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For the ones who kept showing up — even when the doors were already closed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Epigraph

[image: ]


Some towns remember you in the way they fold the paper.
Quietly. Carefully. Like it matters.
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PROLOGUE
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the Queue Formed Before the

The queue formed before the post office opened.

Emerald Harbour had rules—unspoken but ironclad. You didn’t jump ahead. You didn’t pretend you hadn’t seen someone you definitely had. You made the weather comment. You asked after the mammy. You held the door. You blessed the rain, because in Ireland, if you didn’t bless it you’d go mad with it.

Across the street, Orla Keane stood with a takeaway coffee she didn’t want and a four-year-old with a cardigan buttoned wrong and confidence for the both of them. Rory watched the line like it was a show put on for his personal entertainment, chin lifted, solemn as a judge.

Orla’s stomach kept trying to climb out of her ribs. Not because she was afraid of work. She’d done harder things than a counter and a stamp. It was the being seen part that made her palms damp—being the returning one, the woman who’d left and come back with a child and a new set of quiet rules.

“You nervous, Mammy?” Rory asked, not cruel—just honest in the way only small children and pensioners in waiting rooms could be.

“A little,” she admitted, because he deserved truth, not a performance.

He nodded, satisfied. “It’ll be grand.”

God help her, she almost believed him.

She’d come home properly this time—not for Christmas dinner and borrowed beds, not for the soft lies of ‘just visiting.’ She’d come home to stay. To start small. To live somewhere that still knew her name, even if it spoke it like a warning. Nothing fancy. Nothing that could be taken away. And then she’d done the stupid thing and dreamed.

“Letters to Emerald Harbour.”
A mad idea with a heart beating inside it: a place for the town to write what it couldn’t say out loud. Regrets. Thank-yous. Confessions. Love that had gone quiet. Grief that had no language anymore.
A post box as a confessional. Paper as a place to breathe.
Which was grand, except an idea needed a doorway, and the doorway to this one was currently unlocking the post office from the inside.

Ciarán Walsh turned the key like he trusted it, big hand steady, shoulders broad beneath a dark jumper, the kind of man who looked like he could fix a roof and lift a sofa one-handed and still remember to return your mug washed.

He paused a second before opening, head bowed like he was saying a prayer to the hinges.
He didn’t see her yet.
Her chest did the strange, traitorous thing it always had around him: not a flutter—she’d never been that kind of girl—but a settling. As if her bones remembered something her mind had learned to forget.
They hadn’t spoken properly in years.
They’d almost been something once.
Almost had teeth, it turned out.
Almost could bruise you as much as breaking.
He opened the door and the queue surged with the delicate patience of Irish people who would absolutely kill you but also let you go first because you looked wrecked. He greeted everyone the way he always had—calm, sure, a man who didn’t need to raise his voice to be heard.

That was when Rory broke ranks.

He wriggled forward to see better—too bold, too fearless—and before Orla could catch his hood, he barrelled straight for the glass door like a man with no concept of solid objects.

“Rory—!”

He didn’t hit it.

A hand appeared out of nowhere, big and steady, stopping him with a gentle palm to the chest and a soft thunk of boy meeting safety instead of disaster.

Ciarán stood there in the doorway with a half-eaten scone clamped between his teeth, one hand bracing the door open, the other holding Orla’s child like he’d done it a thousand times, like it was nothing, like gravity itself leaned towards keeping kids upright in his presence.

Rory blinked up at him, deeply impressed.

“Doors don’t move for you just because you’re determined,” Ciarán managed around the scone, voice warm and amused.

A laugh broke out of Orla’s chest, too sharp with fear to be graceful. “He has great faith in the world not being solid,” she said, breathless.

Ciarán shifted the scone to his hand, crumbs threatening mutiny, and really looked at her then. The years sat between them like an extra body in the doorway, but his eyes were the same—soft, steady, as if nothing she did could ever truly surprise him.

“He’ll do grand,” he said quietly. “He’s got someone teaching him how to land.”

The queue pretended heroically not to stare.
Aunties vibrated with the effort of keeping their mouths shut.
A gull screamed approval overhead, because of course it did.
And somewhere deep in Orla’s chest, something old and foolish and hopeful stirred, stretching like it had been asleep too long.
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CHAPTER ONE – THE QUEUE KNOWS
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The first thing Orla learned about working with the public again was that the public did not believe in starting slowly.

By ten o’clock, the queue had grown a second tail.

One half snaked neatly from the counter to the door in a very respectable, well-brought-up line of bill-payers, parcel-senders and pension-collectors. The other half had just... appeared, a knot of bodies around the low table Orla had set up by the side wall with a cardboard sign, two mugs of biros and a stack of creamy envelopes.

LETTERS TO EMERALD HARBOUR
it said in her best teacher handwriting, the capital letters softened with a drawn little wave under the word “Harbour” and a tiny paper boat in the corner. She’d shaded the boat in with blue biro, which had seemed whimsical at midnight and now felt like it might be the thing the whole town judged her for.
“Is it anonymous or what?”

The question came from somewhere beneath a hat that had seen at least three winters and one sheepdog. The hat’s owner—Mrs Kavanagh, of course—was peering at the sign like it might jump up and take confession from her by force.

“Anonymous if you want it to be,” Orla said, keeping her voice light. “You can write to anyone. Yourself, someone who’s gone, someone who annoyed you in 1987 and you’re still not over it. We don’t post them unless you say so. They can just live here.”

“Live where?” another woman demanded, the kind who wore lipstick to collect her pension and would, Orla suspected, outlive them all.

Orla gestured to the wooden post box beside the table. It was meant for charity leaflets originally; she’d bullied the council into letting her repurpose it.

“In here. We’ll collect them once a week and... read them.” The word felt huge in her mouth. “Share some in the Harbour House newsletter, with permission. Maybe use them as part of events. Let the town talk to itself, kind of.”

A beat of silence. Rain tapped at the high window like it was nosy too.

Someone in the main queue coughed. Somewhere behind the counter, coins clinked. The printer made a noise like dying.

“You’ll be reading them yourself, so,” Mrs Kavanagh said shrewdly.

“Only if people want us to,” Orla replied. “If you don’t tick the ‘share’ box, they stay private. Just between you and... Emerald Harbour.” It sounded cornier than she’d intended, but she held her ground. “Sometimes it’s easier to write it down than say it.”

An old man near the newspapers hummed in that non-committal Irish way that meant he agreed but would never admit it in a court of law.

Behind the counter, Ciarán bent over the till drawer, shoulders moving as he counted change into a tray for one of the aunties. He hadn’t interrupted once, which she was grudgingly grateful for and unreasonably annoyed by.

If he’d mocked her, she could have snapped back, slipped into the old rhythm. Instead, he was simply... steady. Present in her periphery. A soft gravity she was trying very hard not to orbit.

“Do you write one yourself?” Lipstick Pensioner asked, eyeing Orla like she might catch her out.

Orla smiled. “I might.”

“Sure what would you have to say?”

That she was tired down to the bone. That she’d come home and still sometimes felt like she was standing in the wrong house apologising for existing. That every time she looked at her son she felt a love so fierce it made her stupid and a fear so sharp it made her careful.

“Plenty,” she said lightly. “But today’s about you lot.”

Rory tugged at her cardigan.

“Mammy.”

She glanced down. “Yeah, pet?”

He pointed very seriously at the envelopes. “Can I write one to the post van? To say thank you for bringing parcels.”

A laugh rippled through the watching aunties. Orla felt her throat close for a second.

“Of course you can,” she said.

He climbed up on the little stool they’d brought over and took an envelope in both hands like it was sacred. His tongue poked out the side of his mouth with concentration as he leaned on the table, biro clutched in his fist. He could only form a handful of letters recognisably, but that had never stopped him narrating at full volume.

“Dear post van,” he muttered, as he scribbled looping lines that were half alphabet, half abstract art. “Thank you for bringing diggers and my wellies and Mammy’s books. Please don’t crash.”

“Sound man,” one of the teenagers in the back murmured, pulling out his phone to type something that Orla hoped wasn’t a meme at her expense.

Ciarán stepped out from behind the counter then, a small stack of brown envelopes in his hand. The queue shifted instinctively to let him through. He had swapped the scone for a mug of tea somewhere along the line; the steam rose in soft spirals near his jaw.

“Extra stock,” he said, nodding at the table. His voice carried easily, quiet but certain. “You’ll be wiped out in an hour at this rate.”

“At this rate,” Orla echoed, grateful her own voice didn’t crack, “we’ll have the town in therapy by Christmas.”

A low ripple of laughter.

He set the envelopes down, then straightened the cardboard sign with two fingers, like it was the most natural thing in the world to tidy her idea into place. His hand brushed the corner where she’d drawn the paper boat. He didn’t comment, but one side of his mouth tugged, a tiny, traitorous almost-smile.

“You okay there, Rory?” he asked.

Rory looked up from his masterpiece, biro on his cheek. “I’m telling the van not to crash,” he reported. “And that I like parcels.”

“Good man. Vans need reminding.”

He said it like it was an entirely reasonable thing to believe. He always had been like that with children—no talking down, no babying, just taking them at their own level and lifting them up gently from there. She had seen him at twenty-three in a pub snug, keeping someone’s toddler occupied with beer mats while the parents argued quietly at the bar. She had thought then, traitorously, he’ll be a good dad someday.

She shoved the memory away now before it could hurt.

“First day and you’ve already got them writing,” he said, looking back at Orla. “That’s not nothing.”

“It might be nothing,” she replied. “They might all write about the price of butter and how the council’s useless.”

“That’s still truth,” he said. “Truth’s a start.”

She hated that he could do that—take a small, silly line and turn it into something that felt like it tugged, gently, at the centre of her chest.

“Next!” someone called impatiently from the main queue, and the spell broke.

Ciarán tipped his mug in a half-salute to her and went back behind the counter, slipping into his place with the practised ease of a man who had done a thousand small, invisible tasks for other people and expected no recognition for any of them.

Orla watched him serve the next customer, eyes on the screen, hands sure and quick. The post office had always been a kind of stage for the town, but he’d turned it into something steadier—a heartbeat, maybe. A place you came when you needed things sorted; a place that didn’t move even when life did.

If he left—if the review went badly and they closed this branch—Emerald Harbour would lose more than stamps and parcel slips. It would lose its queue. Its noticeboard. Its excuse to see each other.

Her idea seemed very small against that.

“You’re overthinking,” Maeve’s voice said softly beside her.

Orla started. “How do you always know?”

“Because your thinking face is the same as your ‘I’ve decided to fix the world with three teabags and a spreadsheet’ face.” Maeve sidled into place, scarf unwound, rain in her hair. She smelled like outside and Earl Grey. “How’s it going?”

“Mixed reviews,” Orla said. “Mild suspicion, light derision, possible cautious interest.”

“So like every good Irish initiative ever.” Maeve surveyed the table, the envelopes, the slowly growing clutch of people pretending not to be intrigued. “You’ve done well.”

“Tell that to the grant panel,” Orla muttered.

“I will,” Maeve said. “But first, we let the queue talk. They’ll do half your work for you if you give them a pen.”

As if on cue, Lipstick Pensioner stepped forward, took an envelope with an air of martyrdom, and sat herself down on the nearest plastic chair.

“Don’t be looking over my shoulder now,” she warned, uncapping a pen.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Orla lied.

By eleven, there were eight letters in the box.

Some were thin, barely a page. One was stuffed so full the flap wouldn’t close properly and had to be taped. A teenage girl in a school jumper had dropped one in with the furtive guilt of someone disposing of a body. A man in a hi-vis jacket had stood with it in his hand for so long that Orla had nearly gone over to ask if he needed help spelling something, then thought better of it and watched from the corner of her eye as he finally, gently, slipped it inside.

It wasn’t a revolution. It was ink and paper and fear and hope in very small doses.

But for the first time since she’d come back to Emerald Harbour with her life in boxes and her heart held together with tape, Orla felt something ease under her ribs.

The town was talking.
Maybe, if she was very careful, she could learn how to listen.
At lunchtime, when the queue thinned and the rain stepped up from drizzle to determined, Ciarán closed one of the service hatches and came over to the table.

“All right if I move this a bit?” he asked.

He didn’t touch a thing until she nodded. Then he shifted the table six inches away from the wall and angled it towards the door, so the first thing people saw when they came in was the sign and the envelopes.

“There,” he said. “Now anyone trying to avoid it will have to work harder.”

“You’re very confident they’ll want to avoid it,” she said dryly.

“In this town? They’ll pretend.” His eyes warmed. “Then they’ll all have written three by the end of the month.”

She hesitated. “Do you... think it’s daft?”

He frowned slightly, like she’d suggested the sea might decide not to come in today.

“No,” he said. “I think it’s work.”

“Work?”

“Sorting feelings into envelopes instead of boxes. Same principle. Bit messier.” He shrugged, the movement slow and easy. “People like being asked what they think, Orla. Even if they only ever answer on paper.”

The way he said her name was a problem. It always had been. Gentle, like he was checking she was still there.

“Anyway,” he added, almost off-hand, “if it keeps this place busy, the review might look kinder.”

There it was. The practical stake hiding beneath everything else.

“You heard more?” she asked.

“Just rumours.” He didn’t elaborate, which meant he knew more than he wanted to say in front of a room half-full of aunties with weaponised hearing. “We’ll talk later.”

Later. As if that was a normal thing for them to have now.

Before she could decide whether that made her more nervous or less, the door opened and a gust of wet air swept in with two schoolchildren, a parcel-laden man and a woman Orla recognised with a complicated lurch of the stomach as someone who knew her from Before.

The day moved on. The till rang. The printer whined. The queue did what queues always did in Emerald Harbour: listened, judged, forgave, forgot, remembered, carried.

And on the side wall by the slightly crooked noticeboard, the little wooden box slowly, quietly, began to fill.
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CHAPTER TWO – INK ON THE FINGERS
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By the time the last pension had been collected and the last parcel scanned, Orla’s head was ringing with the particular kind of tired that came from holding her shoulders at “professional” height for four hours straight.

Rory had been whisked off to Harbour House with the after-school crowd, hand tucked trustingly into Maeve’s. The post office had slipped back into its usual rhythm of low conversation and the occasional raised voice over customs charges. The cardboard sign by the side wall was a little bent now, one corner softened by the touch of dozens of curious fingers.

The wooden box beside it was heavier.

“Right,” Maeve said, appearing at her elbow with two takeaway cups and the kind of expression that meant she’d already decided what was happening next. “Tea. Table. Excavation.”

“Already?” Orla flexed her hand, feeling the ghost of the pen she’d been lending all morning. “We said once a week.”

“We said once a week for public sharing,” Maeve corrected, steering her gently towards the back room. “We didn’t say anything about the two of us having a nose immediately.”

The post office’s sorting room smelled of paper, cardboard, and the faint lemony tang of whatever cleaning solution Ciarán used when he thought nobody was looking. Shelves lined the walls, small hatches connecting it to the front counter. There was a table in the middle that had seen several administrations and at least one attempted rebrand, the paint worn smooth where hands and boxes had dragged over it.

The wooden box looked smaller in here, but no less solemn.

“Are we... allowed?” Orla asked, even though she knew the answer. She’d written the protocol herself. Ticked boxes. Privacy clauses. Signed documents.

Maeve raised a brow. “Do you want to wait?”

“No.” The word came out too quickly. She exhaled. “No. I just... there’s something about knowing they’re there. It feels... holy.”

Maeve’s mouth softened. “Then we treat it like that.”

They set the box down between them. Someone—Ciarán, surely—had wiped a smear of mud off the side; there was a faint clean streak in the grain.

Orla pulled the small brass key from her pocket. Turning it felt like opening a diary you’d forgotten you’d once kept. The lid lifted with a soft wooden sigh.

Envelopes.

White, cream, brown. Some carefully sealed, others a bit mangled. One with a sticker of a cartoon dog on the back. It shouldn’t have been much. Paper and ink and the residue of people’s hands.

Her throat went tight anyway.

“Okay,” she said, a little hoarse. “Ground rules. We only open the ones with the ‘share’ box ticked. We count the rest and log them as private. No laughing unless the letter wants us to.”

Maeve nodded solemnly. “No reading out names.”

“We black out anything too identifiable before it goes anywhere.”

“Agreed. And we make tea before the really sad ones.”

“I think we should have made the tea before we opened the box,” Orla muttered.

“That’s why I’m here.” Maeve slid a cup towards her. “Go on.”

Orla reached in and took the first envelope. It was cheap paper, the kind you bought in a pack of fifty and forgot in a drawer. The tick-box on the front had been filled in with firm, decisive strokes: SHARE, underlined twice.

She slit it open with the blunt edge of her fingernail, feeling the edge catch the skin just enough to sting.

“Sign of things to come,” Maeve said mildly, nodding at the tiny red mark.

“Ink on the fingers,” Orla replied. “Occupational hazard.”

She unfolded the page.

Dear Whoever Reads This,

I am seventy-two years old and this is the first letter I have written that my husband will not read over my shoulder...

She swallowed. Kept going.

By the time she reached the end—Thank you for giving me a place to say his name out loud without making the children uncomfortable—her vision had gone blurry.

Maeve’s hand landed lightly on her wrist, not heavy enough to trap, just enough to anchor.

“Put it in the ‘possible sharing’ pile,” Maeve said quietly. “That’s a first-ballot entry.”

There were more.

A letter to the council about the state of the footpath by the cemetery, somehow both furious and heartbreaking in the way it talked about wheels and walking sticks and “the dignity of not breaking your neck while visiting your dead”.

A letter to “The Girl With The Green Umbrella Who Always Lets Me Go Ahead Of Her In The Queue Even Though She’s Clearly In A Hurry”, which was really a love letter to small, unremarked kindnesses.

One, written in block capitals, which simply said:

TO THE MAN WHO OWES ME FIFTY EURO SINCE THE 2002 COUNTY FINAL. I FORGIVE YOU BUT I’M STILL BUYING THE FIRST ROUND.

“That one’s going on the noticeboard,” Maeve said, wiping her eyes.

“Absolutely not,” Orla protested, even as a laugh cracked through her chest. “We’ll have fights.”

“We have fights anyway,” Maeve said. “Might as well have themed ones.”

They moved steadily. Read. Sorted. Logged. Some letters were raw enough that they didn’t finish them, closing the pages gently and putting them into the PRIVATE box with a kind of reverence. Others were so funny Orla had to press her fist to her mouth to keep the sound from carrying back through to the front.

The ink built up on her fingers, blue smudges along the sides of her hand where she steadied pages, a thin line where a leaky biro had left its mark on the envelope flap. It felt... right, somehow. Like a visible record of contact.

“Last one for now,” Maeve said eventually, flexing her fingers. “If we keep going, we’ll be no use to anyone after lunch.”

Orla nodded and reached into the box.

Her hand closed on a heavy cream envelope. Good paper, thick and smooth. No name on the front, just the tidy tick in the SHARE box and, in the top corner, a small drawn circle that could have been a sun or a wheel or nothing at all.

She opened it.

There was only one line inside.

I don’t know how to write to a place that has already made up its mind about me.

Her chest pulled tight.

“That’s it?” Maeve asked, leaning in.

Orla turned the page over. No name. No extra. Just the pressure marks in the paper where the pen had pressed a little too hard.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s it.”

They looked at each other, then at the envelope.

“Could be half the town,” Maeve said softly.

“Could be me,” Orla replied before she could stop herself.

Maeve didn’t say I know. She just reached for her tea.

“Private?” she asked.

Orla hesitated. The SHARE box was ticked. Whoever had written it had made that choice.

“Public,” she said eventually. “But... maybe not straight away. It feels like a... anchor piece. When we’re ready to talk about what this whole thing is.”

Maeve nodded. “We’ll give it time.”

They logged it on the spreadsheet—DATE: 14 OCT / CATEGORY: IDENTITY / TONE: RAW / STATUS: HOLD—and closed the lid on the box for now.

When Orla stepped back out into the main office, she felt like she’d been underwater. The light was too bright. The sound of the ticket machine spitting out numbers was absurdly loud.

Ciarán glanced up, caught her eye briefly, then looked back down at the parcel he was weighing. He didn’t call her over. Didn’t ask if she was all right. Somehow, that made it easier to cross the room to the little table and straighten the sign again.

One of the teen lads from earlier wandered in, hood up against the rain.

“All right, Miss Keane?” he said, voice cracking on the last syllable. She still wasn’t used to hearing her old title in this building.

“Surviving,” she said. “You?”

He shrugged. “Got a thing to post.”

He held up an envelope, already sealed. She tried not to look too curious.

“You can use the main counter for that,” she said. “Or the box, if it’s for the project.”

He hovered, then veered towards the wooden box. Dropped the envelope inside like it might bite him.

“Is that your first?” she asked gently.

“Second,” he muttered, flushing. “First was about the pitch. This one’s... about my da.”

“Brave,” she said.

He scowled automatically, but his shoulders relaxed a fraction as he left.

The rest of the day blurred. Normal tasks, ordinary crises. A woman lost her tracking number and swore the parcel contained “emotional support knitwear”. A man insisted on weighing his letter three times because it “felt heavier with the truth in it”.

By closing, there were four more envelopes in the box.

She shouldn’t have been surprised when there was a knock on the frame of the back-room door just as she was shrugging into her coat.

“You heading to Harbour House?” Ciarán asked.

“Yeah. Rory’ll stage a coup if I’m late twice in a row.”

“I’m driving past.” He lifted his keys. “If you want a lift.”

The offer hung in the air like steam.

Old habits flared—the automatic refusal, the independence sharpened by years of learning not to rely on anyone. But there was also the memory of Rory hitting that glass door and the solid, uncomplicated way Ciarán’s hand had caught him.

“Sure,” she heard herself say. “If you’re going that direction anyway.”

“I am.” He glanced at the wooden box, then back at her. “How’d it go?”

She thought of the seventy-two-year-old writing to the empty space beside her, of the footpath, of the green umbrella girl, of the one line about a town with its mind made up.

“Loud,” she said. “Even on paper.”

He smiled a little. “That’s Emerald Harbour.”

They walked out together, side by side, the rain fine and misty now, curling under the streetlights. For a second, as she watched him lock the door, she saw them as they might look to anyone passing by: two people closing up shop, sharing a quiet word at the end of the day.

Not almost. Not nearly. Just... here.

In the car, he turned the heater on low and the radio down to a murmur. The van rolled along the familiar route towards Harbour House, past the pitch and the chipper and the corner where the bus used to stop before the timetable was cut.

“You’re doing a good thing,” he said eventually, eyes on the road.

“You haven’t read half of them,” she pointed out.

“I’ve read enough description of them in the ledger.” He tapped the dashboard lightly with two fingers, as if marking a point. “Grief. Thanks. Regrets. That’s more honesty than this place usually manages in a month.”

“Or more trouble.”

“Truth is never the trouble,” he said. “What people do with it is.”

She turned her head to look at him. The lines at the corners of his eyes were new. The profile wasn’t. She’d watched that nose, that mouth, curve around jokes and kindness and the occasional fury in back rooms of pubs and on late walks home. She had once almost reached out and put her hand on his jaw to see if he’d lean into it.

“Since when did you get so philosophical?” she asked lightly.

“Since I started spending all day with letters,” he said. “Occupational hazard.”

Harbour House glowed as they pulled up outside, warm light spilling from the big front windows. Shadowy shapes moved inside—the outline of a football, a tangle of small bodies, someone carrying chairs.

“Thanks,” she said, fingers already on the seat belt.

“Anytime.” He hesitated. “If you want me to bring the box up in the evenings, I can. Save you carrying it back and forth.”

There it was again: the quiet offer to take weight from her hands.

“I can manage,” she said automatically. Then, softer, “But... maybe on Thursdays. After collection.”

“Thursdays it is.”

He didn’t push. Didn’t make it into a thing. Just nodded, as if they’d agreed on a rota for bin night.

She climbed out, the air immediately cooler without the van’s heater. Halfway to the door, she realised her fingertips were still faintly stained blue. Ink caught in the lines of her skin.

She rubbed her thumb over them, but the colour clung on.

Inside, Rory screamed “Mammy!” and hit her mid-thigh like a small, delighted tank. She scooped him up, burying her face in his hair for a second longer than usual.

“You’re mucky,” he informed her cheerfully, poking her hand. “You’ve got pen all over you.”

“Do I?” she said.

“Yeah.” He sounded impressed. “Like a real writer.”

She laughed, because the only other option was crying.

“Something like that,” she said.

Later, when he was asleep and the house was quiet and the damp of the day had finally been chased from the walls by the cautious warmth of the radiator, she sat alone at the little kitchen table with a mug of tea and one of the creamy envelopes she’d “rescued” from the post office’s overstock.

The box was at the post office. The rules said she couldn’t just start stuffing letters directly into it in her own kitchen. The rules also said nothing about drafts.

She uncapped a pen. Stared at the blank.

Dear Emerald Harbour, she wrote.

Then stared some more.

You think you know me, she added finally. But I changed when you weren’t looking.

Her hand shook. The ink blobbed slightly on the loop of the g in “changed”. She wiped her thumb across it on instinct, smearing the edge. More blue on her fingers. More evidence.

She could write for other people all day long—for funding, for programmes, for kids’ events and tidy little website bios. Writing for herself was harder. Writing to a place that had once closed around her like a fist and then let go when she needed it to hold on—that was hardest of all.

She sat there a long time, the kettle ticking as it cooled, the house settling around her. The words didn’t come easily, but they came.

By the time she signed it—with nothing but an initial, because even on paper she was still a little cowardly—it was three pages long.

She didn’t put it in an envelope.

Not yet.

Instead, she pressed her ink-stained fingers flat against the last page and left faint, crooked marks there. Proof that she’d touched the truth, even if she wasn’t brave enough to post it in the morning.

Tomorrow, she told herself.

Tomorrow, she’d decide whether to let the town read her, the way she was asking them to let her read them.

Tomorrow, she’d see if she could bear to let go of the letter and hear the soft wooden sigh of the box closing over it.

For now, she folded the pages and slid them into the drawer with the spare batteries and the takeaway menus and the other things that kept a small life running.

Ink on her fingers, letter in the dark.

The town talking, somewhere just beyond her front door.

And Orla, finally, starting to answer back.
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CHAPTER THREE – BACK HOME, AGAIN
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On Saturday morning, the town looked exactly the same and completely different.

That was the trouble with coming back for good, Orla decided as she wrestled Rory’s small arm into the sleeve of his jacket. Weekends used to be something she visited—drop in, accept too much food, collect the latest gossip, leave before anyone could ask when she was moving home. Now the weekend sat on her shoulders like weather she had to live through.

“Mammy, my sock is wrong,” Rory announced, hopping on one foot.

“It’s the same sock it always is,” she said, straightening it anyway.

“It’s wrong in my heart,” he said gravely.

She snorted. “Right, Saint Rory of the Sensitive Toes. Lift.”

He lifted. She fixed. The ordinary choreography steadied her more than she wanted to admit. Coat, hat, tiny hi-vis vest (“I’m a real site manager,” he insisted every time), packed bag. The rhythm of a life she had wanted—quiet, predictable, built for two.

The letter she’d written the night before sat in the kitchen drawer, three pages folded around her indecision. Every time she passed the table, she felt its weight like a tug behind her ribs.

“You bringing the letters box home, Mammy?” Rory asked as they stepped out into the October air, breath turning white in front of them.

“No, pet. The box stays in the post office.”

He considered this. “But the post office is home for letters.”

“It is,” she said. “And we’re home for us.”

He accepted that, the way children did, slotting her answer into his understanding of the world. The harbour wind met them at the corner, damp and insistent. The town rose around them in familiar lines: the chipper, the pharmacy, the café that had once been an ice-cream shop when she was younger and therefore still was in her head.

Her parents’ house was a ten-minute walk away, uphill enough that her thighs complained. Once, this street had been the walk away from home, freedom humming under her skin as she headed for the bus. Now it was the walk towards backup childcare and unsolicited opinions on everything from Rory’s haircut to the state of the government.

Her mother opened the door before she could knock.

“There you are,” she said, like Orla had been gone for months, not since Wednesday. “Come in out of that. You’ll freeze the child.”

“The child is a radiator,” Orla said. “He runs at a constant forty degrees.”

Rory barreled past her, already shrugging off his coat.

“Nana, can I watch the diggers?” he demanded. Her father watched a construction channel on YouTube as if it were art-house cinema; Rory considered it appointment viewing.

“If you eat your toast first,” her mother said, aiming a kiss somewhere near Orla’s cheek and catching mostly air. Physical affection had never been her strong suit. Food was. “He’s looking forward to him. You staying?”

“Can’t. I’ve to go up to Harbour House and bully teenagers into filling out consent forms.”

Her mother’s mouth did the familiar purse that meant she had Thoughts about Orla “overdoing it” but knew better than to say so. “You’ll have your dinner here later?”

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m not sure about anything except that you don’t cook proper dinners during the week.”

“I do,” Orla protested weakly. “Sometimes.”

“You feed him,” her mother corrected. “That’s not the same. Half five. Don’t be late.”

It was the closest she came to saying *I’m glad you’re here*.

Back on the street, Orla breathed out. The air tasted like coal smoke and sea-salt and something older—regret, maybe. Habit. The kind of air you only learned to read correctly once you’d tried to breathe somewhere else.

Harbour House sat where it always had, just off the main street, its big windows fogged slightly from the heat inside. A hand-painted banner—EMERALD HARBOUR YOUTH & COMMUNITY—hung a little crooked over the door. She’d helped repaint the lettering last month, talking herself hoarse over the sound of playlists and kids arguing about corners of masking tape.

Inside, the usual chaos greeted her. Footballs. Paint pots. A cluster of teen girls around a laptop, shrieking in horror at some influencer’s choice of outfit. The low rumble of Maeve’s voice in the kitchen as she negotiated tea, biscuits and life choices simultaneously.

“You’re late,” Seán called from a table stacked with flyers, not looking up from the clipboards he was pretending to organise.

“You’re dramatic,” she said, shrugging off her coat.

He looked up then and grinned, the same eejit smile he’d had at sixteen, just with better grooming and a wedding ring.

“Only because you bring it out in me,” he said. “We’re doing permission slips for the Galway trip. The youth of Emerald Harbour are very committed to pretending they’ve handed them in.”

“Hand it over.” She took the stack. “I’m terrifying. I’ll get signatures.”

She wove through the room, dropping gentle threats and tired jokes. The kids responded the way they always had—with eye-rolls and obedience. In another life, she’d have stayed in teaching, anchored herself in a classroom and a curriculum and the solid safety of term dates. In this one, her career had bent around childcare, an overstretched ex-partner, and the desperate need to pay rent in a city that didn’t care whether you slept or not.

“Back home, again,” Seán said later, passing her a mug of tea once the worst of the paperwork was tamed. He nodded towards the noticeboard where a printed sheet announced the Letters to Emerald Harbour project in bold, hopeful font. “Seeing your name up there and all.”

“It was up there before,” she said. “For the Easter Fair. For the Halloween disco. For that time you asked me to do the rota and then ran away for three weeks.”

“Yeah, but that was you visiting,” he said. “This is you... planted.”

She took a sip of tea to hide the way the word hit her. Planted. Like a tree. Or a gravestone.

“Don’t get poetic on me,” she said.

“Can’t help it. I’m around all these bleeding feelings.” He jerked his chin towards the stack of blank envelopes on the corner of the table. “How’d it go yesterday?”

“Busy.”

“Good busy or *this town is going to eat itself* busy?”

“Both.” She hesitated. “You should write one. You’re full of shite; it has to go somewhere.”

He clutched his chest. “Attacked.”

“You love it.”

He did, and they both knew it. Teasing was their language. Always had been. It was easier than talking about the ways their lives had forked—him staying, marrying the girl everyone thought he’d marry, inheriting his father’s ladder and half his bad back; her leaving, coming back with a child and a smile honed for deflection.

“Is he in today?” Seán asked casually.

She didn’t have to ask who *he* was.

“He’s working,” she said. “Post offices don’t close just because you lot are on the pull for volunteers.”

“Shame.” Seán’s eyes went faux-innocent. “I’ve a parcel needs delivering.”

“To where?” she asked warily.

“Your heart,” he said in a falsetto, clasping his hands under his chin.

She threw a balled-up flyer at his head. It bounced off his shoulder and landed neatly in the recycling bin. The room applauded. Someone wolf-whistled. For a second, the heat of embarrassment burned through the cooler, older hurt.

“Good shot,” Maeve said, appearing out of nowhere like a benevolent witch. “Save some of that energy for the fundraiser meeting on Tuesday. We’ll need it.”

The word *fundraiser* dragged the mood back to where it lived now: reality.

“Any news from the review?” Orla asked.

“Only that there is one,” Maeve said grimly. “We’ll get more near the end of the month. In the meantime, we charm them senseless. Programmes full, events sold out, nice shiny statistics. And...” She nodded at the envelopes. “Stories. Those might matter more than we think.”

“Stories always matter more than they think,” Seán said, unexpectedly serious.

He was right. It was just that sometimes, as Orla knew too well, they mattered in ways that hurt.

***
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By the time she made it back to her parents’ house that evening, the sky had deepened to the kind of blue that never quite turned to black on the west coast. Her father’s car was in the drive, ancient and dependable. The smell of stew hit her as soon as she opened the door.

“There you are,” her mother said again, like the day had been an absence instead of a normal working Saturday. “Wash your hands. He’s after putting his in the butter.”

“I was making a cave,” Rory said from his booster seat at the table, butter smeared suspiciously on his cheek as well as the bread in front of him.

“Of course you were,” Orla said, kissing the top of his head. “Caves need good foundations.”

Her father looked up from his bowl, eyes crinkling. “You surviving?”

“Just about.” She took the seat opposite him. The table was exactly as it had been all her life: too much cutlery, a jug of water sweating condensation, a salt cellar in the shape of a sheep her aunt had brought back from Donegal in 1992. “We opened the letters box yesterday.”

“Oh aye?” His voice gentled. “And what did Emerald Harbour have to say for itself?”

“Everything,” she said. “Nothing. All of it.”

It was impossible to explain without breaking confidences. She could only sketch the edges: how grief looked on cheap paper, how love sounded when it didn’t have to be brave, how anger could be funny if it was old enough.

Her mother sniffed. “People should say things to each other’s faces.”

“They don’t,” Orla said mildly. “Or they say them and make it worse. This way, they get to practice.”

“Practice?”

“Being honest.”

Her mother made a face like the concept offended her. “In my day—”

“In your day,” her father interrupted gently, “people wrote letters all the time and half the town survived on them when the men went to England for work.”

“That was different,” she said.

“Because it was you,” he replied.

Orla hid a smile in her stew. Her parents had perfected this particular argument over decades; it was almost comforting now, like reruns on a Sunday afternoon.

After dinner, while Rory supervised Grandad’s YouTube browsing with the seriousness of a site foreman, Orla stood at the kitchen sink and stared out at the back garden. The washing line sagged slightly. The old swing-set rusted quietly in the corner. Her teenage self had hung off those bars thinking she’d never come back once she was gone.

“Stop thinking,” her mother said, dropping a tea towel into her hands.

“I’m not,” Orla lied.

“You’re chewing the inside of your cheek. You only do that when you’re thinking or lying. And you’re too tired to lie properly.”

Fair point.

Her mother rinsed a plate, paused. “You’re doing well. With him.” She nodded towards the living room, where Rory’s delighted commentary on a digger’s bucket capacity drifted through. “With the job. With all of it.”

The words lodged somewhere under Orla’s breastbone.

“Thanks,” she said, quietly.

“Don’t let them take that post office,” her mother said briskly, as if that were something Orla could simply decide. “We need the pensions. And the parcels. And the gossip.”

“We’re trying,” Orla said.

“Try harder.” Her mother turned back to the sink. “Tea?”

“Yes,” Orla said, because there was only one acceptable answer to that question in this house.

***
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Later still, when Rory was in his own bed in their own small house and the quiet had settled heavy on her shoulders again, Orla opened the kitchen drawer.

The letter stared back at her. *Dear Emerald Harbour... You think you know me.*

She ran her thumb over the fold. The ink smudges on the last page had dried to a faint shadow.

“You’re being ridiculous,” she told herself.

The whole point of the project was that people trusted the box. If she couldn’t trust it herself, what business did she have asking anyone else to?

She folded the pages into an envelope with more care than was strictly necessary, smoothing the edges flat. Her hand hovered over the place where a name should go.

She wrote nothing.

On the front, in small, tidy letters, she wrote only:

FOR SHARING.

The tick-box was implied.

She left the envelope on top of her bag by the door.

If she picked it up in the morning, she’d post it. If she didn’t, she’d... well. She’d have to live with knowing she’d asked people for a kind of courage she wasn’t willing to show.

Her phone buzzed on the table.

A message from Maeve: **Got roped into music at the pub. Session from nine. You coming?**

Orla typed, **I’m wrecked**.

She didn’t send it.

Another message popped up before she could decide.

**Postmaster’s off at half-eight. Seán says we need someone to roll their eyes at the song choices.**

She could see it too clearly: the snug, the low light, the battered guitar. Ciarán in a corner chair, hands on a bodhrán or a pint, listening more than talking. It was always like that, with him. He made silence look like a full sentence.

*Back home, again,* she thought, and wasn’t sure whether it was a comfort or a warning.

She typed: **I’ll be there for one.**

Maeve replied with three musical notes and a teapot emoji. Of course she did.

Orla looked at the envelope one more time, then at the clock.

“If I’m going to be an eejit,” she told the empty kitchen, “I might as well be a consistent one.”

She put the envelope into her bag.

***
[image: ]


The pub was already half-full when she pushed the door open. Warmth and sound hit her at once: laughter, clinking glasses, the low hum of a song just getting started. Fairy lights looped along the beams, throwing soft gold over familiar faces. The air smelled of spilled beer, wood polish and the faint metallic tang of someone’s tin whistle warming up.

Maeve spotted her first and lifted her chin in greeting from the snug. Seán sat beside her, guitar on his knee. A few older lads stood nearby with instruments in various states of tuning. Someone at the bar waved. Auntie Brigade occupied a corner like a jury on break.

And there, by the fire, was Ciarán.

No uniform. Just jeans and a dark shirt, sleeves rolled, throat bare where his collar usually sat. He looked... softer, somehow. Less like a public servant and more like the man she half-remembered from long, late walks that had never quite turned into anything else.

He glanced up as she approached, as if he’d felt her before he saw her. His mouth curved, slow and small.

“You made it,” he said.

“Apparently,” she said, hanging her coat on the back of a chair. “Don’t let it get around. I’ve a reputation for staying in on Saturdays and watching rubbish telly.”

“Too late,” Seán called. “We’ve already announced you as our groupie.”

“In your dreams,” she shot back.

Someone passed her a pint. She didn’t see who. That was the thing about this place—half your needs were met before you articulated them. It was lovely. It was suffocating. It was home.

The session started. Familiar songs, spun new by whoever took the lead. A Westlife chorus crept into a trad arrangement and somehow worked. The aunties joined in on the bits everyone knew. Laughter slid around the edges of the verses like a second melody.

At some point, without her noticing when, Orla felt her shoulders drop.

She let herself lean back against the snug, fingers wrapped around the cool glass, watching the way Ciarán’s hand tapped against his thigh in time with the bodhrán. When the song ended, he caught her looking. Instead of looking away, she held his gaze.

“How’s your ink?” he asked quietly, nodding at her hands.

She glanced down. The worst of the stains had gone, but faint shadows lingered around her cuticles.

“Persistent,” she said.

“Good.” He took a sip of his drink. “Means it’s doing its job.”

“Which is?”

“Getting under your skin.”

It was a nothing remark. A throwaway line about stationery. It landed somewhere far more tender than it had any right to.

“Back home, again,” Seán said later, when the crowd thinned enough for him to flop down beside her. He nodded at her pint. “You even drink like you used to.”

“I drink slower,” she said. “I have to get up with a small dictator in the morning.”

He grinned. “We’re all small dictators in this town. Some of us just shout louder.”

Maybe that was the problem, she thought on the walk home. The town had made up its mind about her once. The letters project was her way of asking it to reconsider. To listen.

And somewhere in the middle of all that, between paper and ink and music under low lights, she was going to have to decide whether she believed it could.

As she let herself into the house, the quiet wrapped around her again. The bag with the envelope in it thumped gently against her hip.

Back home, again.

This time, she thought, she might even stay on purpose.
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CHAPTER FOUR – STAMP OF APPROVAL
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Monday mornings in the post office had a particular soundtrack.

Coins. Coughs. The whine of the ticket machine. Someone tutting about the price of stamps as if it were a personal attack. And beneath it all, the soft, relentless thud of rubber on paper as Ciarán’s hand came down, again and again, leaving the same small circle of approval on every envelope that crossed his counter.

Thud. Click. Slide. Next.

Orla had always liked order. Timetables. Colour-coded spreadsheets. The rhythm of register calls and break bells. There was something comforting in the way the queue moved under his hands now, steady and predictable. Even when people were cross, they were cross within a system. Numbers. Forms. Redirection slips.

It was almost enough to distract her from the fact that the envelope in her bag felt like it weighed a kilo and hummed, quietly, every time she shifted her shoulder.

She’d put it in the box by the door.

That was the agreement she’d made with herself as she’d walked here, Rory skipping at her side, narrating a dream about a digger that could fly.
She’d put the letter in the box, and then she’d go behind the counter and pretend she hadn’t.
Simple.

“Ticket thirty-four,” Ciarán called, the microphone unnecessary but required by policy. His voice carried perfectly fine without it.

Orla hovered by the side wall, checking the cardboard sign was still straight, the pens still working, the envelopes still
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