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Acclaim for Queen Bee:

‘Bridget Jones meets menopause … sharp, funny and real’

CECELIA AHERN

‘Laugh-out-loud funny with a spiky endearing heroine who runs full tilt at the menopause with a baseball bat in her hands … Fast-paced and hilarious’

CATHY KELLY

‘One of my absolutely favourite authors’ 

SHEILA O’FLANAGAN

‘Funny, searingly honest, at times tender and poignant. World, meet Agatha, you’re going to love her’

CARMEL HARRINGTON

‘I laughed out loud reading this … witty, poignant and a complete page-turner’

SINEAD MORIARTY

‘I love Agatha Doyle. I know Agatha Doyle – or rather, I know lots of Agatha Doyles, except that none of them can match this Agatha for sassiness and honesty and humour and plain old likeability. Agatha is a marvellous creation – that voice is so compelling. So snappy, so real – and I’ll miss her’

ROISIN MEANEY

‘Hilarious, perceptive, empathetic. Readers will utterly identify with and adore the superbly drawn Agatha’

PATRICIA SCANLAN

‘What a book! Timely, laden with humour … it has everything – female friendship and empowerment, family relationships with all their fun and tragedy’

FIONNUALA KEARNEY



  
Dedication

This story is for you, menopausal woman. 

You are not alone; there’s an army of us.
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22 May, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Insomnia, rage, resentment, night sweats, resentment

How’s that for starters? 

What else?

Oh yes, resentment. Did I mention that?

23 May, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Insomnia, boiling (heat and rage)

Brain fog: Does my phone number start with 086 or 087?
Also: Resentment

Everyone else in this house is fast asleep. My sons (like, hadn’t you two moved out?). My father, ensconced in the spare room, in the throes of his a-bit-late-in-the-fucking-day midlife crisis. And beside me in the bed, Luke has the gall to smile in his sleep. Like he’s dreaming about the hairy bacon and cabbage he’s cooking in the café tomorrow.

He’s also snoring.

He has no idea how close he is to being smothered with a memory-foam pillow.

24 May, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Insomnia, rage, resentment, hot flush, resentment

Also: Repetitive. Like, I’m supposed to be a writer and I can’t even come up with new words for my symptoms 

Also: Frustration. How is this supposed to help? This stupid symptoms diary? Riddle me that, Dr bloody Lennon

And no, I will NOT call you Susie. You’re my GP, not my friend.

Besides, I already find it difficult to take you seriously with your child hands and persistent air of hope.

Fuck you ‘Susie’.

25 May, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Weary, sweaty

Also: Resentful. This is a complete waste of time, I could be watching First Dates. Or Gogglebox. Or Queer Eye

I could even be writing. Proper writing, I mean. After all, I am contractually obliged to deliver the first draft of my sixteenth novel to my editor in ten weeks’ time. Which of course I assured her was no problem during our last conversation:

ANNA: How’s the book coming along, Agatha?

ME: So, so, so good, it’s literally pouring out of me … like … I don’t know … lava! Out of a volcano!

ANNA: Wow! I’d really like to rea … 

ME: NO! I mean … no. Not yet. It’s … not quite … you know … 

ANNA: Is the deadline still working for you?

ME: YES! Definitely. I love the deadline. It’s so … do-able … you know?

ANNA: I wish all my writers were as disciplined as you.

ME: Hahahahahahahaha … 

Pause.

ME: Yeah. That would be … nice.

MAM: See? Wasn’t I right, Agatha? Oh, what a tangled web we weave when first we practise to deceive …’ 

Technically, it’s Sir Walter Scott who was right on that score.

Anyway, Anna’s been an editor for decades, surely she should be less gullible when it comes to writers and the stories (read: blatant lies) they tell?

26 May, 9.05 a.m.

Symptoms: Impatience

All anyone really needs to know about the new GP – Dr-Lennon-call-me-Susie – is, when I ring the clinic, she answers the phone. And, like, she has people for that. Receptionists and whatnot. She has probably given everyone the day off and a pay rise. 

That place has gone to the dogs since Dr Hardiman retired.

Although he didn’t retire so much as die of old (read: ancient) age. 

I miss Dr Hardiman. He was taciturn. Such an underrated characteristic. Consultations would take five minutes after which he’d shove a prescription for antibiotics across the desk, no matter what ailed you. 

Until I caught a dose of menopause. Then he snapped his prescription pad shut with a snap. 

DR HARDIMAN: You’re just menopausal. It’s part of the ageing process. You’ll be fine.

ME: When?

DR HARDIMAN (shrugging): Hard to say. 

ME: I’ve heard HRT might help?

DR HARDIMAN: With your family history, you’ll most probably get breast cancer and die if you take HRT.

Thanks a bunch, Mam.

‘Susie’, on the other hand, thinks it’s good to talk.

‘Good morning, Hearty Healthcare, Susie speaking, how may I help you?’

That’s another thing about ‘Susie’. She sounds like she really, really wants to help.

ME: The writing down of menopausal symptoms isn’t helping. 

‘SUSIE’: Think of it more like a diary.

ME: Do I seem like the kind of woman who keeps a diary?

She wasn’t sure what to say to that so she just sort of giggled. I could picture her smiling her angelic smile. The same one she probably uses when she pulls on her latex gloves. Her ‘this won’t hurt a bit’ smile. 

This is definitely not a diary. It’s actually a You Can Quit notebook that Luke bought me a few years ago after the discovery of the nodule. How is anyone supposed to stop smoking when they discover that they might be riddled with cancer? Anyway, it was all benign and dandy in the end so quitting would have been a big waste of time. 

‘SUSIE’: Give it a chance, Agatha, it’s only been four days. 

ME: Four days is a long time when you’re menopausal. 

‘SUSIE’: Give it two weeks.

Fuck sake.

27 May, 11 a.m.

Symptoms: Writer’s block

Whenever any aspiring authors ask me for advice about writing, I always say, ‘Get in the chair. Look the blank screen square in the eye. Sit there. Stay there. Something will occur.’

So there I was, at my desk in the attic. Usually, I find it a comfortable space to be. Even comforting in its way. I bought it with my second advance from the publishers. The first advance was a paltry affair and meant I had to keep doing my ‘proper’ job. Giving the Irish history tours around Glasnevin Cemetery hadn’t been that bad, really.

In fact, if it hadn’t been for the tourists, I might have even liked it.

The second advance was the jackpot.

Jackpot might be overstating it. It facilitated:


	One attic conversion;

	A long weekend in Naples with Luke;

	A telescope for Aidan (birds and stars);

	A camera for Colm (early-adaptor selfies in the main);

	Me, no longer having to remind tourists not to walk on the graves. Fine, I roared at them. But come on, who the hell walks on Luke Kelly’s grave? Tourists, that’s who.



So yeah, pretty life-changing in its way, I suppose. The attic office was my favourite bit. I’d never had a room of my own before. Me and Bart shared a room as kids. I got my nose into the ‘spare room’ for five minutes when I turned thirteen until Mam started taking in students. They were mostly Spanish, dispatched to Dublin to learn English. We referred to them as ‘foreign’ and taught them all the swear words we knew. 

Then I lived in a grubby flatshare in East Wall with Carol for a few years.

Then me and Luke moved in together. And Carol. Since it didn’t seem fair to leave her in that damp, shabby flat. 

Then I signed a second contract with my publisher and got a room of my own. 

Virginia Woolf was right. A woman really should have cash and a room of her own to write stories.

Although once I got the room of my own, I no longer had money. 

But still, I wrote stories.

And now look at me, sitting here, staring at the walls. And they’re staring right back at me, with what feels like … disappointment.

Which is way worse than anger or disapproval.

It’s my own fault for covering the walls so liberally with my ‘achievements’.

The covers of all my books, framed and hanging along the walls. Luke insisted. He said, if I was having a bad writing day, I could look at them for comfort and sustenance.

Which, up until now, worked a treat.

Then there’s my noticeboard. Mam bought me that. 

MAM: Didn’t I have to? You were a disaster with your torn-out scraps of paper and whatnots scattered about the floor.

ME: They’re flashcards and photographs and snippets of articles actually. And they were strategically and carefully arranged across the floor. 

The noticeboard is full to bursting with ideas for the book I’m not writing. I distinctly remember feeling excited about Ellen and Clara, my sixteenth-century protagonists, accused of witchcraft. It was to be a treatise on feminism, religion, patriarchy and, of course, that old chestnut, misogyny, wrapped up in an edge-of-your-seat thriller ride of a story so that men felt okay about reading it too. 

It was my favourite part of the process. The first stirring of the idea. Trying to reach for the strands. Convince it to land in my head, stay a while so I could write it down. It’s a bit like twirling with your arms outstretched and your face turned towards the sky when you’re a kid. It makes you so dizzy, you’ll probably puke afterwards. But the sensation when you’re doing it. Like everything in the world is yours for the taking. The blank page, giving me those ‘come here to me’ eyes and me up to my gullet in research, filling up the noticeboard with photographs of who might play my witches, Clara and Ellen, in the movie (Rachel Weisz for Clara and Jessie Buckley for Ellen). Florescent Post-it notes all over it with random words. ‘Copenhagen’, ‘Bridget Cleary’, ‘Galleon’, ‘tsukimono-suji’.

12 p.m.

Nothing has occurred. 

So far, I have:


1)     Eaten half a packet of Raspberry Creams.

2)     Made a pot of peppermint tea.

3)     Poured the peppermint tea into the – possibly dead? – yucca plant in the corner. Because, you know, you have to keep plants watered, etc. Also, peppermint tea tastes vile.

4)     Googled ‘Is mint good for plants?’

5)     Made a pot of Barry’s Tea.

6)     Opened the file ‘Novel No. 16’.

7)     Rearranged Mam’s collection of Agatha Christie novels in order of cause of death: bludgeoning, drowning, poisoning, shooting, stabbing, strangulation, etc. It didn’t take as long as I would have liked. Also: I seem to have absorbed some of Mam’s encyclopaedic knowledge of all things Agatha Christie.

8)     Finished the pot of Barry’s Tea.

9)     Rearranged my fifteen published novels in order of sales. It’s just as I suspected. My star is most definitely in the descendent. 

10)   Googled ‘Are the Nolan Sisters still alive?’ (Answer: some.) Like, how did they manage to make it so big with those dance moves?

11)   Paused for nostalgia: me attending Miss Lyle’s Academy For Young Girls. It sounds so quaint now. And a tad groom-y now that I’ve written it down. Everybody was surprised that I could dance. I was thirteen when I started the class. A broad, tall and awkward thirteen-year-old with a killer glare. These traits are underappreciated but come in handy when you’re dancing the paso doble.

12)   Googled Miss Lyle to see if she’s still alive. 

13)   Lit a candle for Miss Lyle, RIP.

14)   Sentimentality must be catching because after I was done feeling sad about Miss Lyle, I got to thinking about Carol and our Thursday nights samba dancing in Wigwam before she was headhunted by the Californians. I can’t really blame Carol for leaving. Who could have said no to such gloriously sun-kissed, white-toothed creatures? 

15)   Envy. Such an ugly trait. Left a sour taste in my mouth. But Carol is an easy woman to be envious of. When we were young, she never had a long-term boyfriend. Or girlfriend. Just a series of short ones. Not the boyfriends or girlfriends. They were tall. Or sometimes average height. Always beautiful.

Short-lived is what I mean. 



She always said she’d never get bogged down by boys or girls or babies.

When Aidan and Colm were born, I’m ashamed to admit I felt a bit sorry for Carol. That she would never experience the ferocity of that final push. The unstoppable force of it. How savage it was. And how tiny the baby in my arms afterwards. How protective I felt about those strange creatures curled against my chest.

And it wasn’t like I was one of those mothers who closed her eyes and inhaled her baby’s head. But I must admit that sentimentality has a way of sneaking into a postpartum mind, cleverly camouflaged by the tide of hormones that flood your body. 

I miss hormones.

And I miss Carol. Maybe I’ll phone her.


16)   Googled ‘What time is it in LA?’



It’s 4 a.m. there. She’ll be asleep, the lucky cow. Even though Carol is a good six months older than me, I’m pretty sure she’s not menopausal.

She’d tell me if she was.

The only person I’ve told is Dr Hardiman and he doesn’t count because he’s dead.

Of course,‘Susie’ knows. Dr Hardiman must have scribbled it in my file and she had to go and read the thing.

She thinks she’s so good at her job.

I hate the word ‘menopause’. Something battered and forlorn about it, like a pulpy, dog-eared paperback in a charity shop. 

It’s like saying you have an ingrown toenail. People wince. 

Carol’s probably sound asleep, wrapped in a warm cocoon of oestrogen and progesterone with a subtle side of testosterone to keep the home fires burning.

Still, maybe it’s best that I can’t ring her. Because, however depressed I am, my life will seem even bleaker after Carol regales me with her LA tales. Including – but not limited to:


	Yoga at dawn;

	Breakfast meetings with fellow vice-presidents where nobody eats chocolate croissants;

	Lovers (many and varied);

	Another promotion;

	Plans for the weekend (to include convertibles, lobster bisque, fringe theatre, a thrilling and slightly dangerous altercation with an international spy or a jewel thief, a sunrise swim, a discovery of buried treasure). 


Like, does she never have any laundry to do?


17)   Got a fan letter!! Well, it was a tweet from a history professor who declared the last novel that I actually wrote, Exile, to be ‘quite a satisfying read’ and described my depiction of the soup kitchen as ‘not inaccurate’.

No doubt about it: Reviewers were kinder back when they had to lick the back of a stamp and traipse to a post box. 

18)   Lay on couch for a brief nap. Woke up an hour later, the witch trials book I’m reading stuck to one side of my face. Pretending not to be menopausal while not writing a historical fiction novel is exhausting.

19)   Experienced acute spasm of anxiety. Like, I’m supposed to be writing a book, not pretending to write a book. Although it’s just as bloody time-consuming. I told Luke not to worry about the roof job that needs doing on the café. ‘I’ll sort it when I get paid for the manuscript.’ I even remember the tone I used. A light breeze of a tone. Like it was nothing. Me, writing a novel. Delivering it. Getting paid and using that advance to replace the café’s leaky roof.



Simple.

I made it sound so simple.

And Luke, nodding. Like he thought it was simple too. Just a simple matter of me saying something and then going ahead and doing it.

The way things used to be.


20)   Chain-smoked two cigarettes in the back garden to alleviate stress.



Dr-Lennon-call-me-Susie claims cigarettes do not alleviate stress. 

I told her about Dr Hardiman who smoked a pack of Benson & Hedges right up until lunchtime on the day of his death. 

‘SUSIE’: I’m pretty sure your stress is related to menopause. Have you considered HRT?

I tell her what Dr Hardiman said.

‘SUSIE’ (joyful): No, HRT has really improved, Agatha. Your chances of getting breast cancer are much reduced.

ME: So you’re saying Dr Hardiman was full of shit.

‘SUSIE’ (hurt): Of course not! 

ME (genuinely contrite because it felt like I’d kicked a puppy): Sorry.

‘SUSIE’: What I am saying is that the risk of breast cancer amongst people who take HRT is much lower than previously believed. You could do some research into it.

ME: I can’t even research Ellen and Clara.

‘SUSIE’: Who are Ellen and Clara?

ME: Witches.

‘SUSIE’: Oh.

The two back-to-back cigarettes didn’t alleviate as much stress as I’d hoped. I put it down to the rain and the sizeable hole in the golf umbrella I found in the side passage. A Woodie’s DIY one. One of the sponsors Colm got for D.I.Guy. 

Or at least they used to be one of D.I.Guy’s sponsors. To think I joined Instagram just so I could support Colm’s ‘business’. 

I suppose I should stop putting ‘business’ in inverted commas. Turns out people love that ‘Pimp My Toolbox’ type of vibe, which was basically Colm on social media in a pair of short-shorts, changing a plug in flattering lighting, with his red hair in a man bun.

One hundred and ten thousand people, to be exact.

Now, all that’s left of D.I.Guy is a worn-out Woodie’s umbrella with a gaping hole in the canopy and Colm back home in his old bedroom, burrowed under his duvet, trying to sticky-tape his heart back together.

It’s for the best really. Not that Colm has figured that out yet. But there was something carefully manufactured about his ex. Like, if Instagram and Snapchat had a kid. Amelia would be it.

I’d repainted his bedroom as soon as Colm moved out. And replaced the bed with a futon that I had taken to sitting on when the sun got around to it.

I miss those afternoons.

The chief suspect in the case of the chewed umbrella observed me from the safety of a monstrosity of a kennel. 

LuLaBelle.

Dad bought the kennel when I told him that his girlfriend’s dog would, under no circumstances, be allowed into the house while we were minding her. 

Since I’d already agreed to let Dad stay with us – just until the work is finished on his place – Dad could hardly argue. Especially given the not insignificant fact of Mam – his wife of billions of years – barely cold in her grave.

LUKE: It’s been nearly a year, Agatha. And Leonora’s really cheered your dad up with the dancing and … 

ME (gritted teeth): It’s been ten months. 

Of course, LuLaBelle was asleep in the kennel’s ‘master bedroom’ so my glare was wasted on that ingrate.


21)   Returned to attic, damp and stinking of fags. Entertained a brief spell of resentment. 



Luke promised to go dancing with me when Carol left.

ME: You better not be feeling sorry for me.

LUKE: I wouldn’t dare.

ME: Also: You can’t dance.

LUKE: I’ll learn.

ME: It’s not just jumping up and down on the spot. It’s serious. It’s samba. 

LUKE: I’ll take lessons.

ME: Now I’m worried you have a brain tumour.

But then the café roof started leaking and the clientele were dying off/moving into nursing homes at an alarming rate and being replaced by ever-hairier hipsters with their Afghan hounds and their oat milk flat whites. And Luke still hasn’t found a replacement for Mrs Lynch. Not for the want of looking. But it’s hard to find a waiter with her brand of post-war stoicism and world-weary resilience.

All of which means that Luke still hasn’t gotten around to taking dance lessons. 

Now I’m remembering the weeks leading up to our wedding. Me trying to teach him a rumba for our ‘first dance’. My initial mistake was to dance in my bare feet so I could eyeball him. After he’d stood on every toe I owned, he begged me to consider a ‘slow dance’ instead. As if we were teenagers, dry humping to ‘Careless fucking Whisper’ at the Grove.

What happened to give and take? I went fishing with him that time, didn’t I?

Fishing is even more tedious than it looks.

And Luke throws the fish back in so what is the actual point?

But I sat there, in that precarious little rowing boat, hardly complaining at all and lowering my voice every time Luke suggested we be quiet so we didn’t scare off the fish and even eating the egg salad Luke had brought in a Tupperware box, notwithstanding the fact that post-lunch egg breath, especially in the confines of a precarious little rowing boat, is grounds for divorce.

In the end, I was so cold Luke had to give me his jumper. I put it on over my anorak, which put paid to my fishing as I couldn’t hold the rod after that. I couldn’t really move in any meaningful way. But I did warm up which was pleasant. Until I saw what I thought was a dolphin, breaching the surface of the water, and I stood up and the boat rocked and Luke … well he shouldn’t have been sitting on the edge like that.

I even offered to go again. Like, that’s not just love, that’s fucking devotion. He should have been riddled with gratitude. Instead he said no, he’d go on his own. I said I didn’t mind, he said, no, he wouldn’t feel good forcing me, I said I’d do it to make him happy (showing him how it’s done there) and then he finally just said NO. 

Loudly. 

28 May, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Rage

Luke woke me and the annoying thing is, he’s still fast asleep. But talking. The only thing I can make out is ‘curriculum vitae’. He’s not loving the recruitment process. Telling people they’re not good enough is not his strong suit. Probably why we’ve managed to hobble along together thus far … 

The boys? Yes, yes, technically they’re men but have you seen the state they leave the bathroom in? Have you? Anyway, they’re asleep. 

Dad? Asleep.

Resentful: everyone can sleep except me. Also, why don’t men get the menopause? They fucking well deserve it way more than we do.

Boiling: both temperament and body temperature.

Insomnia: the bloody dog, barking. The fact that Leonora calls her spoiled cotton-puff of a dog LuLaBelle is really all anyone needs to know about my father’s ‘girlfriend’. 

Person I’d most like to maim? Dr-Lennon-call-me-Susie. Like, has she even gone through puberty? She doesn’t so much as say the word ‘menopause’ as declare it. Like she’s introducing the band everybody has come to see after suffering through the support acts. 

She’s too young to be anxious about it, I suppose. She doesn’t think it will ever happen to her.

The menopause will come for you too, ‘Susie’. Mark me.

One day, your neat, pert breasts will slump, as if they’ve been beaten in a race they’ve been in training for all their lives. 

They too will look like disappointment.

29 May, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Relief

Colm got through yesterday! 

His and Amelia’s ‘anniversary’. 

I can’t believe it’s been two years since Amelia finally convinced Colm to meet her IRL (In Real Life) after six months of stalking him online, attracted as she was by his legions of followers on Instagram. 

Colm said it was love at first sight.

‘Entrapment’ is another way of putting it.

Anyway, Colm slept through the day. I’d have preferred him to make a bit of noise. Maybe tear up that framed photograph he insists on keeping. The one where Amelia is pretending not to notice she’s being photographed and is gazing out a window, into the middle distance as if she’s thinking interesting thoughts instead of ensuring her head is angled at the optimum position for the camera, her skin glowing in the lamplight, like a bowl of peaches and cream you can barely bring yourself to eat because it looks so perfect.

There was none of that. And it’s a testament to the kind of restraint I did not know I had that the stupid photograph is intact. 

Colm stayed in his room all day. The only reason I know he’s still alive is because he eats the food Aidan leaves outside his bedroom door. Even though it’s not just vegetarian. It’s vegan. Aidan’s gone even more codswallopy about the planet since he got back from the Dutch collective farm he worked on last summer. 

Which would be all grand and dandy if I wasn’t overcome by the fumes of fermenting chickpeas every time I walk through the front door. Which then serves to remind me that Aidan is in the kitchen instead of at a lecture on an obscure eighteenth-century poet in college. When I put it like that, maybe I don’t blame him for dropping out. But to give up the free digs on campus he was supposed to move into last September. Some academic award he won. 

Like, he doesn’t even have to try. 

LUKE: You’re going to throw away all your opportunities, are you? The ones I never got?

AIDAN: You love working in the café.

LUKE: And you love English!

AIDAN: I still love English! Not going to university to study it doesn’t change that.

Aidan’s pale face, framed by his thick black hair that always needs to be cut, was heavy with the seriousness that plagues his too-delicate-for-this-world features.

Luke tried to understand.

He couldn’t.

He tried not to be disappointed. 

But he was.

I was foolish enough to ask Aidan about his ‘plans’ now that he’s a drop-out, so I’ve no one but myself to blame when he regaled me with talk of bees and hives and growing organic vegetables. All of which is taking place in the back garden. 

AIDAN: Just till I get my own place.

Brains to burn. That’s what everyone always said about Aidan. But when he smiles like that, even I can’t bring myself to say that the chances of him having his own place are as remote as me making the deadline for the book I’m not writing. 

And now I’m to be evicted from the back garden to make room for a few fecking carrot sticks and a scrape of honey on my toast, is it? That garden is the only place left on the planet where I can smoke without being upbraided by ‘concerned’ (read: insufferable) passers-by. 

Anyway, in spite of the vegan-centric nature of the meals Aidan leaves outside the door, Colm – a committed carnivore – wolfs the lot. 

Handy that his appetite hasn’t been affected by his heartache.

Is scepticism a symptom of menopause?

30 May, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Insomnia, dehydration, annoyance

Dad just scared the living daylights out of me when I went down to get a glass of water. I switched the light on in the kitchen and there he was standing at the counter in his boxer shorts and T-shirt. He used to be a strict plaid pyjamas, belted dressing gown and shuffling slippers kind of man. I’m pretty sure he’s dyeing his hair too. It’s more of a steely grey now. He claims it’s just the gel he’s using.

What I hate about sharing the house with these people (fine, my family) is that I, as the matriarch, am not eligible for retirement. Or just plain quitting. 

I want to resign.

Or I’ll take redundancy. Voluntary or otherwise. I’m not fussy.

I don’t understand those women who stress about the ‘empty nest’. We’re not fucking birds. There were times when I felt like pushing the boys out of the nest myself. The fact I didn’t is what made me an adequate mother I thought? 

I had it good there for a while. Before the menopause took up residence like a plague of rats gnawing their way through my foundations. When Colm was still in his flat with used-to-be-best-friend, Joe in North Strand. Busy with D.I.Guy. Delirious with love. 

And Aidan, working on the farm outside Amsterdam. I knew he was happy because I barely heard from him. He sent photographs – furrows and hoes and mucky potatoes mostly – interspersed with occasional, cryptic WhatsApp messages. 

Luke at the café, coming home at a reasonable hour with leftovers so I never had to think about dinner, and me in my attic space, working away on the next book. The fun part. The research. I had the house to myself back then, occasional visits from my father in those first couple of months after the funeral, shuffling up the path in his navy anorak with toast crumbs on one of his many shades-of-brown V-necked jumpers that Mam used to buy him in Guineys. 

Now, I can’t even go into my own kitchen in the middle of the bloody night without tripping up over Dad in his billowing boxers and one of Colm’s D.I.Guy T-shirts. The microwave pinged when I opened the door and out came a bowl of goodie. It’s probably the only thing about my father that remains unchanged, since he met ‘That Woman’. Which is what my mother would have called Leonora, if she were still alive. 

Goodie is like the sun. You shouldn’t look directly at it; a lumpen paste of bread and milk and sugar. Sometimes Dad mixes it up and sprinkles brown sugar over it. Or raisins if he’s feeling ‘European’. 

He threw two teabags into his ‘Keep Calm and Salsa’ mug and filled it with water from the kettle. I asked him (pointed tone) what he was doing up in the middle of the night but he just responded (airy tone, like he hadn’t even registered my pointed tone) that life is too short for sleeping, especially when you’re seventy-five.

ME: You’re seventy-nine. 

DAD: Age is just a number.

He asked me not to divulge the number to Leonora. 

This from the man who used to list ‘napping’ as one of his hobbies. And grocery shopping. He shuffled up and down the aisles behind Mam at the supermarket, eyeing up all the lovely things he wasn’t allowed to have on account of his cholesterol/arthritis/blood sugar levels/heart/other random medical considerations. 

A new brand of biscuit, say. Or even just a limited-edition biscuit from an old brand. Like when Jacob’s put out the blackberry Mikados. Only briefly, mind. Probably for the best. I used to eat them straight out of the packet standing at the kitchen counter with my coat still on.

Where was I?

Oh yes, Dad. Napping and grocery shopping. Shambling after Mam onto the bus. She insisted they sit downstairs because of his knees, neither of which would be able for the stairs.

That’s another thing that’s come out of cold storage since he met That Woman. His ancient Škoda. He can barely see over the steering wheel. I don’t know when he got so small. He used to be able to carry me on one shoulder and Bart on the other. I remember watching an entire Patrick’s Day parade like that. And I was always big and tall. Even when I was small.

Dad thinks he’s James Bond now, with the leather driving gloves he found in the charity shop. He drives up and down the road. Practising, he says. He tosses the car keys at the hook on the wall when he comes in and says, ‘Still got it’ to no one in particular.

Mostly, the keys miss the hook and clatter onto the floor.

31 May, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Nervous

There’s a reason you’re not supposed to look at your phone in the night. I only picked it up to write in it, since I stashed my You Can Quit notebook at the back of the filing cabinet in my office earlier. I have to be careful nobody finds it and discovers I’m not as sweetness and light as they had thought. Besides, even with my ancient one-fingered typing method, it’s easier to write on the phone in the dark.

The downside is I can’t help noticing the various notifications. Most of them from Samantha-Sorley-Agent-to-the-Stars. 

I don’t know what I was thinking, rejecting her call yesterday evening. Now I couldn’t help noticing that she’d subsequently sent a text, a WhatsApp and an email. Oh, and left a voicemail. I’d say if I looked out the bedroom window, there’d be a homing-pigeon perched on a lamppost with a rolled-up note from Samantha strapped to its leg.

I rejected her call so hard, I nearly broke my finger. I assumed she was ringing to see how the novel I’m not writing is coming along.

Maybe the menopause can incite delusional thoughts? 

I just googled it there and yes, it can.

Although you’d have to be seriously fucking delusional to think that you could ignore Samantha Sorley.

SAMANTHA (after I sent her three chapters of my first novel): You can write. That’s for sure. But history is so … Would you think about writing romance?

ME: No.

SAMANTHA: That sounds like there might be wriggle room … 

ME: There isn’t.

MAM: Aren’t you glad now, you stuck to your guns?

ME: It’s your fault I was so insistent on writing historical fiction.

MAM: Don’t take that tone with me.

ME: Easter Rising project in second year, remember? I got into trouble for taking your advice and writing about Elizabeth O’Farrell. 

MAM: Imagine not knowing who Elizabeth Farrell was. After she risked her life, delivering the surrender to the so-called authorities in 1916! 

ME: Anyway. What I’m saying is, you piqued my interest in history. You took me to Glasnevin Cemetery to see Elizabeth’s grave, remember? 

MAM: Well, somebody had to. I don’t know why you wouldn’t let me go down to the school and give that so-called history teacher a piece of my mind.

ME: She might have been a terrible teacher and a misogynist but even Ms Reynolds didn’t deserve that.

4.05 p.m.

Okay, got my big-girl pants on and opened WhatsApp.

SAMANTHA: Great news darling! I finally managed to persuade the organisers of the Flights of Fancy Festival to include you on one of their panels, ‘It’s all in the past’ (historical fiction ‘jokey’ reference, obvs). You’re welcome!

If I wasn’t so menopausal, I might even be pleased. Us historical fiction writers are often overlooked at these literary festivals. At least, that’s what I’ve said to Samantha over the years. In a bit of an Amelia voice, if I’m honest. 

It’d be tricky to say no. 

Next up is a voice memo in which Samantha mentions the novel in passing, employing an airy presumptive tone in relation to its imminent delivery, before going on to read aloud from the email she received from the festival organiser, Audrey Clarke. Turns out one of the other panellists is the self-aggrandising doseball, George Benjamin Hatch (GBH). Still, when he finally manages to stop bragging about being long-listed for the Booker (twenty years ago) and write, he’s not that bad. So it’s not like they’re putting me at the kids’ table.

MAM: You should go. Get yourself out of the house. Doing something productive.

ME: But what if I get brain fog and forget a word, right in the middle of the sentence I’m saying?

MAM: Just use another word.

ME: Yes, but which one?

MAM: I don’t know, do I? You’re the writer in the family, aren’t you?

ME: I’m not sure.

1 June, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Annoyed (you heard me, ‘Susie’)

No new messages on WhatsApp. 

From anyone.

ME: You awake?

CAROL: What bit of Pacific Time Zone do you not get? Of course I’m awake, it’s only dinner time here.

ME: What are you having for dinner?

CAROL: Beets with edamame and arugula.

ME: Now you’re just making up words. 

CAROL: [image: Face with Rolling Eyes emoji]

ME: Luke’s sleeptalking again.

CAROL: Is he doing that adorable thing where he lists the café’s specials in his sleep? 

ME: I’m afraid so. 

CAROL: Hairy bacon and cabbage with parsley sauce?

ME: Yes. And Dubliners’ Cockles and Mussels.

CAROL: James Connolly Coddle?

ME: Of course.

CAROL: And don’t forget his favourite! Boxty in the henhouse  [image: Smiling Face with Heart-Eyes emoji]

ME: I mean, it’s just a slice of potato bread with a fried egg on top.

CAROL: Stop, my mouth’s watering.

ME: Well, certainly better than a plate of beets, that’s for sure.

CAROL: At least it’s not other women’s names he’s listing.

ME: I think you’re being a bit ambitious on Luke’s behalf. 

CAROL: It’s the quiet ones you have to watch. Especially since you’re not putting out. 

ME: Shut your stupid foul face.

CAROL: Is there a chance you could be menopausal?

ME: Women can be angry without being menopausal, you know.

I don’t know why I’m reluctant to tell her.

Maybe it’s because I’m not officially menopausal since I’m still getting rogue periods? Although they’re pathetic efforts. If it were a test, I’d write ‘Must try harder’ in red pen at the top of the page.

My menopause feels like an exercise in failure whereas Carol, being a straight A kind of person, is acing life. Despite being six months older than me.

CAROL: I gotta go.

ME: Is it because I’m a moany bitch?

CAROL: I’m meeting someone … 

ME: Say more words.

CAROL: Don’t want to jinx it … later … love you.

ME: You’ll be telling me to have a nice day next.

CAROL: I know, you love me too.

ME: Fuck you.

CAROL: Get some sleep xxx

Telling an insomniac to get some sleep is unhelpful at best.

And now, as well as not being able to go to sleep, I’m hungry too, thinking about the bloody boxty in the henhouse. 

I blow on Luke’s face and he stops talking and turns on his side. 

He was all, ‘You should do it’ when I told him about the invitation to the festival yesterday. But he didn’t ask me for details, like what other writers had been invited, if I was going to be paid (I think they give you a voucher for a cup of coffee and a fig roll) or if I’d like him to tag along. (No, of course I don’t want him there but it would be nice to know that he was willing to accompany me.)

ME: Do you want to come with me?

LUKE: You wouldn’t want me there. 

ME: How do you know?

LUKE: Because the first time I offered to come with you to one of those things, you said you’d rather stab yourself in the eye with a fork than have me gawk up at you from the audience while you’re being all full-of-shit-writerly.

ME: It wouldn’t hurt you to ask all the same.

His phone rang then. He inspected the screen, then declined the call. I didn’t even know he was capable of such a Machiavellian move. 

ME: What the actual?

LUKE: It’s Damien again. 

ME: It’s not like you to dodge calls. Even ones from your evil twin.

If you ask Damien what he does for a living, he’ll say ‘businessman’. And it’s true that he has an office in the financial district like every self-respecting ‘businessman’ should. But as to what he does there, I have no idea. I know that he plays golf and has meetings in restaurants you might read about in a broadsheet’s weekend magazine. 

Whatever he does, he must be okay at it because he looks loaded. And he smells loaded too. You know, that leather and aniseed type of smell. 

He never has pastry dough under his nails and the beds are pink and shiny.

Some women love that shit. I find it hard to trust a man with nails that clean.

LUKE: He keeps ringing and offering unsolicited financial advice.

ME: He’s a mansplainer. That’s what they do.

LUKE: Telling me I need to hike my prices.

ME: Can you imagine the auld ones if you dared? I was going to say they’d stage a sit-in but that’s basically what they do on the daily.

He’s been so distracted lately with the bloody café, training in the new waiter. Fernando Something. From … I can’t remember … did he say Bolivia? 

Family businesses are the actual pits. Because of course it’s not just about the money, is it? There’s all the bloody baggage that goes along with it, ancient family history and whatnot. Not to mention the leaky roof and the dry rot and the fast-disappearing (read: dying) clientele that think Luke is the best thing since batch bread. None of your sourdough for that lot.

Then there’s the various vegan-deli-yoga-wholefood types moving into the area. What are they going to do with a plate of rashers and eggs on a slice of white bread fried in real, actual, full-fat butter?

2 June, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Angry

I can report that the nib of my pen just ripped through this page.

And don’t bother looking at me with those pale, Jesus-loves-you eyes, Dr-Lennon-call-me-Susie.

Enough is enough. 

I want to kill LuLaBelle.

And I mean proper, limp, lifeless, non-breathing, stench of decay, KILL.

Dr-Lennon-call-me-Susie wondered if I might try some anger management therapy. She said it in a quasi-casual tone without quite looking at me. I said, I’m not angry, I’m menopausal and also a woman who has been persuaded by my born-again father to allow his girlfriend’s spoiled brat of a dog to live in my back garden while Leonora is in the hospital getting replacement hips, all the better to salsa dance with my father in Havana next month.

Not even making this shit up.

I mean, there’s barely enough room for all the bloody humans in this house, let alone an overexcited mutt with a bad eighties home perm and a penchant for howling at the moon and barking at the DPD man who arrives nearly on the daily since Colm has been filling the void in his world with consumerism. Still, it’s a way for me to know that my son is still alive so I suppose I have capitalism to thank for that.

People say you’re supposed to feel better if you write things down. I do not feel better. And now, if I do kill Leonora’s labrapoodle or -doodle or whatever the hell it is, there is physical evidence to support the case for the prosecution in the form of this stupid menopausal symptoms record.

If there was something wrong with the dog, I’d be more understanding of her incessant barking. But she lives in a bloody dog-mansion. She gets three square meals a day plus all the titbits Aidan and Dad sneak out to her even though Leonora was very particular about LuLaBelle not eating between meals. Apparently her maternal grandfather was diabetic.

LuLaBelle’s bark is as sharp as a broken rib. Even Luke admitted the other day that the dog was a little ‘highly strung’. And he used to donate fifty per cent of his paper round money to Dogs’ Trust when he was a kid. 

Dad – who by the way told me and Bart that we couldn’t have a dog when we were kids because he was allergic – lets LuLaBelle lick him all over his face when he goes out to the garden to check on her. He says that LuLaBelle is missing Leonora. Maybe if I allowed her inside … I crippled him with a glare the last time he suggested it, and he slunk away. He knew he was on shaky ground. 

Two weeks, tops. That’s how long Dad was supposed to stay with us while his house got a lick of paint. Then the decorator, Frank-with-a-C – although he can fuck right off if he thinks I’m spelling it like that, he’s not even French, he’s from Cabinteely – told Dad about the rising damp which would necessitate the stripping and treating of walls and floors. But look at those kitchen presses, swollen with humidity. They’d have to go, might as well get a skip. Now the skip is stuffed to the gills, there’s a brand-new kitchen getting shipped from Dusseldorf and, while he was waiting for it to arrive, Dad decided he might as well go ahead and do a total overhaul of his bedroom, to include an ensuite wet room, with one of those massive round shower heads that you get in fancy hotels.

This from a man who had the same cabbage rose wallpaper in his bedroom for the entire FIFTY-THREE years of his marriage.

LuLaBelle is still barking and Luke is still asleep, now facing away from me in response to me pushing my big toe into the soft folds of his belly. He’ll claim he didn’t hear the barking when I ring him at the café later. And then he’ll say he’s too busy to listen to the recording on my phone. And okay, the barks are a bit muffled but they’re still audible if you are in a quiet place and you focus. Luke will say he’s not in a quiet place. He’s in the café. 

ME: I’m not in a quiet place either, you know. This house is crawling with people. 

LUKE: Three people.

ME: And a dog.

LUKE: She’s in the back garden.

ME: Barking.

LUKE: I’m sorry, Agatha, but I’m going to have to … 

ME: Go. I know.

LUKE: Talk later?

ME: How much later?

LUKE: I have to wait for a delivery tonight, I’m not sure what time I’ll be … 

ME (curt): Fine. 

LUKE: Come on, Agatha. You know I’m trying to focus on my customers while I still have them. 

ME (less curt): Fine.

And then he sighed like he was sad or exhausted or a touch of both and said he needed to go and peel the carrots for the stew because it was Monday which is Irish stew day at The Full Shilling. 

And then he wonders why the café is doing so badly.

3 June, 4 a.m.

Symptoms: Insomnia

Tonight, the insomnia is served with a side of hot, wet flush necessitating a change of T-shirt and knickers. The heat rushes up my body and I am reminded of that film back in the seventies, The Towering Inferno. The sheets are stained with my sweat in a rough outline of my body like a domestic-noir crime scene. Luke is on his back, snoring his head off, and part of me wants to beat him to death with my book.

MAM: Oh, Endless Night. That was Agatha Christie’s favourite of her novels. Did you know that?

Why couldn’t that pesky novelist have been called something else? Phoebe Christie? Or even Julia Christie? I could have put up with Julia. 

Now that I’m awake, I notice that LuLaBelle is NOT barking which of course means I have to get up and look out the window to make sure she hasn’t been … I don’t know … frightened to death by her own shadow or something.

I had to apologise to the next-door neighbour about the barking last night. Melissa was in her front garden, deadheading a rose bush, wearing an apron over navy ‘slacks’ and a pale grey twinset. 

Like, she’s younger than me!

She swung her head in my direction and smiled, her long, brown ponytail swinging side to side in the brisk breeze, like LuLaBelle’s tail. 

MELISSA (putting the safety catch on a pair of secateurs): Don’t give it another thought, Agatha, it’s quite all right and … 

ME: It’s not my fault. Dad got Luke on side about the stupid dog before I knew anything about it and they all ganged up on me and … 

MELISSA: LuLaBelle, isn’t it? What a sweetheart she is … but … I wonder … and do excuse me if I’m overstepping the mark here … but … I wonder if she likes being in the kennel? I just … I’m no expert of course but … I just … I wasn’t sure …? 

Why the hell wouldn’t she like her kennel? It has three ‘rooms’ for fuck sake. Although one is more of a ‘lean-to’ made of glass which Leonora calls the ‘conservatory’ without the remotest trace of irony. She probably thinks a housing crisis is when the view of the Atlantic from your holiday house in west Cork becomes compromised by a tree.

I told Melissa she’s welcome to look after the dog herself since she’s so concerned. Her entire face wobbled and I was terrified she might cry. Wailing women are such a cliché. Also tedious. She shook her head and breathed deeply, like she was meditating – she’s just the type – and bit her lip, which she probably thinks makes her look all damsel-in-distress but in fact just accentuates her teeth which are really long, lending her a sort of tragic Bugs Bunny air. And then she went into a long-winded spiel about ‘poor Dermot’ being allergic to dogs’ fur and how he would come up in welts or boils or blisters or something equally unsightly, if he so much as glanced at one.

Handy.

Melissa – always interested in the fact that I am a ‘writer’ – wants to know if I’ve nearly finished the novel about the sixteenth-century witches.

MELISSA: Ellen and Clara, isn’t it?

ME: Hmmm.

MELISSA: I cannot WAIT to read it, I loved Bewitched when I was a kid.

ME: It’s not that kind of witch book.

MELISSA: It’ll be brilliant.

ME: Hmmm.

MELISSA: When did you say you’ll be finished?

ME: I didn’t say.

MELISSA: It must be difficult, the first of your book launches without your dear mother. She never missed one. Even that time the launch was on the same day she was supposed to be going on her annual trip to Lourdes, remember?

ME: She forfeited her deposit.

MELISSA: One hundred and fifty pounds.

ME: She never got over it.

MELISSA: Well, she’ll be there in spirit.

I didn’t bother telling Melissa the disappointing news about the ‘after-life’. Or about the book launch which won’t be happening since a book is generally required at these events.

I could see the extent of my stagnation then, like a wide, endless plain with nothing but rocks and dust and scorched earth to show for itself.

Mostly, I managed to avoid thinking about it. This was not one of those times. My breath caught in my chest.

MELISSA: Are you all right, Agatha? You’ve gone very pale.

ME (clutching at straws): I’m going to be on a panel. ‘It’s all in the past’. Flights of Fancy. Literary festival.

MELISSA: Oh how exciting! I don’t know how you do it. Agatha, I really don’t.

ME: Neither do I.

Back in the house, I climbed the narrow staircase to my office and sent Samantha an email, telling her I would attend the Flights of Fancy Festival.

She emailed me back immediately, saying she’d already accepted on my behalf since she’d taken my silence as consent.

It didn’t make me feel good, as such. Having something planned. Something constructive to do with my time that was work-related.

But it did make me feel less bad.

Which I suppose is better than nothing.

5.30 a.m. 

Symptoms: Doom

Insomniacs should not be allowed near their phones in the early hours of morning. I’ve just read a headline in The Journal about the high rate of suicide amongst men in their early twenties and, now, here I am in a lather of sweat and anxiety, worrying about Colm.

To distract myself, I came up with the brilliant idea of googling suicide in general, and have now discovered that women between the ages of forty-five to fifty-four are particularly susceptible. Fucking menopause. It’s the actual death of some of us.

7.30 a.m.

I waited until the more socially acceptable hour of 7 a.m. before I bustled into Colm’s room, all bonhomie and good cheer, armed with a laundry basket. Colm looks much too big for his old single bed, his long, narrow feet hanging over the end of the divan. A stale smell in the room. Not bad exactly. Just a bit … defeated. 

I stood there until I caught the slight rise and fall of the duvet covering him. My son is defeated but not dead. Everyone tells him he looks like me, which he does not take as a compliment. He blames me for his hair colour and it’s true it is a pretty glaring shade of red and there is a shocking amount of it, spread across his Mr Happy pillowcase.

He used to love the Mister Men books when he was a kid. I cleared my throat.

ME: Good morning!

COLM (sitting bolt upright in bed like someone’s just stabbed him with adrenalin): What the actual fuck?

ME: Don’t use that foul language in front of your mother.

COLM: Why are you pretending to be cheerful?

ME: Who says I’m pretending? 

(I was, it was exhausting, especially at that hour.)

COLM: What do you want?

ME (nodding at my basket): I’m … you know … collecting laundry.

COLM (suspicious): Why?

ME: How are you feeling?

COLM: What? Fine. Tired.

ME: Tired because it’s early? Or tired in general?

COLM: Can you go now?

ME: Answer me.

COLM: Tired because it’s 7 a.m.

ME: Okay, fine, that’s … Oh, and one more thing. Are you suicidal?

COLM: Jesus, Mum.

ME: I’m only asking.

COLM: Why?

ME: Because I’m your mother.

COLM: Well, I’m not. Okay?

ME: You sure?

COLM: Yes. Can I go back to sleep now?

ME: I think you should get some fresh air.

COLM: Now?

ME: Well, no, but in a bit. Later.

COLM: Will you leave if I say yes?

ME
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