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About the Book
Here is a truth that can’t be escaped: for Mia ‘Rabbit’ Hayes, life is coming to an end . . .

Rabbit Hayes loves her life, ordinary as it is, and the extraordinary people in it.

She loves her spirited daughter, Juliet; her colourful, unruly family; the only man in her big heart, Johnny Faye.

But it turns out the world has other plans for Rabbit, and she’s OK with that. Because she has plans for the world too, and only a handful of days left to make them happen.

Here is a truth that won’t be forgotten: this is a story about laughing through life’s surprises and finding the joy in every moment.

Contents

Cover

About the Book

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue

Day One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Day Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Day Three

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Day Four

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Day Five

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Day Six

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Day Seven

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Day Eight

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Day Nine

Chapter Seventeen

Acknowledgements

Questions for the Reader

About the Author

Also by Anna McPartlin

Copyright

The Last Days of
Rabbit Hayes
Anna McPartlin
Dear readers,

This book was inspired by my funny and courageous mother, a brilliant band, their tragic loss, supportive and loving families and enduring friendships.

It’s dedicated to my mother- and father-in-law, Terry and Don McPartlin, for their love, support, kindness, warmth and wisdom. And it’s written in memory of a rock star and two loving mothers.

I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.

Warmest wishes,

Anna McPartlin. X

Rabbit Hayes’s Blog
1 September 2009

DEFCON 1

Today I was diagnosed with breast cancer. I should be terrified but instead I’m strangely elated. Of course I’m not happy about having cancer, or my breast being lopped off, but it’s reminded me how good I’ve got it. I love my life. I love my family, my friends, my work and, most especially, my little girl. Life is hard for everyone but I am one of the lucky ones. I will overcome.

I am bypassing fear, anger and sadness in favour of putting all my energy into this fight. I will take every recommended treatment. I will eat right. I will read, listen and learn everything I can on the subject. I will do what it takes. I will overcome.

I am mother to a strong, funny, sweet and beautiful child. My job is to be there for my daughter. I will watch over her as she grows. I’ll help her through those awkward teen years. I’ll be there for every scrape and tussle. I’ll help her with her homework, support her dreams. If she marries, I’ll walk her down the aisle. If she has children, I’ll babysit. I won’t let her down. I will fight, fight, fight, and then I’ll fight, fight, fight some more.

I am a Hayes woman, and I am promising, with every ounce of love and strength in me, that I will overcome.

DAY ONE
Chapter One
Rabbit
OUTSIDE, POP MUSIC
played, a child squealed with delight and a bearded man holding a ‘Walk with Jesus’ placard danced a jig. The leather seat felt warm against Rabbit’s skin. The car rolled forward, forming part of a slow and steady stream of traffic snaking through the city.
It’s a nice day
, Rabbit thought, then slipped into a doze.

Molly, Rabbit’s mother, looked from the road to her daughter, taking one hand off the steering-wheel to adjust the blanket covering the thin, frail body. Then she stroked the closely shaved head.

‘It’s going to be OK, Rabbit,’ she whispered. ‘Ma’s going to fix it.’ It was a bright April day and forty-year-old Mia ‘Rabbit’ Hayes, beloved daughter of Molly and Jack, sister of Grace and Davey, mother of twelve-year-old Juliet, best friend to Marjorie Shaw and the one true love of Johnny Faye’s life, was on her way to a hospice to die.

When she’d reached their destination, Molly came to a slow stop. She turned off the engine, pulled up the handbrake, then sat for a moment or two, focusing on the door that led to the unwanted and unknown. Rabbit was still sleeping and Molly didn’t want to wake her because as soon as she did their terrible short future would become the present. She thought about driving on but there was nowhere to go. She was stuck. ‘Fuck,’ she whispered, and gripped the steering-wheel. ‘Fucking fuck sticks, screwing, shitting, frigging, fucker fuckness. Oh, fuck.’ It was clear that Molly’s heart was already smashed to pieces but the fragments were scattering with every ‘fuck’ that tripped off her tongue.

‘You want to drive on?’ Rabbit asked, but when her mother looked her way, her eyes were still closed.

‘Nah, just wanted to curse for a while,’ Molly said.

‘Good job.’

‘Ta.’

‘I particularly liked “fuck sticks” and “fucker fuckness”.’

‘They just came to me,’ Molly answered.

‘Keepers,’ Rabbit said.

‘You think so?’ Molly pretended to ponder while placing her hand back on her daughter’s head and stroking it again.

Rabbit opened her eyes slowly. ‘You’re obsessed with my head.’

‘Soft,’ Molly mumbled.

‘Go on, then, give it another rub for luck.’ Rabbit turned to the double doors.
So this is it
, she thought.

Molly rubbed her daughter’s head once more, then Rabbit removed her hand and held it. They stared at their interlocking fingers. Rabbit’s hands looked older than her mother’s. Her skin was flaky and paper thin, riddled with raised and broken veins, and her once beautiful long fingers were so thin they seemed almost gnarled. Her mother’s were plump, soft and, with perfectly painted short nails, pampered.

‘No time like the present,’ Rabbit said.

‘I’ll get a wheelchair.’

‘You will not.’

‘No way.’

‘Ma.’

‘No way.’

‘Ma, I’m walking in.’

‘Rabbit Hayes, you have a broken bleedin’ leg. You are not walking in.’

‘I have a stick and I have you and I am walking in.’

Molly sighed heavily. ‘Right, bloody right. If you fall down, I swear to God I’ll—’

‘Kill me?’ Rabbit grinned.

‘Not funny.’

‘Kinda funny?’

‘Fuck-all funny,’ Molly said, and Rabbit laughed a little. Her mother’s curses upset many, but not her. She found them entertaining, familiar and comforting. Ma was kind, generous, fun, playful, wise, strong and formidable. She’d take a bullet to protect an innocent, and nobody, not the tallest, strongest or bravest, messed with Molly Hayes. She didn’t suffer fools gladly and she didn’t give a toss about pleasing people. You either liked Molly Hayes or you fucked off. Molly got out of the car, and when she’d pulled the walking-stick out of the back seat, she opened the passenger door and helped her daughter to her feet. Rabbit faced down the double doors before, between her stick and her mother, she walked slowly and steadily into the reception area.
If I walk in, I could walk out. Just maybe
. . . she thought.

Inside they took in the lush carpets, dark wood, pretty Tiffany lamps, soft furnishings and the shelf filled with books and magazines.

‘Nice,’ Molly said.

‘More like a hotel than a hospital,’ Rabbit added.

‘Yeah.’ Molly nodded.
Stay calm, Molly.

‘Doesn’t even smell like a hospital.’

‘Thank Christ for that,’ Molly said.

‘Yeah,’ Rabbit agreed. ‘I’m not going to miss that.’

They walked slowly towards a short-haired blonde woman, with a toothy Tom Cruise smile. ‘You must be Mia Hayes,’ she said.

‘People call me Rabbit.’

The smile grew and the blonde woman nodded. ‘I like it,’ she said. ‘I’m Fiona. I’m going to show you to your room and then I’ll call one of the nurses to settle you in.’

‘Thanks, Fiona.’

‘A pleasure, Rabbit.’

Molly remained silent. She was doing her best to keep it together.
It’s OK, Molls. Don’t cry, no more tears, just pretend the way they’re pretending that all is well. Come on, ya mad auld one, just suck it up for Rabbit. It’s going to be OK. We’ll find a way. Do it for your girl.

The room was bright and comfortable, furnished with a pristine bed, a soft sofa and a reclining chair. The large window looked out onto a lush garden. Fiona helped settle Rabbit on the bed and, in a bid to escape the moment, Molly pretended to investigate the en-suite. She closed the door behind her and took a few deep breaths. She cursed herself for insisting on transferring Rabbit from the hospital to the hospice. Jack hadn’t spoken since he’d received the news of Rabbit’s impending demise. He needed to steel himself. He didn’t have the stomach for it yet, and Rabbit didn’t need to be minding anyone but herself. Grace had wanted to help but Molly was adamant. ‘No fuss, she just needs to convalesce,’ she’d said, lying out loud to herself and to anyone who would listen.
Stupid old woman
, she thought.
They should be here
.

‘Are you all right, Ma?’ Rabbit said, from behind the door.

‘I’m grand, love. Jaysus, the bath is as big as Nana Mulvey’s old galley kitchen. Do you remember that?’ she asked, hearing her voice shake and hoping that Rabbit was too tired to notice.

‘She’s gone a long time, Ma,’ Rabbit said.

‘Yeah,’ Molly agreed, ‘and she spent more time in ours than we did in hers.’

‘It’s a good bath, though?’ Rabbit asked. Molly knew that her daughter was aware of her struggle, which gave her the kick she needed to pull herself together.

‘It sure is,’ she said, emerging. ‘You could drown in it.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind if things get too bad.’ Rabbit laughed.

Rabbit had long ago accepted that Ma was the kind of person who, given the opportunity, would say the wrong thing at the wrong time, every time. There were countless examples of this, but one of Rabbit’s favourites had happened many years ago: an old neighbour with a prosthetic hand had asked Molly how she was coping with her mother’s death. Molly had replied, ‘I’m not going to lie to ya, Jean, it’s like losing me right arm.’

Once Rabbit was settled, Fiona left them to it. Rabbit had travelled in her nightwear and dressing-gown even though she’d originally planned to wear day clothes. Molly had brought an expensive pair of wide-legged jersey trousers and a cotton V-necked jumper from Rabbit’s house to the hospital, but by the time she’d seen the consultant, received her meds from the pharmacy and been formally discharged, Rabbit had been too tired to change. ‘I’m just bed-hopping anyway, Ma,’ she’d said.

‘It makes more sense to stay as you are,’ Molly agreed, but it didn’t make sense to her. None of it did. She wanted to scream and shout and rage at the world. She wanted to do some damage, overturn a car, set a church on fire and unleash hell.
If I was just five per cent crazier
, she thought. Molly Hayes was not in her right mind.

The previous day, an oncologist had sat Molly and her husband Jack down in a small yellow room that smelt of antibacterial soap. When they were settled in their seats, he had destroyed them with one sentence. ‘We’re looking at short weeks rather than long months.’ The room fell into complete and total silence. Molly stared at the man’s face and waited for the punch-line that never came. Jack remained motionless. It was as though life had just left him and he was slowly turning to stone. She didn’t argue. The only two words she uttered were ‘Thank you’, when the oncologist booked Rabbit’s place in the hospice. She felt the weight of Jack’s stare. It was as though she was disappearing right in front of his eyes and he was wondering how he would navigate the new reality without his wife.
Give me time to think, old man
. They had no questions – at least, none that the man sitting opposite could answer.

The silence had allowed Molly to do some thinking of her own. It was time to retreat: she needed to arm herself with more information, and she had to come up with a plan, start a new conversation. She was not about to give up, no way. Rabbit Hayes might be dying but she was not going to die because Molly was going to find a way to save her. She wouldn’t talk about it, just do it. In the meantime, she’d play the game. The clock was against them: Rabbit was slipping away. No time for talking.

Staying quiet was unusual for Molly, who liked to talk and battle things out even when she was full sure she wouldn’t receive a conclusion or an answer. In the early days after Rabbit’s diagnosis, she had often taken herself down to the church to abuse God. Prepared for no answers, she’d asked a lot of questions, shaking her fist at the altar and once even giving the finger to a statue of the Baby Jesus.
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