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FICTION
A Tale of Four Troubled and Talented Sisters, Told with Irish Flair
There’s more than blarney in Caoilinn Hughes’s riotous, ambitiously structured new novel.
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THE ALTERNATIVES, by Caoilinn Hughes

Caoilinn Hughes’s exuberant third novel opens with Olwen Flattery, a geology professor, lecturing her undergraduate students about tectonic convergence. “Just imagine the force it would take to move a mountain! And we’re not talking about violent, sudden processes, like an earthquake shouldering up a mountain range. No. These forces are so incremental and immense, so imperceivable and unstoppable, that there’s no halting their progress.”
Soon, the reader is introduced to Olwen’s younger sisters, all in their 30s, without husbands but with Ph.D. degrees. Two decades earlier, they were orphaned when their parents wandered off a cliff on a stormy night. As it turns out, all four have become a force of sorts: Olwen, Maeve, Nell and Rhona — each one in motion at different speeds with different agendas and ambitions, each one “unstoppable” in a way.
Maeve is an Instagram-famous chef and author of a cookbook series who has recently become preoccupied with the food shortages produced by Brexit, and by the idea of enlisting her Bosnian mime roommate as a potential sperm donor. Nell is an adjunct philosophy professor in Connecticut who prefers a celibate lifestyle and the solace of frigid nocturnal swims to the companionship of others. Rhona is one of the world’s leading proponents of citizens’ assemblies, a professor of political science at Dublin’s Trinity College and a mother to a cheery 11-month-old baby. (“In fact, Leo was the result of two missed contraceptive pills, a night of MDMA and a moonlit sea, after a beach party at an electoral reform conference in Lisbon.”)
[image: The cover features a sheep perched atop several colorful layers of sediment rendered in greens and yellows and browns.]On a rainy evening, Olwen disappears, and it’s unclear whether she wants to be found or not. Months later, Rhona discovers Olwen’s coordinates and collects her scattered sisters for an adventure. As with any good Irish novel, there are familiar elements of alcoholism, mental illness, rural landscapes, adverse weather conditions and tumultuous family reunions. But to categorize this novel into a tidy box undermines the daring genius of its author.
Reminiscent of Ali Smith’s brilliant novel “Autumn,” Hughes’s prose is like a virtuosic jazz number — loose, free and surprising. Despite the boundless spirit of the narrative, her authorial command rarely wavers. Occasional digressions emerge in the secondary story lines and the expounding of political and philosophical ideas, but those spokes of thought often connect to the novel’s center, returning to the sisters as they each reconsider their own versions of home and family. 

At one point, there is a lengthy discussion of Heidegger and the notion that “care is what makes us human. … We’re borne of care, it’s an intractable phenomenon of being, our central way of understanding the self.” What is the difference between “taking care of” and “caring for”? And how do these beliefs apply to Olwen and her longing to disappear?
Midway through, Hughes introduces a two-act-play structure. Admittedly, that shift requires a bit more from the reader, but within a few pages, she seduced me with her clever narrative strategy and its ability to amplify the distinct voices of these sisters. Instead of distracting from the main narrative, this structural choice energizes — and deepens — the characters.
Perhaps Hughes is pointing to the influence of the great Irish dramatists, such as J.M. Synge, Brendan Behan and, more recently, Tom Murphy, who hailed from her hometown of Galway and was known for the musicality of his language, his dark humor and the demands of his plays on actors and audiences. I also found myself thinking about the novelistic stage directions found in Eugene O’Neill’s work, reflecting his lyrical voice as much as the precision and rigor of his instructions.
Despite the grief, loneliness and isolation threaded throughout, “The Alternatives” is also a funny novel. Wit and humor percolate, like a simmering pot, throughout the scenes. On the sentence level, rhythm and cadence propel Hughes’s effortless prose. 
In one of the stage directions during a pub scene, the author writes of Nell and then Maeve: “Her body lifts and resettles, as if resetting the needle on the vinyl after a scratch. They are both put in mind of their father — his passion for company and chaos, his overspill of love, his need for a teeming house, loud with chatter. It was his idea, surely, to treat postpartum with more children. To treat aloneness with company.”
“The Alternatives” is a bold, beautiful, complex novel, and I can’t wait to read what Hughes writes next. She, too, is an unstoppable force.
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