his work several hours ago. On the phone, his secretary had informed Gael as to the make of the car and the name of the driver. (Both Mercedes.) There’d been no chastisement thus far, other than an afternoon confined to a windowless meeting-room penitentiary in his office building.


In the same school but two years behind his sister, Guthrie had been encouraged to go home too when his whole class had concluded their post-lunch prayer in perfect unison: ‘And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, Hymen.’ Gael was already waiting at the school gate when Guthrie had come dragging his satchel-crucifix across the tarmac, in utter distress and confusion.


His blue eyes were red-rimmed as a seagull’s by the time he finished his homework under the artificial lights of Barclays’ Irish headquarters at 2 Park Place in Dublin’s city centre, just around the corner (though worlds apart) from the National Concert Hall, where they often watched their mother yield a richer kind of equity from her orchestra.


Guthrie spoke quietly into his copybook. ‘You always do this when Mum’s gone.’


‘I said I’m sorry.’


‘But you’re not.’ He made a convincingly world-weary noise for a ten-year-old.


Their mother was principal conductor of the National Symphony Orchestra – one of Ireland’s two professional orchestras – with whom she gave some hundred concerts a year, on top of guest conductorships where she might perform eight shows in a week, hold interviews, benefits, meetings, recordings, travel … generally returning home prostrate.


Gael searched for Ys in the ends of her black hair. Absently, she said, ‘How was I to know my idea’d make all the sissies go berserk?’


Guthrie’s wispy, beige hair kissed the polished pine table where he rested his head on his arm. He was slowly translating Irish sentences from his textbook with his left hand. He was a ciotóg. A left-handed person. Meaning: ‘strange one’.




Fadó, fadó,


A long time ago


bhí laoch mór ann, ar a dtugtar Cúchulainn.


there was a great hero warrior of the name named called Cúchulainn.





He stopped writing and let the pencil tip rest on the page like a Ouija board marker. After a while, he lifted it and moved it to a blank page where he began drawing Cúchulainn in profile, sword brandished. It was a giant weapon with an intricate hilt. Guthrie gave his hero long flowing locks and a chain-mail vest and shin guards. When all the details had been filled in, Guthrie began to add squiggles all around the figure and wild loops in the air – childish in comparison to Cúchulainn’s frenzied expression.


‘Are they clouds?’ Gael asked.


A barely perceptible shift of his head.


‘Trees?’


‘Waves,’ he said softly.


‘Wait.’ She considered the sketch anew. ‘He’s in the sea? With those heavy clothes on?’


Guthrie exaggerated the hero’s grimace and drew a twisted cloak in place of saying yes. He strengthened the line of the chin and the nostril brackets, for defiance. ‘He’s fighting the ocean.’


Watching the pencil go, Gael wondered at this. Cúchulainn battling the humongous Atlantic. An invisible duel, in slow, deliberate motion. Had he no mind for reward or reputation, should he win? Or rescue, should he lose? Maybe he was just proving something to himself; testing the muscle of his character, no thought of audience. There aren’t viewing posts in towers of water. No adjudication. Why else would a person take on the tireless sea but to learn the strength of his own current? Guthrie lifted his head to reveal a pale yellow mark where his cheek had been pressed against his forearm.


‘That’s what it feels like,’ he said, evenly, erasing some lines from the drawing and brushing the grey rubber scraps to the floor. ‘The way you get dragged in the white part.’


‘What feels like that?’


Some moments passed without answer.


‘Oh,’ Gael said, realizing. ‘That doesn’t sound relaxing.’


‘It’s not.’


‘But you know it’s only gravity, dragging you down, right? It’s not like, a monster or Satan or anything.’


Guthrie seemed to think about this. ‘It’s me,’ he said.


‘The warrior?’


He shook his head and Gael half expected feathers of pale hair to come falling off, like when you shake a dead bird. ‘The one dragging.’


‘Guthrie! That’s not a good thing to think. It’s not your fault.’


Gael said this, though she knew it was a lie to make things liveable. Her parents had sat her down a few weeks ago to explain the situation. ‘Your brother doesn’t have epilepsy. He only thinks he does,’ Jarleth had said. Sive had looked dismayed by that explanation and had taken over. ‘It’s called somatic delusional disorder, Gael. I’m sure you’ll want to look it up. What’s important is that he’s physically healthy,’ she’d said, ‘but there’s one small, small part of his brain that isn’t well. The doctors say when he’s older, it might be easier to address him directly about it, with counselling. Right now, he gets extremely stressed and anxious, aggressively so, if we talk to him about the disorder. He thinks we’re telling him he’s not sick. Which he is, just not in the way he thinks. So it’s better for everyone to treat it as what Guthrie believes it to be. And that’s epilepsy.’ What Gael took from this was that her brother was too young to understand the truth and it was part of his sickness that he couldn’t.


‘Guth?’ Gael repeated, ‘It’s not your fault.’


‘Dad says so.’


A clout of anger to the chest. ‘Dad’s wrong.’


‘He’s mad at me.’


‘He’s just … frustrated to see you break something every time you have a fit.’


‘It’s not on purpose.’


‘I know.’


‘I don’t control it.’


‘I know that.’


‘If it was to … If I just wanted to skip PE, Miss McFadden would just let me do extra arts and crafts so long as I don’t plug stuff in or use scissors or knives or strong glue, she said I can. Or even something else.’


Gael made a shocked face. ‘She must’ve been drunk or something. McFadden’s a prick.’


‘She can tell that you think that. You make her mean. She said you’re arrogant but I told her you’re nicer when you’re not at school.’


‘Who cares about nice.’


‘She said, “That’s convenient.” ’


‘It’d be convenient if she got mad cow disease from a burger.’


‘Don’t, Gael.’ Tears surged in his eyes again. ‘I like her.’


‘Fine, sorry, I take it back! No mad cow disease for Miss McFadden. She’s probably vegetarian, Guthrie, don’t cry.’


‘It’s not–’ he said hoarsely.


Gael took his hand from his mouth, where he was chewing on the outer heel of his palm. ‘Don’t do that. Please tell me what’s wrong.’


He tried to explain, but sobbing hampers syntax. Gael pieced together the howled-out word clusters. Dad had warned him he’d have to be moved to Special School if he kept having fits. ‘But it’s … not special … special is … special … means …’


‘It’s a euphemism,’ Gael said. A word she’d learned recently and learned well.


Guthrie blinked at her rapidly. This was new information. ‘A what?’


‘A euphemism. Here.’ She took his pencil. ‘You learn it and say it to Dad if he ever threatens that again. You-fa-mism. It means when one word is just a nice way to say something worse. And it’s a lie, Guth. There’s no way you’d have to move schools.’


‘Dad wouldn’t just say it.’


‘He doesn’t see it as a lie. He sees it as a way to protect you. He’ll say whatever he thinks will work, to keep you safe. Does Mum know?’


‘What?’


‘That Dad said that.’


Guthrie shrugged. He was looking at the word Gael had written in block letters on the page beside his drawing. Underneath the Irish homework. He was catching his breath. ‘She never said it.’ He took the pencil back up and began to graze it across the whole drawing, diagonally, hazing it in lead.


‘Hey!’ Gael pulled the copybook from him before it was ruined. She slapped it shut and slotted it in his schoolbag. It was annoying how often their mother was touring these days. She should be dealing with this. ‘Look at me,’ Gael said. ‘You didn’t have a fit today. Even with … your classmates taunting you … like silly little dipshits.’ She didn’t add: because of me.


He turned his face from her, to the door, where money missionaries in drab suits and skull-accentuating hairdos passed by the glass panel.


Gael watched the quiver of her brother’s shoulder blades. The handholds of his vertebrae. ‘Come on, Guth. If he comes in and sees your eyes all red still …’


‘Those estimates submitted this morning–’ Their father’s voice at the end of the corridor carried in as it would through state-of-the-art soundproofing. ‘–having you on … fourteen basis points … thirteen too many.’ With only the length of the hallway to prepare for his arrival, Gael got up and paced the room, checking behind the freestanding whiteboard and testing the wall of locked filing cabinets until one opened. She rooted inside and pulled out a roll of Sellotape. ‘Quick,’ she said, twirling Guthrie’s swivel chair to face her and biting off a length of the tape. ‘Stay still.’


He pushed back from her. ‘What are you doing?’


Jarleth’s voice loudened. ‘–who they take their cues from. He’ll call it how he sees it.’


‘Trust me,’ she said, wiping his tears with her thumb, which didn’t dry them at all.


‘Stop.’


‘Don’t try to talk.’ She plastered the Sellotape across his chin horizontally, so that his lower lip became huge and half-peeled-back and his pink gums showed like a cranky gelada monkey. ‘It won’t hurt. I promise.’ She wrestled him to connect another length of tape from his temples to the base of his cheekbones, packing his puffy eyes into a tight squint. Shushing her brother’s protestations, she braced against his piddly hook punches and completed the collage of his face. On the chair, they wheeled along the table, spinning as they went: the schlepping planet and its beleaguered moon. The last sticky swathe gave him a piggy nose from which mucus-water dribbled, threatening to make the whole composition come unstuck.


The door had opened and Jarleth stood there, refastening his watch, like an actor stepping onto the stage mid–costume change. He considered his progeny aloofly. The lines would come to him in due course, or some middle-manager would prompt him. This wasn’t an important scene.


Gael had jumped to attention, then felt somewhat abased at having done so. Such obeisance. She bent down, not in genuflection but to rummage through her bag for her pocket mirror. Handing it to Guthrie, she said, ‘We’re playing Who Am I.’ Jarleth gave her a Playing, is it? look. His straight eyelashes pointed at her, then moved to the beverages that had been served to them. A can of Sprite for Guthrie. Sparkling water for Gael, who had asked for coffee, but the receptionist had tucked her chin into her chest and had declared Ms Foess ‘very sophisticated altogether takes after her father doesn’t she but I don’t think your mammy’d be happy if we sent you home all jittery now would she missus?’ Gael had given her best tsk in reply: the sound of a control-alt-delete command. ‘If you’re going to use third person, commit to it,’ Gael had said. ‘I’ll have sparkling water. Pellegrino, please.’


Guthrie hadn’t dared to open the compact mirror to guess who he was supposed to be, but at least the disguise had worked. Horseplay trumped waterworks in their father’s eyes.


‘It’s ten past three,’ Jarleth said. ‘Since you two have run out of homework, I’ll have to call Carla.’


‘Oh Dad,’ Gael said. ‘Don’t call Carla.’ To Gael, Carla was the most depressing kind of adult – the kind that sees children as a separate species, blind to the puerility of her own life. Girls’ nights out on indisposable income. Deliberately limited vocabulary. Lip-gloss mania. Guthrie didn’t like Carla because of her general negligence and bad cooking. Their mother liked her threatlessness.


Indifferent, Jarleth took his mobile phone from the breast pocket of his suit jacket and spun it the right way up like a cut-throat razor. The suit was that classic navy-grey colour that exists only on the suit spectrum. It had a muted pinstripe and was paired with a crisp white shirt with sloping collar corners, silver button cuff links (that had been no one’s gift to him) and a silver and blue tie patterned with a tight grid. His white-gold Claddagh ring looked attractive against his spring tan. He’d gone out cycling for hours on Sunday after mass and the sun shone down on him, he declared upon return, sanctimonious on his carbon cloud. (He never wore cycling gloves or shaved his legs: the two most effeminate aspects of cycling culture. The spandex was just practical.) In the office, he was a bit like a bride in her gown alongside all the bridesmaids, in that none of his colleagues – even fellow executives – dared to wear the same shade of dominion. It was true, he wore it well. When he stood in the daylight, the high thread-count made the suit appear pale blue, though this room had no windows. Today was one of those rare days when Jarleth hadn’t matched anything with his eyes, which he liked to think of as green, though they were brown as hundred-euro banknotes dropped in a puddle.


‘You dropped something,’ Gael said, to divert his attention from finding Carla’s number. She threw her only banknote onto the carpet as she stretched. There goes Susan’s hymen pill deposit.


Jarleth looked at the folded fiver. ‘Buy yourself a coffee.’ He glanced at his watch.


‘Tell you what,’ Gael said. Her father preferred propositions to questions. She was well trained to please him. The technique had the opposite effect on her teachers, but parents pay cash and report cards are easily forged. ‘We’ll go to Stephen’s Green Shopping Centre till you’re done.’ She tilted her head towards Guthrie. ‘I’ll hold his hand.’


Jarleth studied her with some seriousness. ‘You have time to kill because your teachers were too provincial to appreciate your business idea – clever, if low-margin and most certainly age-inappropriate – and now you’d like to fritter away that hard-won time in a shopping centre?’


‘I’ve karate at half shix,’ Guthrie said, or at least that was what it sounded like through the Sellotape matrix. ‘Buth I can not go if itch ease–easiel … Thath?’


‘Market research?’ Gael lifted her shoulders to her ears in a cutesy shrug.


‘Walter Lippmann had a great name for the masses that congregate in shopping malls instead of libraries,’ Jarleth said. ‘ “The bewildered herd.” They trample each other down for discount espresso machines. You’ve seen it.’


‘We already have an espresso machine,’ Gael said.


‘There’ll be something else you want.’


‘I might need something.’


‘What do you need? Tell me what you need. What your brother needs.’ Jarleth strode over to the tabletop phone to dial 1. ‘If I’d only known my children were deprived. Anything, Gael. I’ll have Margaret put in an order, whatever it is. Same-day delivery.’


‘I get the point,’ Gael said, glancing at Guthrie repentantly, then refocusing.


‘What point?’ Jarleth thrust one hand into his trouser pocket and pushed his stomach out so that his tie slipped to the side and Gael could see the dark coiled hairs of his lower belly through the slits in his strained shirt. He used his body like this on purpose: the body language of an older, uglier, sloppier man; his form unambiguated by an undershirt. This seemed to make him all the more attractive to women of her mother’s age, and younger, Gael had observed of late.


‘What’s my point, Gael?’ He always managed to keep his full lips – the same ballet shoe colour as the rest of his face – relaxed, even when the words coming out of them weren’t.


Gael put on her straitlaced voice. ‘My time’s more valuable than the time it would take to walk to Stephen’s Green to go shopping.’


‘Good.’


Thankfully, he never said ‘good girl’ like relatives and teachers and strangers. Gael hated the phrase in the way she hated people who mixed chocolate with fruit. A denigrating thing to say. It even had the sound of a gag. G-g. A cooing baby sound. Worst of all was good girl, Gael. Miss McFadden had paid sorely for that in fourth class.


‘What else?’


‘Huh?’ Gael skimmed her mind for What Else.


The landline phone on the table rang shrilly. Jarleth picked up and listened. ‘Tell him I’m on a conference call with London. I’ll be there when he sees me.’ He spanked the phone to its cradle, gave a sharp sigh and frowned at Guthrie, then at Gael. ‘Who is he, then? Picasso’s Weeping Woman?’


A grin ripped through her concentration. Gael tapped Guthrie on the knee, where the mirror sat in his palm. He opened it and held it at arm’s length to try to take himself in. For a moment, nothing registered. They waited. Then, it came as the kind of wave you see at the last minute and you have no choice but to duck under. His face bulged through the tape and the composition slipped apart, taking all the fine down of his cheeks away with it. The laughter was so against his will that his eyes were going again. Straining to make out what he was saying, soon Gael was at it too and it didn’t occur to her to stand outside herself to check for giggling; to alter herself towards the caustic, brusque laughter of men. At last, Guthrie steadied himself and sputtered it out. ‘Deirdre Concannon,’ he said.


‘Arsehole in one!’ Gael clapped her hands once. She turned for her father’s reaction or reprimand, but he was no longer there and the door was shut.


A taxi arrived soon after to take them home. Jarleth said he’d be late and to use the money on the hall table for takeaway. Not to wait up.
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Guthrie had no lift to karate. Just bail, Gael told him. But no, Dad would be cross if he didn’t go because they’d had a talk and they’d made a pact and it was true that his physical strength was that of a wicker basket. Gael said she’d phone Dad to ask if they should order a taxi, but she didn’t make the call, predicting how their neediness would irk him.


No, she didn’t feel like being that child. That wasn’t what she felt like any longer – there was a mismatch between what she felt and how she looked. She considered her uniform with umbrage. Her red tie lay on the living room floor as a discarded snakeskin, blood side up. Slowly, while thinking, she lifted her navy pinafore by its pleated skirt over her head so that she was standing in her white shirt and ankle socks, absorbing the glut of underfloor heating. There was that feeling again, trilling through her. Along the backs of her knees to the base of her buttocks. Across her scalp. The one that felt a bit like fear, but not. A bit like nausea, but not in her stomach. It felt like the inside. As if a dangerous magnet had made its way through her system – harmless so long as it was unpaired. Was it her womb? Her bladder? Like having had way too much to drink but feeling parched. Being giddy on sugar but wanting to get it by the bagful and bury her tongue into its rough dissolvable crystals. She considered herself in the window, where the reflection was clear because it was dark out and all the lights were on inside. She wore a bra because the mandatory crested school shirts were cheap and the absence of bra straps would be conspicuous. Now and then, she filled the sagging cups with things like chestnuts or Barry’s tea bags or bits of sponge or textbook pages folded into squares for when there were tests. Mostly, she left them empty, with just air against her nettle-stung nipples. Boys were impressed by mere semblances. She went upstairs dreamily and put on jeans and a black shirt her mother had bought her for a clarinet exam. (Play the part of a musician and they might forgive that awful upper octave, her mother had said, knowing early where Gael’s talent did and did not lie.) It would be cold and she’d need a jumper but nothing warm from her closet looked right when she imagined a police car riding by. The shirt would do.


By playing the video clip at double speed, she was able to watch ‘How to drive an automatic car’ four times before they had to go. If this circumstance was a test, part of the test might have been to devise one’s own questions. ‘I’ll drive it up and down the road,’ she called up the stairs, ‘to get used to it. Get your stuff ready. You’re late.’


Guthrie had been watching her attempts to start their mother’s car from his bedroom window, and the sound of wipers scraping against a dry windscreen, the lack of indicators when pulling out, the fog lights glaring and the way the car juddered like it was having a conniption of its own were enough to convince him. He ran downstairs and waited until she had stopped safely by the kerb, give or take a few metres. Just about to test out reverse, she screamed at the appearance of Guthrie’s white face in the dark driver’s window, looking up to her. ‘Everything’s different from here!’ she said, but he couldn’t make sense of it. She found the electric window switch. ‘Where’s your dressing gown?’


‘It’s not a dressing gown.’


‘The robe thing.’


‘It’s a karategi.’


‘If it’s in the wash, use my gown.’


Guthrie’s face was all stretched in laughter one muscle from surfacing. ‘There’s no way I’m getting in that car with you!’


‘Why not?’ Gael struck her palm on the steering wheel and it beeped. ‘You have to.’


‘No.’


‘I’m a natural.’


‘Way.’


‘Just get in. I’ll go slow.’


‘Then we’d die slowly.’


‘Come on, Guthrie. Please. I’m sick of relying on parents.’


Confronted by her brother’s certitude, Gael saw a lost cause. She groaned and went to switch off the lights but, instead, turned on the screen sprinkler. The neighbour’s porch lights came on. Gael fiddled with sticks and buttons and keys until everything was dark and still. That must mean off. Only when stopping had been decided for her did the relief come with a collapsing sensation. So that’s what adrenaline feels like. Stealing had nothing on driving. ‘Gimme a minute,’ she said, recovering. Taking in this new perspective. The trimmed gardens of closed-curtain suburbia. The raked lawns stacked with lifestyle. Lives by rote, the driveway pillars tidy and in place like cairns – Connemara granite by way of China grit – never allowing any poor sod the excuse of having lost his way.


Guthrie opened the door for her and she tried to get out, but the seat belt was still on. So she plonked back into the seat and went mock-slack. Guthrie climbed over her to reach the release and helped her arm through the belt.


He stayed close by her elbow. ‘You’re sweaty.’


‘That was intense.’ She pushed the door shut and clicked a button on the key to lock it, but the boot popped open. They both stared at it as at an ice cream on a pavement.


‘Let’s watch Karate Kid,’ Guthrie said.


Gael looked back down their street where a car was rolling forward. Was it Dad? She went to wave. No, it sped up and U-turned. Guthrie shut the boot. Slipped the keys from her hand. Pressed the right button to lock up.


‘Can we?’


She heard him only vaguely. ‘Sorry?’


‘Watch Karate Kid.’


‘Oh. Yeah.’
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It was ten forty and Guthrie had fallen asleep on the beanbag. Gael brushed poppadum crumbs from his jersey and gently steered him to bed. In his fuddled, interrupted-dream voice, he asked, Is Dad back yet? Shh. Stay asleep. Brush. I need my teeth. What time’s it? Shh, Gael said. Half ten. Watch your step. Where’s Dad? On his way, she lied. He wants you out for the count, so go straight back to your dream while it’s warm. Take off your socks. She tucked the duvet around his small frame and pushed his feather fringe back to blow cool air onto his forehead, the way Mum seldom remembered to do. He let her do it. Age wasn’t darkening him. It wasn’t rendering embarrassing such gestures. Rather, the opposite. All at once, he sucked in as if on a harmonica and his eyes opened wide. Gael was still there, heavy almost as a woman on his bed. What’s wrong? She rubbed the duvet across his chest. What is it? Did you forget your meds? I’ll get water. But she didn’t budge because, beneath the duvet, she could feel his right hand free itself from the mummying and trace a path from his throat to his navel, left shoulder to right. Sign of the cross. He looked to the window, where a moon offered its ear, in competition. Can you go please? he said.
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Gael was lying in the dark on the front-room divan when Jarleth got home. She knew it was well after midnight because she’d heard the twelve muffled dongs from the radio, which Sive had left on low in the kitchen six days ago and no one had bothered to turn off. Gael had been thinking about control and how one gains more of it. Her heart, for example, didn’t feel under her command. Though it was muscular, she couldn’t clench it. She couldn’t suspend it pro tem. She couldn’t borrow her mother’s vocabulary of the heart; write ritardando above the ribs’ staff. The heart keeps changing tempo. 4/4. 2/4. 9/8. How could it be refuted? When Jarleth passed by the open door without looking in and headed straight for the stairs, it cut time. And she had to stay there, unmoving, for several minutes before it was even again. Spianato.


She got up and climbed the stairs, slowly. The costly kind of oak that doesn’t creak. A floral scent lingered along the corridor and in the upstairs landing. Sive rarely kept flowers in the house because of too many things to tend to and because it made Guthrie morose to witness the bloom-wilt biorhythm and because Gael would pick at them until they were not flowers but flowers’ infrastructure. These flowers smelt as though they’d gone bad. Like if you pulled them from the vase, wherever it was, the stems would be gooey brown. There might well be things like this around the house that they’d neglected while Sive was away. Things that might have consequences. Like a tap left on.


Not a tap though. A shower. Her father was taking a shower without using the extractor fan. After looking in on Guthrie, whose mouth was agape, famished for sleep, she shut his door firmly. Then she pushed open her parents’ bedroom door, slipped in and pulled it quietly closed behind her. Steam burgeoned from the open en suite and the mirror above the sink was fogged. There were sounds of skin slapping and soap alather. The carpet felt deep and plush as she padded across it in her socks, taking the path between the bed and the ottoman rather than roly-polying across the bed, like she used to. The curtains were open and the bedside lamp was on, but there were no neighbours in view. Her strides were deliberate as though readying for a long jump. There was a grunt as if she had taken the leap, but it wasn’t her grunt. There was a throaty moan like when you stretch in the morning, after a too-long sleep, but it wouldn’t put her off. Long, silent strides. Sive was tall. That boded well for her children. Face-to-face, Sive and Jarleth were even.


Jarleth was someone who faced things. Just now, he faced the shower faucet. The arm closest Gael was stretched above his head, leaning against the tiled wall. He was letting the water hit the back of his head and umbrella around him. His right hand was cleaning his groin.


Gael took a seat on the closed toilet. The rotten-iris scent was now overpowered by mint from her father’s shampoo, which was a hair growth stimulant. He must let the suds run down his spine, she thought, because there was a line of hair all the way down that pooled in his lower back like lichens on a rock. His thighs and buttocks, though, weren’t hairy. They were pale. Paler than she’d imagined. Pale like her. There were distinct tan lines from his cycling gear. The lower half of his legs and arms and the back of his neck were brown. The white, palm-sized hollow of his buttock shallowed when he moved. He did a small squat and reached between his legs to his scrotum, which she couldn’t see. Then he took his left arm from the wall and made the motion of washing his hands, though surely they were clean by now. He pushed the knob with his fist to turn the water off, then swiped the excess water from his hair and arms and chest. He turned and stepped out onto the mat in the same motion, and froze.


‘I don’t like the smell of her.’


Gael said this. Her eyes met with his, but she couldn’t help them darting down to his engorged penis. It listed from one side to the other and the eye at the end lowered slowly to the floor like a remorseful child. He had just jerked off. It doesn’t go limp right away, she would later learn. Her heart was more tremolo than spiccato and she had that strange not-quite-sickening feeling but she didn’t want to make it seem as if she couldn’t bear to look, so she let her gaze stay there a moment longer. At his hairy hanging sac like a wasp nest and the heavy penis that seemed alive, then dead as gristle. Her cheeks must be even pinker. Setting her expression like a glass on an uneven surface, she tried to look proud. Disaffected. Jarleth didn’t leap for a towel. Whatever way he moved would lose him power. The towel hung halfway between them on the wall. He would have to take a long step forward to reach it. She imagined passing it to him, but this way was better.


‘How long have you been there?’


His voice was low. Different. Gael lifted one shoulder.


‘Gael. I am telling you now to get out. I’ll say it again and I’ll say it clearly. Get out.’


But she didn’t move or speak. Only, with some relief, looked back at his eyes.


‘If you ever try to use this moment against me,’ he said. ‘If you ever misremember it. If your life takes a bad turn and you need someone to blame and you think of saying that your father exposed himself to you when you were a little girl, I am telling you now to get out. Do you hear me loud and clear?’


‘Mmm-hm,’ Gael said in a jolly kind of hum. ‘But did you hear me?’


The muscles in his legs strained against the skin when he stepped forward. Gael got flecked in his water. But she didn’t flinch, or draw her hands from where they were tucked under her thighs. The cleaners had been here yesterday so the toilet was squeaky. Jarleth dried himself vigorously before wrapping the towel around his waist. The hair on his belly made the small paunch more agreeable. There was something charismatic about a man’s belly fat, Gael discovered, as long as it was covered in hair. Something unapologetic. He wiped the mirror down with a face towel and took a small pair of scissors from the drawer.


‘So you’ve got ideas.’ He proceeded to trim his nose hair. ‘Out with them.’


‘Are you getting divorced?’


‘We’re not married. There’s nothing to divorce from.’


‘Are you separating?’


‘No.’


‘Is Mum really on tour?’


‘Yes.’


Questions. That was her error.


‘Mum could be cheating on you too,’ she said. This made him pause and glance at her.


‘We don’t police one another.’


‘You wouldn’t care if she was?’


‘I would care a great deal, as a matter of fact.’ He said this curtly, as if it would be a very serious affair.


There was a brief silence and Gael felt in her bones how late it was and how she wouldn’t sleep tonight. She asked:


‘Which is the commandment to do with adultery?’


Thinking this would make him mad. Violent, even. But he leaned on the sink and smiled. Forgetting who he was with.


‘Adultery only applies if a person is married. Think of it as a spiritual loophole. Your mother and I are both committing the sin of being … sexually active outside of wedlock. That’s because of her. Not me. I’ve asked her many times to marry me, as you know. Every month, I confess and receive the sacrament of Penance for not being married. Always with the intention of righting that wrong. Always meeting with resistance.’


‘It must make Mum feel like shit.’ Gael thought about how removed Sive had been lately. Always working. Or trying ‘to get things out of the way’ so she could get back to work. When she wasn’t tending to orchestral matters – studying a score, comparing arrangements – she was composing. But then, hadn’t she always been like that? Her truest self wasn’t communal.


‘Your mother’s self-confidence doesn’t rely on her being the apple of my eye. We wouldn’t be together if it did. Besides, what you don’t know can’t hurt you.’


‘What? Yes it can! If you have cancer but you don’t know and don’t take it out, it can kill you!’


Nose hairs neatened, he put the scissors away and turned to face her.


‘You have some gumption to address me like this. It’s none of your concern, Gael. It’s adult business.’


‘I’m practically a teenager, Jarleth. I can handle it.’


‘Jarleth, is it?’


Gael shrugged. This was new. It felt good. ‘It’s your name. Your Christian name. And anyway, I knew for a while.’


‘Is that right?’


‘Yeah.’


‘You just knew it.’


‘Yeah.’


‘And who have you told … what you “just know”?’ Jarleth’s small, brown, hair-housed nipples were hard now and the flesh of his chest and arms had textured to sandpaper.


‘No one.’


He dipped his head for the first half of a nod. ‘And that’s the way you’ll keep it.’


Gael stared at him and heard her own breathing, loud. All the condensation from his shower had settled somewhere. It hadn’t been extracted, but it wasn’t hanging in the air either. What hovered instead in the night-poise were theories.


‘I saw you took the car out,’ he said. ‘It’s parked in the middle of the road.’


‘I drove it around.’


‘Good. And did you drive Guthrie to karate?’


Gael didn’t let her gaze drop to the floor, though that was the instinct. ‘He wouldn’t let me.’


‘Let you?’ Jarleth said. ‘You’re the older sibling. You’re the strong one.’


‘He values his life more than you think he does!’


‘He doesn’t know what’s good for him.’


Gael knew this was wrong. She also knew not to say so.


‘If you want to be part of the adult world, Gael. If you want to enter into society. You should accept that things aren’t as straightforward as you’re taught in the classroom.’


‘You don’t need to tell me that.’


Jarleth crossed his cyclist’s arms. Gael took her hands from under her thighs and crossed her arms too. It was chilly. ‘Do you know what I do for a living? To put this roof over our heads.’


‘Global markets something derivative.’


Jarleth laughed at Gael’s unintended joke – granted her the benefit of the doubt. ‘Not anymore, but okay. What I do, Gael, has taught me something no university on the planet could have had on its syllabus. And that is that we have a very simple choice to make. Do we aspire to have worth and influence and risk tragedy; or do we aspire towards love and togetherness and risk that it won’t have been enough. You can’t have both aspirations be equally weighted.’


Gael couldn’t respond to this. She didn’t know what he was asking.


‘Now. Bed. I have an important meeting in the morning.’


Gael stood up from the toilet and Jarleth held out his arms for a hug. But Gael felt that there was a contract in the hug and she hadn’t read the fine print. She was cold and the hug would warm her, but was it a trick? The thing about love and togetherness and the choice? She brushed past him on her way out and his body felt steely. But once she had passed him and she was at the bedroom door, looking back, she caught his expression in the mirror. A troubled frown.


The house felt as though it were wobbling in the dark. As though its foundations had liquefied. Surely there’d be time to climb out the windows, should they start sinking. Sleep would be impossible, Gael thought, so she made a series of searches on the computer. There was something important she’d missed. Since she was the one who would have to decide and then to live with it in the form of her mother every day of her life, she thought she should have all the information. Thus, at two in the morning she found herself reading the Wikipedia entry on cheating, as if it were a history that could be looked up, summarized and digested. There was one part that felt like information, though, and not just semantics.


‘Natural selection favours cheating in the biological markets. If a species can increase its chance of survival by cheating, then that strength is selected for. But cheaters need a whole society of cooperators to exploit. In ecology, cheating is regulated by making their success dependent on frequency. The more cheaters there are, the worse they do. The fewer, the better.’


So it was an aspect of nature and it was everywhere. Only most people are none the wiser. Then sleep took her. And that sleep knit up all the black and white and made grey of it. There couldn’t only be cooperators and cheaters – that was too reductive. Take the sea. She was neither the water nor the hero nor the sword. Nor a bird sitting on the crest of a wave, awaiting the upchuck of a tumid corpse for the easy meat of his eyes. Nor the fish tossed and roiled by a battle taking place, not at all to do with them. Nor the industry of blacksmiths, fed and fat on heroes’ mettle. She didn’t know what she was. Black and white were too few. All the greys, too many. It wasn’t enough.
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One Friday afternoon a year on, when they were walking to Heuston Station to be babysat by Auntie Ada – who was, those days, relieving their parents more often than not – Gael came to know the depth of her brother’s conviction.


He had become quieter and quieter, as though he believed that each household had a noise quotient and that, as long as the total noise amounted to the same decibel sum, he could control the Foess household balance by way of his silence.


Gael handled him like a cloth, rinsing, wringing, twisting, hoping to get something out of him – some grime. She was trying to get him to play Cursery Rhymes as they walked. ‘Just do the next bit. Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow?’


‘I’m not changing cockle shells and you can’t make me.’


Guthrie was pink-cheeked from withstanding her resolve to have him grow up at her abnormal rate. Even though nature would hold her to being eighteen months older than him, with each passing month it seemed as if an extra year of difference were wedging itself between them.


‘Genius!’ She mouthed versions over and over to perfect it.


‘Don’t, Gael.’


‘With silver bell-ends, cocks, rear-ends and pretty maids all in a row!’ She snorted with laughter.


‘Stop! Don’t. That’s disgusting.’


‘That was all you, Guth.’


‘No it wasn’t.’


‘Yeah so.’


‘No it wasn’t! I was going to say, Na-na na-na, na-na na-na. Wouldn’t you like to know?’


‘Not bad … for a barely-eleven-year-old. Less good than mine though. Man, I’d been trying to work in a gardener called José who uses his hosé to make the garden grow … but you beat me by miles. Maybe I don’t need to worry about you any longer.’


Guthrie had crossed his arms and turned into an open gate to get away from her.


‘And now you’re trespassing,’ she said. ‘This is what I call progress.’


He swivelled around. ‘I’m not trespassing. This is a park. Leave me alone.’


Gael could see he was close to tears, so she left him to it. The gated garden had an exit farther along. She moved slowly towards it, running her fingertips along the black railing and relishing the pins and needles produced. She only wanted the best for him. It seemed as if he looked up to her, so she couldn’t understand why he wouldn’t take her help anymore. He believed everything would go back to normal, soon. Whenever soon was. Whatever normal was. Now that Gael was in secondary school, it was hard to look out for him. He had over a year left in primary school, but even after that, he couldn’t join her, as her secondary school was single-sex. Girls became fatuous versions of themselves around boys and she hadn’t wanted to deal with all that performance. There were always lunch breaks for meeting lads and being fingered behind suburban evergreen trees. Whereas Guthrie wanted to go to a mixed school, for reasons unknown. She did spy pale blue welts on his torso when he stepped out of the shower room in a hand towel, when the bath towels were all in the wash. That probably had something to do with it. His friends were mostly girls – too few to make a pack, so they were no use. Jarleth believed in individual responsibility ‘to put the civil into civilization’: all fights had to be debated in an orderly fashion, ideally with an introduction, a conclusion and a moral revelation. It’s cool if he’s gay, Gael thought, but then he really needs to know how to strike back or, at least, how to survive a beating.


When she reached the far gate, she saw him standing before a bulb-shaped pond that held on its waters a cast bronze statue. It was the figure of a woman reclining, though longer and more still than a human. She had been weathered green from the rippled roots of her hair to her crossed ankles. Mythical art like that – the exalted mother figure – transfixed Guthrie. He could have stood there for hours, Gael knew, and she calculated how long they had before the next train. Thirty-two minutes. There’d still be time to pick up a chai latte at the kiosk. Auntie Ada made vile tea. Gael reckoned she used hot tap water and mangled three cups’ worth out of one tea bag.


They were at Croppies Acre Memorial Park. She’d heard of Croppies before and could make sense of that, but she didn’t get the Acre bit. This shard of park wasn’t an acre, surely. Sive had told her that the statue was named after a character in Finnegans Wake: Anna Livia Plurabelle. Good name. Gael wondered if the ‘Wake’ had to do with the fact that Anna seemed to be having herself a little lie-down. Females were always sleeping in folklore. Sleeping frigid, never snoring. The sculpture was meant to personify the River Liffey, Abhainn na Life, which flows through Dublin Town. It had first been part of a fountain in the city centre on O’Connell Street, but it became a target for litter and graffiti and piss. Fairy liquid squirts that sent the water sudsing over the pavements as if she were in heat. ‘Floozie in the Jacuzzi,’ people called her. ‘The Hoor in the Sewer.’ Why did Dublin have to be so scuddy? The city council used the excuse of street renovations to extract her from the mobs and she spent a grim decade recovering inside a crate in a yard at St Anne’s Park in Raheny in the Northside, far as you like from her proud river.


Gael would have told Guthrie an embellished version of this tale; only, just then, he needed to be told something very different.


‘Don’t. Guthrie!’


But it was too late. He had stepped out onto the water, towards the mother sublime, as if the thin film of scum might hold his weight. One wouldn’t have needed to know how to swim in that pond, it was so shallow, and Guthrie could swim, but even so he gasped and flailed, his schoolbag still on his back and loading with water. It tugged him the wrong way down and his moccasin shoes couldn’t get a grip on the pond’s slimed base, so his arms and chin were the only parts of him above water. The gulping sounds were what disturbed her more than anything. ‘You sounded like a donkey getting off,’ she told him after. But in fact, it had sounded of something new to them both: it had sounded of the will to survive, falling short.


It was her first real scare, dragging her brother from the pond. His face was translucent white and unfamiliar – as if the experience had orphaned him and him alone. His eyes were unblinking, like astonished fish eyes beholding the sky for the first time. They shimmered. The sun was breaking through, so Gael emptied his bag and laid all his books out on the grass to drain – an illustrated Bible among them – then she peeled off his clothes, piece by piece, and wrung them out as best she could, trying to fathom what he’d meant by it. She couldn’t have upset him that much. ‘What’s going on?’ she pleaded, her wrists aching as she laboured to dress him again, but the only sound that came from him was of chattering teeth. His arms were widest at the elbow. The plastic buttons of her phone kept failing to register her thumbs clicking Contacts – Dad (Irish#) – Call. Call. When she finally managed, she could hear the function in his voice. ‘I’m in the middle of a meeting, Gael. What is it?’


While they waited, Gael rubbed hard circles on her brother’s back, around and around, trying to imprint them into him like the growth rings of a tree.


She eavesdropped from the hallway when Guthrie’s words returned to him late that night. With heroic restraint, he asked his father why he couldn’t walk across the water. He had as much faith as anyone he knew, he said, quietly. He really believed his faith was so strong that he could walk across the pond’s surface, and the Virgin Mother had been there in the middle and she had told him to come to her. The alarm clock on his bedside table measured the pause, like a metronome long after the music has ended.


‘Why couldn’t I, Dad? Why wasn’t my faith strong enough to hold me?’


The delay was too brief for truth to accrue.


‘Because believing something will work doesn’t make it work,’ Jarleth said. Then he clicked his tongue, exhaled with mild disgust. ‘The Lord Jesus walking on water was a miracle.’


‘But my faith’s as strong as it goes. It is. So why couldn’t I make a miracle?’


The bedroom light switched off. The clacking sound was Jarleth wrenching triple-A batteries out of the alarm clock. He tossed them under the bed, where they spun fitful nonsense orbits like moths.


‘There are no more miracles.’



II


The seizure came a week later, when Sive returned from a tour in Poland. The smack on tarmac of aeroplane wheels and Guthrie’s skull were coincident, as if Guthrie had held it off until her plane touched down in Dublin. At the trace of burning rubber, his bicycle keeled over – its front wheel whirling for purchase on the foreshortened sky. He might have felt closest to his mother in those blowsy, flurrysome moments, Gael supposed. He might’ve been able to sense the whyfor in how she moved.


‘You can forget about A&E on a Friday night,’ Jarleth had said, inspecting Guthrie’s purpling wrist. The fit had toppled him on the way home, alone, from a classmate’s birthday party. (Some bossy girl Gael vaguely recalled. Bossy girls seemed to like Guthrie. It was his bone structure; his pearlescent skin; paranormal potential; his rawny, elfin, death-dancer beauty. They could judge themselves against him without suffering true envy’s vitriol. It didn’t matter who he liked back. It wasn’t his role to do the choosing.) Guthrie stuck out his tongue for the anti-inflammatory tablets his father allotted. ‘It’s only a sprain – nothing a few prayers won’t cure.’ Jarleth administered the medication. ‘Wash those down and off to bed with you.’ With a glance at his watch, he added, ‘No waiting up for your mother.’


Gael brought a spare pillow into Guthrie’s bedroom and saw that his ears were pinned for sounds of car tyres crunching up the drive. There must have been thoughts boiling over in him, since Jarleth put the lid on them last week. Dark and scalding thoughts, befouling his intrinsic shine. She placed the pillow alongside him and lifted his injured arm onto it:


‘Elevation.’


He nodded cautiously as if she’d said: Closer to heaven.


‘Even if Mum gets home right this second,’ Gael said, ‘she’ll say wait till the morning. Then she’ll say wait till the afternoon. You know how she gets when she’s been away. It takes her, like … a day to accept she has a family.’ The word responsibilities occurred to Gael but, like spokes to a bicycle wheel, it used too many syllables for so mundane a meaning. She tapped the top of the moon nightlight on the bed-stand and it glowed meekly. Guthrie contrived a yawn. Gael stood to turn off the main light and then surprised herself by returning purposelessly to the bed. The undissected silence revealed that the alarm clock batteries hadn’t been recovered.


‘Whoever designed that lamp’s a moron,’ Gael said. Now, Guthrie’s eyes were theatrically shut. ‘The moon’s not bright. It only looks bright ’cause the sun’s photons bounce off it. We wouldn’t even see it in the sky if it weren’t for the sun. It’d just be there. A cold grey lumpy rock in the middle of nothing.’ Why had she gone into his room? The pillow, yes. But … Was it to introduce this idea to him? Of the nothingness? Lying top-to-tail in her fluffy hotel dressing gown, she felt as though there was nothing beneath her. No bed, no floor, no magma core.
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By morning, Guthrie’s wrist was an uncooked sausage, stuffed to the split of its sheath. ‘Groooooss!’ Gael moaned at the limp punch of it, hued sallow as if it had been unbound from sweaty boxer’s wrapping after days. She sniffed for putrescence. Panting, he shoved her out of his way to parade it into their parents’ room, but the reception he got there was deflating. Their needling came through the walls: I most certainly will not call Carla (Jarleth to Sive) … boy needs his mother … yes Saturday morning … we’re all bone-tired … sitting with him in the … think it’s broken (Guthrie to everyone) … something feels loose … and really really tight like the blood pressure armband … Gael slept in my bed and kicked it … I’ll give you my whole afternoon, love (Sive to Guthrie) … Whatever you want to do after we’ll do … two concerts tomorrow … eighteen-hour day yesterday … breakfast meetings (Sive to herself) … mezzo-soprano … the record company … unseen arrangement … on Monday … Lyric FM … must put together … an hour’s rest …


Gael pressed a pillow over her head to muffle them. Her lower back had the ache of a fallen arch and she felt the stab of needing to pee, only sharper. Like someone had used a melon baller on her bladder. If she stayed perfectly still, it was less painful. Just … stay …


When she woke again, it was after ten and Jarleth had taken Guthrie for an X-ray. The bed felt mysteriously wet and warm. A bright red slick on the seat of her robe was the culprit. It looked like a tube of cadmium red acrylic had been spread and had hardened – a hint of browning at the edges where it had dried, clumping where it was thickest. ‘Oh.’ Gael was the wrong way round on the bed. Not her bed. There was a sound like pacing along the ceiling and muffled music surging … from where? Which way? Imagining seagulls racing the crest of a tsunami, she heaved herself from the bed, miraculously unstained. Perpendicular, it was easier to place things. Match consequence to cause.


Queasy and somewhat crazily, she tore off her spoilt robe and underwear en route to the bathroom, where she ditched them in the tub and, with a hand mirror, studied the ripe, slippery brilliance of her newly operational sex. It was the way in to the body. Now that was clear. Boys had no such access to themselves. She showered with the gratifying effect of washing out hair dye. The mess of self-betterment. She pushed a tampon in, as she had practised many times, and slid a blister pack of painkillers into the pocket of her dark, loose boyfriend jeans with a wisdom she had long looked forward to retroactively earning. She thought of who she might phone, but her friends believed she’d had it for years. Forget it. Screw them. She’d get a period pain absence note, take all next week off and return to school with tales of her homage to Carrie. Let them envisage her box-office gore.


The attic’s retractable stairs were drawn down and Witold Lutoslawski’s sombre, inwardly dramatic Fourth Symphony issued from the antique gramophone up there. The music kept pausing and repeating the same minute-long section. Sporadic vocals betrayed Sive, lifting and dropping the needle; listening exactingly, as though for the mosquito’s infinitesimaleeeeeeeee. Wonderful how weird a day was developing, Gael thought. This one would not fit into a frame. It would not be on its best behaviour. They were well past that. She made herself a slice of Nutella toast and held it between her teeth to climb the attic ladder, the ruined robe slung over her shoulder.


Sive had a home office downstairs, as had Jarleth, but this symphony seemingly required rafters. Whenever she came up here, it was to be absolutely alone with the work; when it needed the higher level of concentration conferred by asbestos. The attic’s discomposure appealed to Sive – the stupefaction admitted here, but not in the house proper. The cleaners were only allowed to dust it twice a year. Dismayed, they might rescue a few mouldy mugs planted like mousetraps among the tackle. A philharmonic of broken instruments, a theatre set of cast-off furniture, artworks, Christmas crap, diceless board games, carpet offcuts, stuffed unmarked bin liners, towers and towers of records, a village made of masking tape and cardboard upon which Gael now perched, not wanting to interrupt. But the more the music mausoleumed her mother, the more she doubted the possibility of breaking through.


Leaning in, her hands on either side of the turntable, Sive heard out the conversation between a flute and E-flat clarinet until cellos introduced their gentle, chordal strokes and a pair of harps stippled like rain. Then, she lifted the needle back an inch to the beginning of the discourse. ‘What do you hear?’ Sive didn’t raise her head to ask this. ‘Love … or lament?’


The vinyl coughed into sound again and Gael watched her five-foot-ten mother bent as if over a baby-changing table. She wore cigarette trousers, a long, loose shirt and a forest green, sleeveless duster, like a knee-length waistcoat (that Gael wouldn’t wear for a bet, but looked borderline cool, she had to admit). It was open. A built-in belt hung down at the back. Her shirtsleeves were pushed up to the dry, white elbows, which appeared to be rosined. Her greying dark-blonde hair was held laxly with a pin.


It was a hard question to answer when offered so little continuity, but the section repeating was at once eerie and graceful. However lightly applied, its colours were dark. ‘Both,’ Gael decided.


Sive lifted the needle and placed it down again to hear, then once again, talking over it: ‘There should be more of the elegy, early … the gravity of starting, so close to the end. After all that’s gone on. This is a man – Gael, you must go to Warsaw – this is a man whose earliest memory was of visiting his father in a Moscow prison, executed days before his trial; whose brother died in a Siberian labour camp; this is a man who escaped the Germans while being marched to a prison camp and walked four hundred kilometres to Warsaw, where he survived by playing Nazi-sanctioned, Soviet-sanctioned music – no notes of dissent, no jazz, no Jewish composers, nothing atonal or degenerate. Can you imagine it, biting your tongue like that? Silencing your knowledge and your faculty for years on end? And after? This is Poland, Gael. After, he was reduced to writing ditties for the communist regime. It eased off, eventually, the oppression, and he could work again, and then, four decades later, within a scythe’s length of death, he composes this? This symphony? So brief … reduced … like something that’s been boiling too long. To take on another question …’ Sive turned to Gael and her eyes rested on the stained gown. They listened to the swelling strings rising towards the end of the first movement and aborting the climax before it arrived – meanly. In the pause, Sive continued speaking, though not where she had left off. ‘Love and lament, you think? Or’ – she swallowed – ‘I’m wondering …’ Her head moved but her gaze didn’t. ‘Is doubt not only part of it, but the larger part. His offering.’ Her gaze returned to the disc and a smile came close to breaching. ‘I can’t keep putting off the interpretation. It’s my duty to see what’s in front of me … and my privilege.’


Gael’s burning cheeks might have passed for a symptom of menstruation.


‘After all the dreaded operas and ballets and choral works …’ Sive went on, ‘… might as well be pantomimes. But here … first I have to be sure. Then to convince the players. I won’t just tell them: play it this way.’


‘Why not?’ Gael was both relieved and perturbed that Sive had only been talking about the music.


‘Why not?’


‘That’s your job.’ Gael gave a half shrug. ‘And they’ll hear that it’s better your way.’


‘You’d have me inflict the hierarchy.’ Sive lifted her low eyelids a fraction. The whitish shadow she’d brushed across them gave her the appearance of a mime artist. Which she was, in a way. She had only her gestures. No cheap deceits up her sleeves. No desire to escape the box, either? ‘They’ll take direction,’ she said, ‘but if they don’t understand it, resentment seeps in and rots the artwork. I don’t want unfeeling technicians … or mulch … or each to his own like so many cats. The onus is on me to keep their minds and hearts open.’ Sive lifted the needle back, because she hadn’t been paying attention, then added, puzzlingly, ‘There are fifty metres between one side of the orchestra and the other.’


Gael sat there awhile and Sive behaved as though alone again. Her stamina for solo labour was impressive. Still, something rankled. Why hadn’t her mother asked the obvious questions? It was their first conversation in ten days. A lot could change in ten days. She’d saved her drowning brother. She’d eaten half a hash brownie. If a B-minus was anything to go by, it was fair to say she now spoke French. Right this minute, she was flushing her womb.


‘Mum.’ Gael held the robe, blood side up. ‘Earth to Mum.’


Sive pressed her fingers tremblingly to her temples and steadied her head. Then breathed out slowly and paused the record. ‘What … love?’
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