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Everyone knows what the female complaint is. Women live for love, and love is the gift that keeps on taking.

Lauren Berlant
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It was a Sunday in October and Sunny had been feverish all day. In the morning, she came loping into her parents’ room, confused, then spent the afternoon lying on the couch. She sat up at twelve, and again at dinnertime, to vomit a watery stream.

Sunny was three and lived on the fifth floor of a build-for-rent apartment block – a nice one, with hundreds of windows.

That Sunday her parents, Lena and Odhran, took advantage of the relative peace to read newspapers and make adult conversation. But around seven o’clock, when darkness had come and the ambient mundanity of Monday loomed, they became afraid. The cough she’d had for days seemed suddenly wetter and worse.

‘A&E,’ Lena said.

‘Do we think it’s that bad?’

‘Probably not, but the out-of-hours clinic is chaos.’

‘Chaos,’ Odhran agreed.

Odhran brought the car around and Lena waited on the pavement outside their block with Sunny, standing under a drumming umbrella.

There was little traffic and the units they passed – a churning laundrette, an off-licence with a light pulsing over the door – seemed to represent bleaker versions of life in the city; stakes they did not subscribe to personally.

Odhran turned in the front and asked, phatically since they’d discussed it already, ‘James’s or Temple Street?’

‘Oh James’s,’ Lena replied from the back seat. ‘Stay on this side of the river.’

Odhran was thirty-eight, and Lena thirty-four. Sunny was their only child. Her plush face, hot and framed by clammy curls, lay against the side of her bumper seat. Lena pressed her hand across the brow and felt captive heat.

‘First thing tomorrow is that difficult woman. The Dutch one,’ Odhran announced suddenly.

He spoke blandly and over the rain. He was talking about work, about his job. The blandness was intended as a balm: there would be tomorrows, frustrations, but never the tomorrow of loss or deformation of life as it was. Hospital just happened as a comical precaution sometimes.

‘If we get stuck in the waiting room you can leave and go back to sleep for a bit,’ Lena offered. They both knew this would not happen.

‘I’ll stay with you. Do you think she’ll be admitted?’

Lena looked at the little girl, who just then took a breath and sighed.

‘No,’ she said.

When this kind of thing happened, a small dash to the doctor or a fright, Lena felt contained and borne forth, ineluctably, in a mode reminiscent of all the times she’d been borne forth by her father’s car and by other men, in other cars, at earlier stages of life. It wasn’t just that she never drove: sitting in the back, and not shotgun, where she might stretch her legs out and flirt, returned her to the state of vulnerability she’d been in on the day she’d left the maternity hospital, and in this state she was more than typically willing to be led.

There was a script, for instance, for A&E. Sunny simplified the sum of her mother’s parts. Whenever Lena presented at A&E, or any other health appointment, she was received as credible, legible; met with a respect and ease never afforded to earlier, single, childless or just socially opaque versions of herself.

‘Hi there, I am here with my daughter,’ she declared.

Odhran was parking. Sunny had been woken and wanted to walk. The place was vast. Plexi panes and pillaged boxes that had once held paper face masks lay about everywhere. The light was bright and, even in this atrium, a number of people with children waited, watching, mutinously.

‘Sunniva,’ Lena said slowly to the receptionist. As she spoke, she stood on her toes and lifted her chin while lowering her eyes, trying to catch a sight of the data onscreen. ‘Marley Flynn. S-u-n-n-i-v-a.’ She gave them Sunny’s date and place of birth. She said the Coombe, to sound local. She told them: ‘Flu symptoms, and fever, not going away. Since last night. Some vomiting. But a spike, around seven this evening, to forty degrees.’ They directed her down a corridor, with Sunny trailing after, cardigan hanging off her shoulder in picturesque.

‘I have headache, Mama,’ she whispered. Her voice was slight but rang, always, like an altar bell in Lena’s head.

‘You can have a nap on my knee.’ Lena found a seat. She was lifting Sunny into her lap when Odhran arrived.

He entered at once into the hectic affect of the busy man – matter-of-fact, speaking quickly but low, looking for somewhere to sweep down his coat that would not result in it trailing to the floor. He established that Sunny would soon be called to triage before sitting down next to them on a plastic chair and sinking with relief.

‘We could be out in an hour,’ he reasoned.

Lena looked at him with tenderness. Just yesterday, they had argued about something familiar, something domestic, or else an old erotic wound, forgotten now – and she’d called him an asshole. He’d said, ‘Don’t call me that,’ and she had retorted that asshole was a soft and minor and even affectionate word, and anyway accurate. ‘Don’t call me that,’ he’d commanded again, robotically. The composure made her want to throw something at a wall. She did not – she could not anymore, ever again, because they had a child together now.

But in this moment, in the waiting room, she looked at her husband, who was always calm and direct in a crisis, with tenderness.

Sunny lay in Lena’s arms and dropped her head against her collarbone. The crown of her head smelt vaguely of vomit, but the almondy warmth of her original, infant odour was always detectable underneath.

It might be hours, Lena thought. It might be brutal.

The waiting room was windowless, its air gelatinous with food-smelling heat. There were television sets mounted at either end. These showed Sky News, and at the bottom of the screen a ticker tape of AI subtitles struggled into sentences uglily and, each time, one clause would pause and seem to accumulate force before spilling out into subsequent clauses, ellipses and redundancies. Lena found herself focusing on it as Sunny fell asleep. Odhran was scanning emails on his phone.

The room was full, though not to capacity: a couple with a baby in an earth-tone onesie paced fretfully. A gaunt woman with three children, none of whom seemed actively ill, ignored them to scroll Instagram reels that let out shrieking, shorted tunes. Her children came back and forth from the vending machines. A teenager with obliterative acne sat straight-backed by her father, expressionless.

Lena allowed a painful hour to pass without complaining, banking karma, and then stepped up to the desk. She slung Sunny, too heavy and still entirely asleep, onto one shoulder.

‘My daughter has been waiting,’ she said. She did not say sepsis, Covid or RSV; she did not say croup. All of these alarms and their potential were implied.

‘We are sorry.’ Lena felt the two staff, young women, seemed energised by what they told her next. They assumed looks of sad wonder. They had been waiting for somebody to lose patience and properly ask. ‘Everyone is waiting, but I’m afraid we have a child just now in resuscitation. This child is in the resuscitation room.’

This was why, they explained, everybody was waiting.

Lena returned to her seat with a grievous and immediate feeling. There were images in her mind that had been close to the surface for some years now – images of busses crushing prams, of seizures, eyes rolling inhumanly in heads. Images of defibrillator paddles and the soft, puppyish matter of a body being shocked. Memories of slow ambulances drawing away from accident sites as viewed from the passenger seat of a car. After Sunny was born, she used to advance, dreadfully, on the crib after a nap and believe, in the half-light, that the baby was dead. Every time she stepped off a pavement onto the road, she saw a van crashing around the corner, saw the small body sail through the air like an object, pictured the poppy bruise and open-coffin horror show.

Her own child: she could picture it. The image came in a single wretched strobe.

Lena wanted to tell Odhran what the nurses said but couldn’t find the words to whisper it. It was the kind of thing that demanded response, but response could only mean speculation, the shaming luxury of pity, a touch of the void, and something stupid to be added – something like, God help them, or imagine the mother.

But Lena imagined the mother. She sat there, tense with empathy, and imagined being the mother of that child. She looked at the pale or drawn faces of everyone in the waiting room, everyone hot and rotten in the artificial heat, the TV subtitles glitching and flinching with insect autonomy. Did they know, did anyone else know, about the child in resuscitation?

Odhran tried to stretch in the uncomfortable chair. He began to talk about work in a listless voice while gazing into the distance.

The Dutch woman he disliked was based in Nijmegen. Lena knew this was a town of beerhalls and clocktowers, with a post-Corbusier university campus, and that the Dutch woman was one part of a large, collaborative, trans-European and multidisciplinary research project. She was a professor of archaeology and highly emotional; she phoned or Zoomed or emailed Odhran to lament with great, and greatly inappropriate, feeling about the merits and moral imperatives of her side of the project, of her team of furry archaeology interns, because Odhran was the contact for the administration of their funding grant. It was, he told Lena again, a fucking huge grant, co-funded by several unwieldly continental stakeholders, and the idea that Odhran, or anyone, would convey this woman’s complaints to these funders and co-researchers was absurd, completely absurd, she had been told as much, and still she wished to speak to him first thing about something.

‘How do you deal with it?’ Lena asked mechanically.

‘I used to answer emails covertly, you know,’ he mimed tapping keys, ‘while she was talking. Now I try to count backwards from one hundred, things like that.’

When they’d first met Odhran was mad for Lena – longed for her, impatient between dates, sent her gifts in the post even though they lived in the same city. He was proud to introduce her to everyone, as if she proved something about him people had failed until that point to see or appreciate properly. Now they interacted with the pragmatism of parents, or at least of parents with children under ten, but his command, his calm, even his self-absorption, were useful in such moments as this.

She smiled at him tensely. It seemed impossible to bring up the child in resuscitation now and Lena felt absolved of it.

She was surprised to hear Sunny summoned from a side room suddenly. Her daughter woke up. Lena let Sunny cross the room herself, holding Lena’s hand, sensing faces turn to them – women calculating whether or not they’d arrived first, before her, with their own children.

‘Now.’ The nurse was young and Filipino.

‘I’m not seeing the doctor yet?’ Lena asked.

‘This is just to assess,’ smiled the nurse, ‘if we need to admit Sunniva.’

They did not. Heart rate was only slightly elevated, by pain; fever was falling, due to Calpol, and there was no sign of anything wrong. Sunny looked miserably at the woman as she scratched things onto a clipboard and asked about medical history.

‘In my opinion,’ the nurse said, ‘this is a virus. It’s bad, but she is not dehydrated and we are not seeing any problems with the kidneys, we are not seeing anything to too much worry about. But if you still want to see the doctor, you can wait. You will be waiting maybe,’ her eyes flew up, then down, ‘it is maybe all night.’

‘Oh no,’ said Lena. ‘I’m happy with that.’ The clipboard, she saw, had a box reading reason for presentation in which was written ‘MOTHER CONCERN’.

She was grateful to return to the waiting room.

Odhran lifted Sunny and they left, emerging into darkness in which the rain had so recently ceased. There was an empty, silken space where it had been. Lena felt giddy. The hospital block of yellow windows looked like a prison or a submarine, a place in which the glamour of urgency gave, as she knew, all the time, every day, into death. She thought of the resuscitation room, of gurneys and frightening wires and machines, and lingered on it morbidly as she watched Sunny’s curls bobbing like a bouquet of flowers over Odhran’s shoulder.

And here was the lonely poetic moment of Dublin at night – wet and fragrant, dirty and depressingly suburban, eternally trolling her somehow.

In the early months of motherhood, Lena had dreamt vividly. In one of these recurring dreams, she passed through a blasted, blackened arch to a scene of burning fuel and desert chaos, holding the severed foot of a child.

The family drove home. The streets were mute and glazed with rain. Riding the lift to their apartment, Sunny woke up and asked for a snack.

‘You’ll be asleep again soon,’ Odhran said.

‘I won’t be asweep.’ Sunny sounded offended, and more like herself. She asked for Paddington Bear and buttered toast then ate none of it, lying achily against the arm of the couch, and was carried to bed.

‘Are you worried about tomorrow?’ Lena asked Odhran when he returned. She was sitting in lamplight, on the couch before the showstopping windows of city lights and sliding headlamps, staring at a potted money plant. It was bulging from her other houseplants searchingly, like a plasma ball. She could not remember choosing or potting it.

‘No.’ Odhran yawned widely. ‘It is just another day.’

Happily, after this, they slipped between their bedsheets, which Lena had cleaned and dried and flashed up over the bed and tucked in tightly and pleasantly at some industrious point in the weekend. The city’s buzz always felt like a jungle, the bush, a waterfall, a chasm of activity as awesome as death and as tame as a screensaver, and it helped them sleep.
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It began, then, two weeks later, on an orange afternoon, cool but ruminant, and close to Halloween. On this afternoon, Sunny looked up from the terrarium-sized tub of toys in the living room and asked, ‘Mama, do you remember when I died?’

‘Cried?’ Lena had been scrolling on her phone.

‘No died,’ Sunny said.

‘You mean you fell?’ Lena sat forward and slipped the phone behind a cushion. ‘You mean,’ she continued, ‘do I remember when you fell last week?’

‘No, when I was alive before, and I died.’

‘You were in hospital when you had a fever.’ Lena smiled. ‘You were in hospital, you mean? Maybe you are remembering the hospital.’

In the living room there was a standing lamp like a big basket-headed person, propositional or just humanoid, and in this moment – of orange afternoon sedation, TV low and entropy of content on the phone – Lena became eerily aware of this presence, of this quality of thinking, intentional presence emanating from the lamp. It was as though a priest or witness had just joined them in the room.

Beyond it: a wall of windows and a wooden balcony. Within: a kitchenette from which cream film veneers were coming loose and slicing, sometimes, to the floor.

‘You didn’t die, love,’ Lena told Sunny gently. ‘You were fine.’

‘Yes but I died another time, and I was sad, and you weren’t there.’

‘Was this in a dream?’ Lena frowned.

‘No.’ The child gave up. She picked up a doll and said, ‘Turn dolly on.’

Lena parted the matted Velcro of the doll’s back and pushed a switch to one side, which made it laugh and whoop, tinnily but sweetly, before commencing a looped track of crying. The only way to stop it was to place a plastic bottle before a pink machine-appliquéd mouth, where it connected with a magnet.

Sunny, however, did not go scouting for the bottle; she pressed her index finger into the mouth bluntly, stopping the cry. She performed this short circuit of the doll’s major conceit so casually, and for the first time, that Lena felt extra unease.

‘We make dolly feel better,’ Lena said.

Sunny smiled angrily.

Later – sometime later, but the same day – she insisted, ‘Mama doesn’t remember when I died.’

After that, often. Practically every day.

At Montessori the following week, they asked, has there been a death in the family? The older woman, narrow and always wearing a tracksuit, ushered Sunny and Lena into the corridor that smelt daintily of poster paint and standing damp and asked, ‘Has there been a funeral recently?’

‘Oh – no.’ Lena was taken aback and also assumed an expression of somewhat overdone or explicit surprise. ‘Nothing like that.’

‘Sunny has been talking’ – the woman mouthed this second part – ‘about dying.’

There was a tone for this, for such things as these.

‘Yes, that.’ Lena looked away. ‘Yes, there’s been a few days of that.’ She smiled. ‘We don’t know where she got it from, perhaps something she saw. I mean, we were in A&E there the other week, I told you. She had a fever, but she was fine.’

‘Has she been OK since then?’ Fever was a red flag at Montessori.

‘Oh the best. She eats rings around herself,’ Lena promised, in local mother mode. This was important because some distracting elements, of dress and micro-expression, could turn women against her easily, she’d always found.

‘She ate all of her lunch today,’ the woman offered, then, in corroboration. ‘We’ll keep an eye. She’s always sunny, our Sunny.’

Sunny perked up, smiling to attention.

When confronted at home however she said, affronted, ‘I not like Montessori.’

‘Sunny is being silly and funny,’ Odhran opined. He was just in from work. ‘Spooky and cute.’ He picked Sunny up and flipped her over, banding his arms around her waist and brushing the floor with her hair, saying, ‘Spooky and cute! Cutey and spook!’

Sunny shrieked with delight and then objection, shouting, ‘I not like Dada.’

‘It was awkward,’ Lena told Odhran when Sunny had gone to bed. ‘I felt embarrassed at the Montessori.’

This was not, of course, the first embarrassment – more than once she’d dropped Sunny off artificially cooled by paracetamol and winced, returning penitent, when phoned. Also, at the playschool where they’d sent her first, childcare workers had variously informed Lena that Sunny required new shoes, bigger nappies, had contracted slapped cheek not eczema, had contracted hand-foot-and-mouth not impetigo, and then needed new shoes again. In these pinched moments of exposé she wondered if other mothers were worse. She thought of the kid whose Montessori kitbag was simply a bag-for-life dropped onto the coat hook every day.

That night, Lena was taking a bath, gazing plainly at the steam glazing into vapour by the jumpy light of a candle, when a thought occurred to her. She remembered a day when Sunny was, oh, eighteen months or so, and came chanting into this cabinet of a bathroom as Odhran was relieving himself. She was chattering in her manifold, mostly senseless baby way but suddenly pointed rather casually at his penis and said goose. The word was clear. She repeated it. A day he was bathing also, at the end of a week of sickness; laid in the wide shallow tub that had seduced them when they’d viewed the apartment years ago, looking opulent and modern in a hotel kind of way, the bath with a wall of steamed mirror over it. The white slack matter of his penis floated ghostily up. Sunny burst in again and did a turn in the room chattering and pointed, once more saying goose!

‘Goose, she called it,’ Odhran had told Lena afterwards. He was frowning.

‘That’s gas,’ Lena had said, at first. Then reflected on it. Or felt the soundless gathering of goose-shaped thoughts, plague doctors, all around her – an old man with his wrist bent stiffly and his fingers like a beak: see the goose, the goose! Fingers that snapped like beaks on buttock cheeks. Where is the goose? A man’s arm hidden in his jumper, poking up with antic actions like a cobra – see the goose, pet the goose! At once: an elderly dishevelled janitor in the rented Stoneybatter hall where baby massage class was held. Sliding open some door or rolling a low piece of furniture by, waving and winking at all of the fat babies.

She thought, in short, of paedophiles. She thought of that seedy or sickly register in which old men spoke to her when she was a child.

To Odhran she’d instructed, ‘Be careful of who Sunny talks to.’

‘She doesn’t talk to anyone but us,’ he reminded her.

At that time, when their daughter was eighteen months or so, this was true. Now it was less true. Goose had passed, and Lena’s stroke of paranoia about outside influences, about predators, had receded into the storeroom of her mind.

Now, in the bath once more, on the night of death at Montessori, she felt the ever-dauntless throb of worry once again. Someone had to be impinging on Sunny in some unseemly or abnormal way, there had to be something she’d seen – about death, or being born again, or ghosts. This would be it. It would be an irresponsible influence.

Lena dried off, feeling feverish and purged and ready to pay attention.

In the morning Lena watched a news clip on her phone. A man in the Middle East sat with his infant daughter, who had been wrapped in her shroud. All that showed at the top was a scrap of hair with a fabric bobbin, the same sort of fabric bobbin Lena routinely found between cushions or suspended in dust bunnies by the skirting boards. The man was speaking blankly and the translation read my daughter, my beloved, and Lena, as she was wont to do in the face of these images, began to cry. She was sitting in bed, drinking coffee as Odhran escorted Sunny to the front room and cartoons. It was Saturday.

My daughter, she thought. My God.

‘She cannot watch the news,’ she told Odhran later.

‘Right.’ He seemed always caught by Lena’s instructions, as if tugged abruptly out of deep thought. ‘Yes. Give her ideas.’

‘It must be coming from somewhere like that,’ Lena said.

To Sunny, experimentally: ‘There are sad things, very sad things, in the world.’

In her bedroom, on her white Ikea shelf, Sunny had a picture book entitled When Sadness Comes to Call. It was illustrated simply. Not all picture books for children were – some were stressfully psychedelic, others photorealist, and some sort of smugly hipster or of an international hipster imaginary. But When Sadness Comes to Call simply told the tale of a boy who found Sadness, a blue glowing spectre, at his door. Sadness carried a suitcase and sat glumly on the couch or walked around, pooling blurrily into itself, much like a human oppressed by sadness truly felt. Lena, the first few times she read it, had felt moved. Sadness could not be hidden; it could sit so close you couldn’t breathe. It needed to be welcomed in and given tea. It needed to walk in a forest of luminous trees.

‘You can try to hide sadness,’ Lena read to Sunny that night. ‘Do we try to hide sadness?’

‘He hiding him in a press,’ Sunny glossed the illustration.

‘Do we have a press like that?’

‘No.’

‘We do! Mama has a cupboard with a mop in it, just like that.’

She asked: ‘Do you feel sad, sometimes, Sunny?’

Sunny replied, ‘Sometimes my body makes me sad.’

That Monday, armed with this new and opaque information, Lena put in a call to the public health nurse and summarised her situation cheerfully. It had to be by phone because only the most insane or litigious problems earned an actual meeting with the nurse. It had been two weeks or so, Lena explained, since Sunny had begun to make these remarks. And no that was not very long, but they were really quite persistent, several times a day.

‘Is there some kind of,’ Lena was delicate, ‘psyche evaluation you can do?’

‘No, no.’ The nurse did not seem surprised by the question. ‘She goes on the waiting list for the HSE psychiatrist. If you don’t want to just wait and see if she grows out of it.’ There was a beat. ‘Are you concerned?’ the nurse asked.

‘I mean, no, probably not so much,’ Lena reneged.

‘They say all kinds of things.’

She sensed the nurse had sighted an ending to this conversation and was steering her that way. By the elbow, say. With warmth.

‘How long is the waiting list?’ Lena asked anyway.

When she brought the answer with anger to Odhran that night he shrugged and told her, ‘In parts of the country it would be twice that. Three times that. You would literally die waiting for anything.’

Lena sat next to him, in front of the television, and began there and then to write an email to the local party representative. She would complain of the wait for any appointment and attempt to cut some kind of notional queue. She stopped when she realised she could not describe Sunny’s condition – report, issue? – without saying psychiatric help and this term, freighted as it was with violence and shame, defeated her.

When she was little, the crazy people at Saint Dymphna’s, where her father had worked as a porter and finally as manager of facilities, were there because, her father said, life seemed insane to them – marriage, children, eating, sleeping, having or wanting a job or a holiday, all of this was a record playing backwards. And at some point in childhood she’d watched the film Eyes Wide Shut, or at least the occult orgy scene, the backwards chant of Romanian Mass, and this cruelly numinous backwards chant became, for Lena, the unguent unearthliness of madness, at least for a time. She felt instinctively that her father’s casual blandness as a person either resulted from or simply complemented a life spent marvelling at the insane.

He could not have said record playing backwards. She’d added that.

Lena thought firmly: this was not Sunny’s world. The little girl was agile, funny, quick; had been in the seventy-fifth percentile of every developmental spectrum since birth; woke and carefully slid on one of a series of hairbands every day; held a foot out to model or marvel at a yellow sandal, a runner with soles that lit up on impact in a flickering strip, socks with faces or polka dots. She drew spirals, pulled, it looked like, by a constellation of gravity poles and called these flower beds. She said please and thank you and farted for comic effect and was frightened by the advertisement for Paramount with the chattering CGI goat. She could count to twenty, speak three lines in Irish, write the letter S. She noticed if any of her more confrontational or just unchic toys had been siphoned off by Lena covertly. She puzzled, Mama, where my bear, where Minnie Mouse, where gun?
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At the end of November, Lena recorded an audio clip on her phone:

This is Sunny. I am Sunny. My real name is Sunniva. Nickname; your nickname is Sunny. Your full name is Sunniva. I live in DUBLIN EIGHT.

Tell Mama [whispers] About the chair.

The chair! There was a photo of me, and I am standing beside a chair. It was a pink chair […] the cushion was pink. No, I was not sitting on the chair. I was wearing my communion dress and I walked down the stairs. I had a baby brother. I received the […] eucharist!

I died in water. I was lying and crying in water at the side of the road.

[Crying.]

There was a photograph of a chair. A chair with a tufted cushion and a tapering back. In the photograph, Lena herself, aged eight and dressed in a communion frock, sat smiling and holding her prayer book in a dainty, mannered manner on her lap. She was gap-toothed, with freckles and a satin headband. There hung a blue backcloth behind. This photograph was contained in an album in Lena’s father’s house and Sunny had seen it when visiting.

Lena asked Sunny, ‘Are you thinking of the picture of Mama when she was a little girl?’

Sunny repeated, ‘No, I was wearing a dress and I walked down the stairs.’

‘Mama wore a white dress,’ Lena insisted smilingly. ‘It was a communion dress. Do you know what communion is?’

Sunny looked at her mother as if this was a crazy thing to say.

Sunny had not been baptised; nobody was baptised anymore. It was a sacrament Lena disdained, but walked about under the seal of nonetheless. Had it been wrong, withholding that? Sunny would never make her first communion. Lena did not think she’d ever discussed any rite, any spoke of the ecclesiastical wheel, with her child.

What she remembered of her own first communion was just that same breathless and long-coveted satin dress, ballet length with a bendable hoop; those crisp ribbons and clear plastic beads in a drip-drip-drip from the satin band twisted around with silver foil. It was fabric as avenue to another realm, a sacred realm, a supple realm of cloud and chandeliers; of heaven as cartoonish campus on which people stood in recesses of cloud with plaster garments frozen mid-ripple, people composed of starlight and papier mâché and plasticine.

This was not Sunny’s world.

Lena asked, ‘What is eucharist?’

Sunny answered, ‘I don’t know, Mama. Can you think?’ She pinched her little chin. She went back to playing pony club again. This was also the response Sunny gave when asked what kind of snack she might like, or what treat: Mama, can you think?

They had last visited Lena’s father months before. Lena did not go there often; she did not like visiting. Her father no longer lived in the semi-detached house of her childhood, but in a new house on the edge of town with his partner, Rosemary. Rosemary was ill in a way Lena and her brother Rex once found hilarious, or at least cruel quarry for jokes, but which now – in light of motherhood, Sunny standing by for bad examples – was only depressing. Lena’s father and Rosemary had bought the house a decade ago; the house she’d grown up in, narrower and darker, somehow recurring to her in impressions that were shady and forest-like, had been sold. Her father was also retired now from his job at Saint Dymphna’s. The gothic hospital, which stood close to the coast near Portrane and had roofless cement cells scattered in a field at the back, for the airing and isolation of violent inmates, was changed since his time. It took only day patients and was likely open, progressive, benign, franchise-like.

Out of duty, in September, Lena and Odhran drove to Balbriggan on a cool Sunday afternoon. Rosemary met them at the door in a state of excitement, blush-like teething heat in either cheek. She was small and made herself smaller by stooping a lot.

‘You are early,’ she accused.

Nothing was ready, she said, and your father is gone to Aldi.

She sat them in the front room. It was pristine, and held a large cabinet of wine and liquor bottles that remained unopened except at Christmastime.

Sunny made at once for the glass bowl of blue marbles, an ornament from the noughties, and dug her hands steeply into the marbles before lifting these and beaming at the sensation of density. A vast flat-screen television filled the window.

As Sunny plunged for marbles again, Rosemary twitched.

‘That’s not a toy,’ she said.

Sunny looked at Lena beseechingly.

The front door popped to, then slipped shut rather feyly, as if by a breeze. It was shut again with intention. The bang carried all through the walls.

Lena’s father entered. ‘Well, hello,’ he drilled. ‘Hello, hello.’

Lunch was egg sandwiches with onion, chipped raw tips of onion, and Lena found her thoughts flowering wildly at the hostility and creativity of this; she longed to say to Odhran later, you see, the woman is actually a genius, but realised also the only person who’d find this as thrilling as she did was Rex. And Rex lived in London now, with a girlfriend who answered his emails for him. OMG, so nice to hear from you Lena, she wrote.

Excluded and aggrieved, Rosemary’s Maltese Shih Tzu pressed its face to the sliding door and watched them. Sunny could not get over the dog.

‘Doggy come in,’ she pleaded.

‘After the food,’ Lena said.

‘But let the doggy in and I’ll play with him,’ Sunny said. ‘Mama, look!’

‘I know. He’s lovely.’

‘So cute doggy.’

Tsar was admitted at last. Sunny did not, it turned out, want to play with him; she backed against a couch with her hands curled up. In this, she was a city child and both her parents privately ashamed. Tsar had to have an operation soon, Rosemary scolded.

In despair, Lena hit on a distraction. ‘I wonder,’ she said, ‘if those photo albums we used to have are still here. They were on the television shelf in the old house. Do you remember?’

‘Anything from the old house is in the box room,’ her father said.

Lena took Sunny upstairs. They passed the small bathroom and its cold, almost sacred scent of soap-on-a-rope-era soap. Into the boxroom, which had many boxes in it, and three old-fashioned leather-bound photograph albums on another deep shelf.

The first album was from the nineteen-eighties. Lena let out a sigh of fondness when she saw it – it was filled with weddings, the weddings of people she didn’t know, weddings of her parents’ friends and siblings and cousins and neighbours and work colleagues. The yellow tone made every tableau appear steeped in the light of a late-year afternoon. Everyone was young but looked gouged or harrowed by life already, the men so skinny they had Adam’s apples all; the women giddier. Virgins, she thought, going into the night.

The next album was newer. These were pictures taken on Lena’s communion day, a decade later at least than the weddings and young people: pictures of the long table in the function room of a pub and the children playing in sunlight outside the pub afterwards. She stood, freckled and squinting and with shoulders crunching forward in self-consciousness, an awkwardness troubling now to behold, in her dress. It was flattened by light and appeared as an outline of empty white. The final picture was a formal portrait of Lena with the blue backcloth and gap-tooth smile. She remembered the photographer and the treat of cocktail sausages for breakfast and the backcloth stretched between free-standing poles.

‘This is Mama,’ she said. ‘When she was eight.’

‘Mama.’ Sunny savoured the word. ‘Can I go back down to doggy?’ she asked.

‘Sure. We won’t be staying much longer though.’

Downstairs, Lena’s father was sour with Sunny too. ‘Are you afraid of a little animal like that?’ he asked. He offered Lena the photograph albums. She refused.

Neither Sunny nor Lena had mentioned the photograph since the last trip to Balbriggan, but now, in the apartment, after the voice note had been replayed, Lena was sugary again.

‘When we were in Grandad’s house, I showed you a photograph of Mama in a dress. When she was a little girl.’

‘And a cake,’ Sunny remembered suddenly.

‘And a cake! Of course, a wedding cake. Yes. So you have been remembering those photographs.’

Sunny pondered and then asked, ‘Am I in the photographs?’

‘No.’

‘Was I in your phone?’

‘No, petal, and those weren’t taken on a phone. Those were taken long ago.’

‘I lived long ago,’ Sunny offered. ‘But then I died.’

Lena sat with Odhran that night, with dinner, after Sunny had fallen asleep. Night came in so early, she felt ornery, tetchy. Already sick of wintertime. She played the voice note and he raised his eyebrows and assumed an expression that was difficult to read.

‘Are you worried about this, about Sunny?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he said. He raised his hand and spread it, as if casting grass seed. They were sitting at the little disc of table under a light. ‘She is so happy, so normal, so cute; I look at it that way. I am not worried about her.’

‘You don’t find it disturbing?’

‘A little bit. But you’re maybe, like, fixating on it.’

She had expected this quiet accusation. Welcomed it even. It was a version of the world he’d told her from the start, since the birth and afterwards – a reality in which she was always worrying needlessly; in which she was alone and too forensic in her parenting; in which she was the fretful, testy one. In which she stayed at home and became tepid in herself.

‘That’s what I think,’ he said. In the pause, the low bulb glowed between them, freight bayed by somewhere – muffled – on the streets below.

‘Sure,’ Lena said. ‘I just have to, you know, get to the bottom of it. Something is obviously influencing her. TV or another kid, something she heard – she is intelligent.’

She remembered the steeliness with which Sunny would sometimes look at her back in the toddler days – days of surly self-importance, before the little girl was socialised or learnt to be cute. The round face of an infant, like yoghurt but animate, regarding her mother with a curious ruthlessness. And this was certainly projection and neurosis and insecurity, guilt; and who would blame either of them, Lena or Sunny?

Life was lonely sometimes, the primary passion of umbilical connection had been severed, they were just like any couple getting to know each other after a honeymoon.

‘Exactly, she is sensitive.’ Odhran was sincere.

And then he amended this: ‘Bright,’ he agreed. Intelligent.

Lena was grateful for the emendation. She did not want a sensitive child; she did not want a gifted child; she did not want a special child. She did not want a rare child, an artistic child, a complicated child. She had not wanted a sensitive or gifted or special or tortured husband either and had succeeded in avoiding this superficially interesting, actually fatiguing, fate. She’d considered herself special all her life and it lead to nothing but suffering.
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For Christmas they travelled as always to Odhran’s family in Clare, driving to the great white farmless farmhouse at the foot of Glennagalliagh. It was a young tradition: leaving in weak sunlight and heading west, watching Dublin exsanguinate into its hinterlands of outlet malls and racecourses and turbines, clawlike strips of shelterbelt proceeding over the fields. Afternoon ebbed to evening and, after Tipperary, the roads lost streetlights, cat’s eyes, hard shoulders. Even the throb of white lines in the headlights disappeared.

Closer to home, the hawthorns converged overhead. It got dark. In the valley below there were new white houses that tore from the darkness, lit from every angle, and then older houses glowing like candle stubs against slopes of black. The sky was clear and ice was forming.

When Lena was a teenager, she and her friends would sometimes blitz through backroads, passing eighteenth-century milestones and accident altars and sometimes towers or the torsos of old churches looking romantic in moonlight and streetlight, but that was in County Dublin, and it was never dark for long – towns, housing estates, manorial houses, airport runways intervened. There was the sea.

Here the remoteness was not quite enveloping, but intense.

‘Slow down,’ she said.

‘Huh?’ Odhran sat up.

‘We’re going really fast. It’s getting icier.’

‘I could drive this in my sleep,’ he said. But he slowed down. He took the cattle grid and dressed stone entrance of his parents’ house at a sensible speed.

A screened veranda had been set into the front of the house: they watched the headlights sweep over the backs of wicker chairs and flash for one arresting instant in a mirror on the wall. When Odhran killed the engine the upper windows of the house shone gold and blind. Lena could only yield to the house itself – to soft upholstery, deep-set squinting windows, and the yellow kitchen, dry and dim and warm from the range, in which a dishwasher would froth and mutter civilly as they sat at the table drinking tea.

Draughts chased through the house like water; beds were boggy with floral eiderdowns. Downstairs, Odhran’s mother Sonia had begun stripping rooms and painting everything in earth colours. She had discovered in her seventies the neutral, unharried palette of affluence.

Into this beachy mood came adult children, in-laws, grandchildren. There were best bedrooms and lesser bedrooms, bath towels chapped from washing and bath towels that were new and compromising in their menopausal opulence, as large and luxurious as christening blankets. When the house was full you heard it slam and groan and tick in different places, hissing always as it rinsed the air with artificial heat.

Sunny had been born on Christmas Eve. Lena was sitting placidly in a cubicle of blue eating chocolate baubles, meant for a Christmas tree, when a nurse had poked cheerfully in and announced availability. They were going to induce her; she’d been lingering too long; she vomited all the chocolate up as soon as the drug hit and contractions came battering down like the wrath of God. Lena thought about it on every birthday, including this, Sunny’s fourth, as they watched her open presents before the fireplace in the centre of the house.

Lena knew there would once have been a kettle over this fire, probably; later in history, a ladder for drying clothes you could fold out of the chimney breast. She had been trained from an early age into a sort of non-specific reverence for details such as this. Now it was caged by a wrought-iron fireguard and the mantelpiece decorated with bog oak figures.

It was festive in the house: there were children everywhere, interacting in trios or throwing tantrums, dressed it seemed in scaled interpretations of athleisure. Sunny, wearing her mermaid costume, bent over the task of twiddling with a toy coffee machine. It went snap and then gush.

‘So make me a mocha latte,’ Odhran was squatting at her level, holding a beer, ‘with orange sauce.’

Small hands snapped and waited primly for the gush.

One of Lena’s sisters-in-law, Elaine, her long hair freshly ombré and her hands, Lena noticed, as bony and veiny as Lena’s own – they were all getting older now – stood next to her and said, ‘So, is Sunny OK? I heard she’s been saying things about— I don’t know.’

‘Death,’ Lena conceded.

The woman laughed nervously.

‘Mama.’ Sunny looked up. She was excited but firmly so. ‘Mama,’ she repeated, ‘will you pretend you don’t know I have a coffee machine?’

‘Sure.’ Lena placed her glass down on the long loaded arm of the mantelpiece. She made to cross the room, picking around children and debris. ‘Oh wow, a coffee machine.’

‘It’s mine!’ Sunny’s smugness turned to thrill. ‘Mama,’ she was standing up now, excited, ‘will you pretend you don’t know I have a mermaid dress?’

Lena said curtly to Odhran, that night, ‘When did you tell them about Sunny?’

‘Just Mam.’ He rubbed the back of his neck bashfully. ‘You never said to keep it secret.’

‘She told Elaine.’

He laughed at this; she disdained Elaine. But Lena was uncomfortable.

‘It looks like it’s me,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, they’ll assume I’m letting her be influenced by something – or it’s something strange about me. They’ll think we’re not taking proper care of her.’

‘Nobody could ever think that,’ he said.

On Saint Stephen’s Day, Lena volunteered to travel with Sonia and two of Odhran’s brothers to the graveyard at Templekelly. There was a ruined church building, rashed over with evergreen growth so completely the two standing gable ends looked like trees, and headstones dissolved into lumps by age. In the new section lay the grave of Odhran’s father, on which they laid a Christmas wreath and observed Sonia crouch to pluck weeds from the crisp gravel. Across the silver grave the shadows of both brothers, of Lena, attenuated.

Lena had come along for the break from childcare and from women and had no particular feelings about her father-in-law. She often felt bratty when visiting this family, who took themselves seriously in the style, she felt, of all country families who possessed land.

In the early days of love, Odhran had detailed to her a childhood memory. He was seven or so, moving through a bungalow where some cousins lived, all of it empty and enchanted, sun through picture windows and a kitchen clock with a pendulum crooking to and fro; faded curtains emitting smells of detergent and horsehair; terracotta linoleum. Somewhere nearby there were scented haystacks and the sound of mowers.

And then, in this memory, he turned into a living room, the false chimney breast of brick spreading upwards like a mural or a tree, buttery brass pokers, and many men – countrymen, in suits, sitting and standing around to talk with his father, who sat in a chair.

This sudden gamut of maleness struck him, as a child, and attracted him, he said. One or two men were uncles and others were neighbours or strangers and they must, he knew now, have been readying to go door-to-door or to a meeting, on the campaign trail for Fine Gael. His father had been active in the party and his own father and uncles messengers, during the War, for the IRA. None of them fought in the civil war, but receded into alignment with the Treaty quietly. They were, Odhran said, candid, practical, agricultural people.

In the first telling, Lena had wondered at the humility implied by this – of the candid and practical and agricultural. She wondered if some ancient part of her identity would be wakened, with curative results, if she stayed with Odhran and had his babies and accepted a monocultural fate. She’d grown up in a town where land was rabbit-scarers cracking off at intervals all night until the bypass opened and grids of new houses surged forth, pushing back the grazing fields. Now she just looked out the window at Ireland like everyone else.

After the grave, Sonia, Lena and the sons crunched down the slope from the cemetery and went into a small old-fashioned bar. It was empty but for an elderly man with a newspaper. The barman was apple-cheeked and cheerful; the scene was Hollywood. Lena drank white wine with Sonia and asked her, on an impulse of generosity, for her opinion on Sunny. Sonia had been a GP; she’d retired just before Lena met Odhran.

‘If it isn’t stopping after two months,’ Sonia said, ‘and she’s too young for psychiatry of any kind. Of any meaningful kind.’

She paused for thought.

‘If it isn’t stopping, you can only be curious. Ask her about it.’

‘I don’t want to encourage it.’

‘Encourage what? It might be true.’

‘You think it’s true?’ What relief to think of this. Lena almost laughed.

‘It might be true,’ Sonia offered. ‘You cannot know.’

‘True,’ Lena kept pushing, ‘that she has lived before?’

Sonia said, ‘Look, most of this passes by five or six. I’ve known magical children in my time. They’re all telepathic, for a while, you know. They talk to ghosts.’ She seemed almost to be losing patience. ‘Don’t worry so much about it.’

In certain cultures, she reminded Lena, it is completely normal for a child to speak about reincarnation. Whole cultures take it for granted.

‘I’ve known a few magical children,’ she insisted. ‘They grow out of it.’

The brothers were uncomfortable. They turned the conversation to the recent anti-immigrant riots in Dublin. It had also been raised on Christmas Day.

‘Were you worried?’ they asked, again.

‘We didn’t know it was happening,’ Lena told them wearily.

There was a further brother, the eldest, who lived with his family in Sandyford. Lena wished he was here. We don’t go there, he would say; nobody goes to O’Connell Street. Only the scaldies go to O’Connell Street. Oh sorry, Lena! The salt of the earth!

They presumed Lena’s cosmopolitanism coded her as woke. Which it kind of did.

But she did not, now, want to talk about riots, racists or O’Connell Street. She was having a break from childcare and now enjoying her wine. Back at the house, Odhran would probably not think to give Sunny lunch – if the other kids and mothers were around, pillaging chicken or handing out stollen and the brass section of gifted biscuit tins, she would get fed. It would be fine.

Lena gazed neutrally at a stained-glass window in berry colours and asked suddenly, ‘Is this where we went for a drink after the – after Seán’s burial?’ She knew it was.

‘Yes. The owner is a cousin of my own,’ Sonia replied.

Lena had been pregnant with Sunny at Odhran’s father’s funeral. She had sat, beached and aching, on one of the banquet chairs flanking the coffin in the inner chamber of the funeral home, where friends and neighbours arrived mutedly and looked for somewhere to hang their jackets since it seemed a little off to approach the corpse with a jacket on. Odhran and his brothers buzzed about in diplomatic mode. ‘Yes it’s been a shock,’ they said dully, although it had not. Sunny was there, close by, almost done really, with hair and mousey fur over her back and shoulders, waxy overlay, nestled in Lena’s body, launching the occasional sickening kick. She’d been growing and fusing mere yards from the remains.

In those days, Lena was rather flippant with Odhran’s family. She felt fundamentally other to them, sort of genuflecting and disappearing into kitchen tasks throughout the week of death observances. People who visited the farmhouse entered rooms with purpose and began at once whispering sympathies at Sonia or Odhran or Odhran’s brothers or Maeve, his sister, and these people ignored Lena. It was easier to sit pregnant on a boggy eiderdown out of sight, the affront of her own inconsequentiality as an interloper balanced by the great and sinister luxury that came with incubating another Flynn – one of them, or so they believed.

One glass in, Lena relaxed a little into the family unit, which chattered quietly without her. After the pub, they returned to the farmhouse, driven by one of the brothers, as freezing fog smeared the mountains out and the light, lurid as alpenglühn, died.

Then they became trapped there, lazily for the most part, until New Year, because the roads were invisibly slick.

‘I on holiday with my cousins,’ Sunny said brightly every morning.

‘I saw a dog in the garden,’ she claimed on another day, although there was no dog.

On New Year’s morning, as Lena and Odhran made coffee in the farmhouse kitchen alone, he turned to her. ‘This year, we’ll buy a house,’ he said.

‘I like your optimism.’

‘Lots of things can happen in a year. She’s starting school.’

And I can go back to work, Lena thought. He was going to tell her she could go back to work. Go where though, and do what?

‘You have faith,’ she said, coyly but not unkindly, cradling her cup.

‘I have promise.’ Odhran grinned. ‘I am a catch.’

He put his arms around her, surprising her with this. Her frame was tensed against him with
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