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I

winter solstice

21 December: The longest night
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THE RAIN AGAINST THE windshield is relentless. It buckets down from the heavens as if somebody or something is angrily and deliberately attempting to wipe them all out, like a demonic toddler with a watering can over an ant hole. 

Enya can’t see a thing beyond the violent movements of her windshield wipers and the blurry slurry of rain which is making outside seem like a mirage, or melting hot wax. Everything dripping, dissolving and slowly becoming undone. 

She takes her foot off the accelerator as she whips around another corner she didn’t see coming. Her stomach heaves at the sudden lurch and her heart pounds, her shoulders are tense as she grips the wheel for dear life and her jaw aches as she clamps down her teeth. She slides around the narrow winding roads through the Cruagh and Kilmashogue mountains, lined with stone walls, and conifer forest. The slopes are rugged, scattered with granite boulders transported during the Ice Age and dropped erratically; none of which she can see on this darkest of dark nights and the shortest of days, but she knows it’s there. She grew up in this neck of the woods, the Dublin mountains, and home-schooled by her mother, there were no classrooms but fields of lessons. Education was something you touched, tasted, smelled, felt. 

Even with her knowledge of the roads she knows she should stop, pull in and wait for the rainstorm to subside. Surely the rain can’t keep up like this for much longer. Her headlights occasionally take a snapshot of rapidly racing water down the roadside, running away like a mischief of rats. Ireland will disappear, fade away as if none of them were ever there. A small island in the Atlantic Ocean finally so saturated, it plunges to the ocean floor to lie like a deep water sponge; bubbles on the surface of the water the only thing to give away the sunken soggy civilisation. 

She moves her body closer to the steering wheel, her back hunched around it, moulding to take its shape, grips it, her knuckles tight. Despite the physical tension, and her attempt to concentrate on the job at hand, her mind is wandering. Headlights dazzle behind her, lighting up the interior of her car, it’s far too close to her, dangerously so. She eases her boot from the accelerator, to send a message to the driver. The driver honks their horn and overtakes her dangerously on a bend, and races on. Her heart pounds as she watches the tail-lights disappear into the distance, like blurry, dripping blood spots on her window. 

Her phone rings. She hits the answer button on her steering wheel and her sister, Flora’s voice fills the roller-coaster car.

‘Hi,’ Enya says, having to shout to be heard over the rain. She eases her boot from the accelerator a little.

‘Where are you on this sodden Sunday?’ 

Enya and Flora Considine; maiden names before their respective marriages. Irish twins with only eleven months between them. Products of their free-spirited mother who was ahead of her time, an advocate for all women, revering the feminine divine, outspoken newspaper columnist, activist for women’s rights and who home-schooled her two children to think and be for themselves. When Enya was twelve years old her mum waded into the Atlantic Ocean for her weekly swim, suffered a heart attack and drowned. 

‘I’m driving,’ Enya says, slamming on the brakes as she rounds a corner. 

‘In this weather? Be careful.’ But Flora continues anyway. ‘Despite the weather we all went to Newgrange.’

A storm wouldn’t keep Flora away from the megalithic tomb in County Meath where they used to go every year for their annual pilgrimage to the Hill of Tara, the ancient once-upon-a-time seat of the High Kings of Ireland. They would gather in the early hours to watch the sunrise on a cold winter day with the longest night and the shortest day with their mother, the light-seeker. Flora has followed her mother’s footsteps and has succeeded in raising joyous light-filled curious children too. Enya hasn’t returned since her childhood, and wouldn’t even consider bringing her husband and son on the freshest of days, never mind on a day like this. 

Enya swerves, heart pounding in her chest. She didn’t see the curve in the road, she had been headed straight for a stone wall. Her mouth is bone dry, she’s been holding her breath. Her headlights highlight a winding road sign and she readies herself for another fusilli freefall. 

‘The reason I’m calling. The seating plan saga continues. Cormac and Jane broke up and he’s alone for Christmas so we’re inviting him for dinner. If I put him down the end of the table with the kids they’re going to have a walk-out protest because he does aggressive tickles and if I put him beside Ultan, they’ll start arguing about that plot of land again.’ 

‘I’ll sit beside him.’

‘But I want to sit beside you.’

‘Put him on my other side.’

‘Dad is on your other side.’

‘Put Cormac beside Dad,’ Enya says, pressing the defog button to clear her windshield. The fan is too loud for the conversation and she shuts it off again. 

‘Dad won’t speak to anyone, you know that. He’ll have his good ear close to the television.’

‘Maybe that’s just what Cormac needs. Who wants to talk to anyone the first Christmas after a break-up?’

The road is slippy, her brakes are slower to react than usual, the windscreen wipers are working in demented synchronisation, and failing to clear the window. For a dizzying moment their raving back and forth movements are all she can see and nothing else beyond. 

‘But Lugh has to sit beside his granddad. They do this thing where Dad steals his brussels sprouts and Lugh doesn’t want to miss it.’

‘He’s sentimental like his mother.’

‘He doesn’t like brussels sprouts like his father.’

‘Put Xander beside Cormac,’ she says, feeling the spite rise up. Her husband doesn’t like talking to people he doesn’t know. He’s utterly charming on the outside but on the inside she knows he’ll be dying at the effort it will require him to make. 

‘He’s beside Finn.’ 

‘And who else?’

‘No one. He’s at the end.’

Flora knows her family dynamics well.

Enya feels in the way when she’s around her husband and son, she is in the way when she’s around her husband and son. It’s like they’re singing a song she doesn’t know the words to. Like they’re deliberately choosing a song that she doesn’t know the words to. 

She left her husband at a dinner party at their friends’ house playing a silly game with two pairs of equally silly couples. She despises dinner party games, they make her cringe, along with the smugness of these particular people’s academic heads. She left the party – politely, she was called away – when it was Xander’s turn to answer, If you could come back to earth as a punctuation mark what would you be? Xander had launched himself into the joys and versatility of a semi-colon, because he sees himself as a ‘connector’. She’d never found him more unattractive. Liar, she’d wanted to yell out and spoil his nonsense game. At home he is not the man everybody else sees, at home he fails to bring the three of them together as a unit. He connects with one and pushes the third out. She’s not sure if he was always like that or if she has become more aware of it over time. Now it’s all she can see. 

The rain continues to pelt down. Nothing in the country will ever be dry again, not for a thousand years. The people will be sodden, will rear sodden babies, and speak sodden words. Rocks will crumble like Rich Tea and trees will dissolve like Hobnobs. 

‘If I move Dad, you could sit beside Orla,’ Flora says, and Enya can tell she has the seating chart before her and is analytically imagining every positive and negative scenario as she moves names around. 

‘No,’ Enya says abruptly.

Orla is their half-sister. Enya’s not sure which half of her, certainly not the part with her heart. After their mum and dad’s marriage ended, their dad very quickly married and started another family. A large family so full it eclipsed theirs, making theirs look like a remnant, or a half-thought, making Enya and Flora feel like the crumbs of their once family. 

When their mum died they moved in with their dad’s family but merging never felt like completion, nor did it ever feel like home, not in all the six years that Enya lived with them. She moved out at eighteen years old to study Medicine in Trinity College Dublin. Flora met Ultan at seventeen, married young and had lots of babies. They’d both escaped in their own ways. Neither of them had lived at the merged house without each other. It would have been unfathomable. 

‘You’re so good for doing this,’ Enya says. Despite the stress and anxiety of fusing their families on Christmas Day, she appreciates her sister’s efforts. If it was left up to Enya, nothing would ever happen. It would be just her and Flora on their own and a bottle or three of wine.

‘I wish she was here,’ Flora says suddenly. ‘I wish I was setting a place for her at the table.’

‘Why don’t you? It could be like Gráinne Mhaol.’ 

Their mum loved telling that story, she re-enacted it, character voices and all. 

Gráinne O’Malley, famous in Irish legend and known as the ‘pirate queen,’ was denied a place at the table in Howth Castle by Lord Howth. Because the denial was a breach of the Irish traditions of hospitality, she kidnapped their child, the heir, and he was only returned on the promise that the gates never be closed at the dinner hour and that they would always lay a place at the table for unexpected dinner guests.

Enya drives too close to the edge, trees brush her car. Flora’s voice in the car with her gives her the confidence to keep going. 

Flora says, ‘Why didn’t I think of this before? I need to rearrange the seating again. Oh Enya, I’m excited. Mum is coming to dinner!’

Her mum.

Enya pictures her wading into the sea. Cupping the sea water with her hands and bathing her arms in it to acclimatise to the temperature.

She would have loved gathering on Christmas Day with her girls and grandchildren. She had been the very essence of life, and to her, life had been a celebration. As the rain pelts down on Enya’s windowpane she imagines, not for the first time, the panic and agony of her mother’s last minutes. The waves crashing over her, the salt in her eyes, in her mouth, the current pulling her down. The roar of the water, waves chomping at her, icy waves biting into her flesh. How the pain in her chest would have stopped her from fighting. The storm sounds like a violent sea. Enya feels like she’s being pulled down too, as if she’s alongside her mum. 

Enya brakes suddenly and stops the car in the middle of the road, her chest heaving up and down as though she has personally run the distance herself. 

‘I want to sit beside her,’ Enya says, heart pounding.

‘Me too,’ Flora says. ‘I’ll rearrange it all. I’ll go and let you concentrate on the road. It’s getting worse out there. Be safe. I love you.’ 

‘I love you.’ 

Enya’s windscreen is like a watercolour painting that has run. Her heart is beating in her throat, she can hear her pulse in her ears. Anything could come along the road behind her and plough into her, though the car that overtook her is the only car she has seen on the road since she left her appointment. Her engine is off, her lights are too, her wipers have stopped. The rain continues to batter the land, washing everything away. 

She’s surrounded by black all around. Not a light from a house or car to be seen, an isolated spot in the mountainside. 

The sky flashes and a second later there’s an almighty crash and rumble of thunder. The earth is angry. It seems to yell at her, pull her from her trance, dragging her out of the water and to shore. 

She starts the engine. 

She spends the next few minutes cautiously winding her way slowly round the roads. She’s trying to see as much as she can in the time it takes the wipers to clear the window before it’s covered again. These mountain roads feel endless and treacherous. Up ahead she sees two red lights flashing. Hazard lights.

Someone is in the middle of the road waving. 

Enya lowers her window, the inside of her car instantly saturated by enormous fat heavy cold droplets. 

A man comes to her door, too close for comfort, she puts the window up a little. He’s absolutely soaked through. He wears a baseball cap, which has no value whatsoever in weather such as this, the peak is saturated and water spills from the tip, and onto her. 

‘There’s someone on the road. He’s injured. I’ve called an ambulance.’ The panic in his voice sounds real.

She turns off her engine and grabs her raincoat from the passenger seat. The man runs back to the front of the minivan where his headlights are on full. She can make out something on the road not far from a stand of trees. 

Before she gets out of the car, she gulps down water from her bottle, and grabs her doctor’s bag. 
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THE RAIN SEEMS TO be coming from every direction.

Splashing upward from the ground, rebounding wildly and soaking her legs, somehow finding a way into her boots, through her tights, cold against her skin. The wind pushes it sideways so that a hood is pointless, it blows back off her head immediately. An umbrella has no chance of survival. 

At the side of the road an impromptu river runs swiftly down the hill. Enya runs to the front of the eight-seater taxi, and finds the driver on his knees, partly in the rain stream, over a body.

She bangs her bag down to the ground, giving him a fright.

‘You’re a doctor? Oh thank God,’ he says, relieved. 

She can’t answer or acknowledge him until she properly gets a look at the face. The sight of the body has scared her; it looks so like her own son, it’s uncanny.

He’s crumpled in a heap like a load of wet washing waiting for the tumble dryer, clothes and fabric everywhere. She’s familiar with the clothes, they’re the same uniform of so many teenagers in Ireland. A Nike Tech fleece tracksuit, a black North Face puffer coat, trainers. It could be Finn beneath the rubble of clothes, buried in expensive designers. 

She falls to her knees and lifts back his hood from his face. She has a flash of relief from the shock of red hair on his head that it’s not her son, but then feels guilty as the blood comes away with her hand. 

‘I found him like this,’ the taxi driver says, quickly, concerned. 

He’s worried she thinks he hit him, which hadn’t even occurred to her. Until now. 

‘Is he talking?’

‘No, nothing. He has a pulse though,’ he says.

‘Can you get my umbrella from my car? It’s in the boot.’

A large golfing umbrella might have some hope of surviving these gales. 

Eager to be of help he sploshes back to her car, his cotton tracksuit bottoms heavy and soggy, particularly the hems where they drag on the road. 

‘Sweetheart, my name is Dr Enya Pickering. An ambulance is on its way. I’m going to help you, okay? You’re going to be okay, my love.’ 

She finds his hand beneath his sleeve and gives it a comforting squeeze, thinking if this was her son she would want him surrounded by love and care, but she would also want him in the hands of a competent doctor, one who didn’t waste time and made the right decisions from the very beginning. Every second counts, every decision at this point could be the difference in saving his life or losing him. She checks his vital signs. 

His eyes are closed. The skin at the back of his neck is unsurprisingly cold and wet. His pulse is faint.

She hasn’t noticed the taxi driver returning and standing over her with the umbrella. The umbrella is large and thick, strong enough to survive the wind. The taxi driver battles to keep it upright over them and to shield them from the rain. She carefully rolls the boy over onto his side into the recovery position. The blood runs from his head into the rain stream that’s racing by, turning the water pink under the harsh headlights.

‘There’s blood,’ the taxi driver says, panicked.

She places a hand on the boy’s head and gently tilts his head back. She checks his breathing.

No air. No breath.

She moves her face close to his mouth and waits for his breath.

She feels his pulse again, which is no longer there.

‘No, no,’ she says, moving him onto his back. ‘He’s not breathing.’

‘Oh God,’ the taxi driver whimpers. ‘Oh dear God.’

Enya unzips the black North Face coat, finding a Nike T-shirt beneath, one with the same red tick in the centre that Finn has. She checks his face again to make sure it’s not him. Everything about this teenager feels so familiar to her. She wishes she knew his name.

Thirty chest compressions followed by two rescue breaths, she works hard to restore his blood flow. 

‘Keep the umbrella straight,’ she snaps at one point, as the icy rain gushes in on them. 

‘Sorry, sorry. Tell me what to do.’

‘Look out for oncoming traffic, both ways,’ she says. They’re in the middle of the narrow road, after a turn in the road, it’s dangerous for all of them.

She tilts the teen’s head, lifts his chin up with two fingers, she pinches his nose, seals her mouth over his mouth and blows steadily and firmly into his mouth.

The sky lights up again with lightning, five seconds later the thunder rolls. Not ideal to be lying in a stream of water. Or holding an umbrella. Not wanting two patients on her hands, she instructs him to take the umbrella down – which he drops to the ground as if it’s on fire, before feeling the boy’s neck and wrist again for a pulse.

‘There’s a pulse.’

‘Thank God, oh thank God.’

She doesn’t celebrate, who knows how long it will stay that way and the torrential rain is soaking them all to the bone. ‘Where’s the ambulance?’

‘Will I call them again?’

‘Do you know his name?’

‘I don’t know him at all. I just found him like this,’ he says, defensive again.

‘Do you have a blanket?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ he says, barely able to think. He pinches the bridge of his nose and focuses. ‘No.’ 

Enya uses her body to try to block the rain from falling on the boy as much as possible, but it’s useless, she’s dripping all over him. She removes her raincoat and lays it over him. 

They wait in silence. 

‘I didn’t hit him,’ he repeats. ‘I found him like this.’ 

The thunder rolls again. Lightning flashes. She grabs the umbrella and opens it, holds it over the boy. Tries to create a safe, dry world for him. 

‘Should you be doing that?’

She watches him, silently pleading, urgently praying, as if he’s her own. 

She hears sirens in the distance and she’s so relieved, and checks the teenager’s vitals again, to make sure she’s done everything she can for him. Her mouth dry, she slips her hand into the pocket of the coat that’s lying over the boy, and she pushes a peppermint chewing gum out from its packet and pops it in her mouth. She works hard to break it down quickly, feeling the cold sting of the peppermint in her mouth.

Cold fat drops of rain fall on her head. She looks up and it’s the peak of the taxi driver’s cap as he stands over her, watching her, taking in her every move.

‘I’m Oscar.’ 
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‘I FOUND HIM,’ OSCAR says to the paramedics as they arrive on the scene. He’s practically shouting at them. ‘He was lying on the road when I was driving. I stopped just in time. I could have run him over but I didn’t. I didn’t hit him.’

Oscar’s panic and self-defence is the paramedics first impression of the scene, before the calm and measured Dr Enya Pickering steps in and calmly introduces herself.

‘I’m a GP. I checked his vitals. I’ve been here about fifteen minutes. He had a pulse at first but then it stopped, I gave him CPR and mouth-to-mouth and his pulse is back.’

A curt nod and they lower themselves to the ground to assess him. 

‘He’s bleeding from the head. He was on his back when I arrived.’

‘I didn’t touch him,’ Oscar says again to them, ‘I called 999 straight away.’

‘Let them do their jobs,’ she says quietly to him, trying to guide him away from their orbit before he talks himself into the police station. 

They stand back as the paramedics take over, Enya suddenly feeling the ice cold of the December night, the longest, darkest and what now feels like the coldest night of the year. 

The paramedics place the teen on the stretcher and carry him to the ambulance. The gardaí are on the scene, they consult with the paramedics who are eager to leave and they speak first to Oscar, who is far from calm, loudly repeating in a rather panicked but firm manner that the boy was already on the road when he arrived.

After Oscar has been grilled by the male and female guards, it’s Enya’s turn. She tells them about finding Oscar in the middle of the road, him waving her down, his minivan headlights on. The boy on the road in front of his taxi. She stays professional, tries to keep calm. She doesn’t tell them about her relief that it wasn’t her son; the terrible guilt that followed. Somewhere, soon, a mother would be getting the worst possible news. 

She’s shivering badly now, her teeth are chattering, her lips must be blue. She has done her best to maintain her professionalism but as the professionals take over and she takes a back seat, she acknowledges she is likely in shock. She’s soaked to the bone. Her thick black tights were no protection against the hard cold road and she realises she has his blood on her hands, and under her fingernails. 

Oscar sits in his taxi watching them as if he can hear every word they’re saying, which he couldn’t possibly. Not over the wind and rain, the heater that’s no doubt blasting in his vehicle. The intensity of his stare unnerves her. She turns her face away from him slightly so she’s not head on, so he doesn’t read her lips. 

‘Where were you coming from?’ Garda A asks. 

‘I was at a patient’s house. In Roundwood. I’m on E-Doc duty tonight.’ The out-of-hours urgent GP care. ‘I live in Enniskerry and I was called out at about eight p.m.’ She rattles off the address and the name of her patient, trying to be as helpful as possible. 

Oscar watches her intensely through the window. It’s off-putting. She shudders and looks away. Garda B reads her body language. 

‘What was he like when you arrived on the scene?’

‘Naturally distressed. He’d already called the ambulance and emergency services. He seemed relieved to have my help. He didn’t know what to do but he wanted to be useful. He wanted to help.’

‘He said he didn’t hit him. Did he mention this to you?’

‘Yes. Yes he did. I believe him. It’s a traumatic thing to come upon, there is no usual way to behave. I’m a GP and I arrived after him and even I was distressed.’ 

‘Thankfully for the boy you were able to be composed under pressure,’ she says, scribbling something else down. ‘You might have saved his life.’

‘I hope so. I have a son his age.’ Her voice trembles and her hand goes to her mouth. She feels sick. She feels a rush of maternal love for the boy on the road, as if in an instant all of her memories of Finn are replaced with his face, the two are blended and have become one. ‘I desperately hope so.’ 

But the gardaí closed the road and Enya knows that’s professional speak for a possible fatal accident. 
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ENYA HADN’T BEEN IN a rush to get home and now she is. She needs to see Finn, she needs to hold him. She needs to kiss every inch of his face and breathe him in and tell him she loves him, and never let go. She’s relieved to turn down the lane into her home in Enniskerry, but despite her aching desire to be with her son, as soon as she sees Tonlegee House behind the tall iron railings of the electric gates, she feels a queasy compulsion to turn around and leave again. 

Set in an idyllic location with views over the countryside, the listed Victorian manor house has been in Xander’s family for generations. His mother had left it to him in her will, a move considered shocking to his siblings who believed they would have equal shares. His siblings contested the will, they had only ever wanted to sell the home and share the proceeds, but knowing her baby son would keep and live in the house, and pass it on to the next generation, Mildred Pickering had altered her husband’s will. Enya didn’t believe the fallout with Xander’s brothers and sister was worth it, plus she had been perfectly happy living in their own home, but Xander had persisted in the name of his mother. He hasn’t spoken to his siblings since. 

Enya had fought against the move, for Xander’s family and for her own. Their first home was a new build, she had chosen the tiles, the fireplace, the door handles, the kitchen. She had decided the drawers for the pots and pans and the shade of the grouting. She had thought deeply about the paint colours, the curtains, the use of every single space. She had made it their home. She had loved Finn’s nursery next to their bedroom, she had sneaked out of their bed on many nights to slip into bed beside him, to listen to his breathing, his sweet breath, his butterfly heartbeat. It had been her home, with her son and husband.

It would be too easy and overly sentimental to say that they lost themselves as a couple when they left the home they built together, but in moving somewhere without a trace of who they were, without the ability to put her own stamp on it, Enya believes that’s when they began to lose their essence. She feels at times they are as contradictory and inoperative as the items in the grand house; as dumb as the dumbwaiter, as disconnected as the old telephone switchboard in the dining room, as unreadable as the protected books and as useless as the empty antique bookshelf that can no longer carry the weight of anything. 

The house is furnished in exactly the same way as it had been when Xander’s mother lived here, and her mother before her. The furniture consists of writing desks, spindly chairs, and endless sideboards in heavy woods, dark musty items that take up space and that are never used. They’re more like museum pieces than functional storage. The floors creak and dip in places, there is an unusable servants’ staircase that is comparable to the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

The lights in the library tell her Xander’s home. She imagines him in his chair drinking a brandy and flicking through old car magazines or reading his mother’s favourite novels. He’d picked one up, curious to see where she disappeared to, and discovered he loves salacious gossip and historical romance though he’d never admit it to anyone. Enya’s not snobbish about his reading habits but she is squeamish about his constant desire to bring his mother back to life all of the time, living as if she is still with them. It is more of an exhumation than joyful remembrance. Since Enya was twelve years old she has lived with the cold hard fact that her mother is gone. 

It’s just a house, what should it matter, but moving into it caused a crack. They exist in the house; she’s not sure if they live in it. 

Enya readies herself and hits the button for the electric gate. 

After parking, she sits in her car for a moment, breathing deeply, trying to let the adrenaline of the evening leave her body. Tonight she is returning to her son – somewhere out there, there is a mother whose life will never be the same again. She hopes their last moments were memorable, she hopes they hugged and told each other they loved each other. She tries to think of how she said goodbye to Finn when she left; it was the usual shout over his music, through his locked bedroom door. She sees lights behind her in the rearview mirror, recognises the silver blue minivan taxi, and realises that Oscar has followed her home.

She gets out of the car and half walks, half runs over the loose gravel of her driveway back to the now closed gate, expecting the ferocity of her stare to scare him away. Instead Oscar sees it as an invitation and gets out of the car. With the engine running, and his headlights on, he stands like a dark shadow at the open door. 

‘You followed me!’ she says, trying not to raise her voice, but sounding shrill. 

Enya’s house is down a remote laneway in the Wicklow mountains, but she has one neighbour she wouldn’t want to give the satisfaction of knowing an ounce of her business.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, hands up in defence. He steps out further, clearer now that he’s away from the glare of his headlights. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you. I just wanted to know what the gardaí said.’

‘I’m sure they asked you the very same things as they asked me.’

‘And what did you say?’

‘I told them what happened.’

‘They breathalysed me though. They didn’t breathalyse you.’

She could be imagining his tone, perhaps her paranoia is hearing the accusation in his words. 

‘Is everything all right?’ Xander says suddenly from the front door. 

The security lights go on. He walks across the gravel in his house slippers. 

‘Yes. He’s leaving now.’ She says quietly to Oscar, ‘Please don’t come to my home ever again.’

‘This isn’t over,’ he says, nervously. ‘It’s a crime scene now. They’re going to investigate. We’re tied together in this. You and me.’

She walks away from him, meeting Xander halfway, placing her hand on his waist and trying to turn his body away and lead him back to the house.

‘Come on, let’s go.’

He remains rooted to the ground. 

‘Come on.’ She tugs him. ‘I’ll explain it to you inside.’

He finally budges and moves along with her, not without looking back at Oscar and giving him the worst glare he possibly could. Xander has never been particularly intimidating, not one to be possessive or get in arguments. He usually is haughty until he whimpers away, more likely to send a solicitor’s letter. Kind of gormless and weak when it comes to it. He’s good at turning his cheek to other people’s injustices.

Xander is neat, tidy, manicured. He doesn’t get his hands dirty. Enya can’t imagine him in some of the situations they find themselves in at the surgery. He has delegated most of the unpleasantness to others: a nurse who takes an office twice weekly; one day for cervical checks and another day for blood tests. Though they work side by side in their surgery every day, she can’t imagine Xander doing any of those things; he abhors smells and anything distasteful, though he does come at her in a rather medical way when he’s down there under the sheets. Moving things around as though he’s a fussy child who won’t eat their vegetables. Nibbling at the parts he likes. A prissy prudish examination. 

She senses his dissatisfaction and she can’t enjoy it. She wants to be devoured, pips and all. 

‘What was that about? Who on earth was that?’ he asks, removing his slippers and turning them upside down to empty the garden gravel into his cupped hand.

Enya is still shivering and though she desperately wants to find Finn she sits down in a spindly chair, wishing it didn’t feel like she was sitting on a bag of bones, and tells Xander the story of her evening. She isn’t too numb to pick up how he tenses as she tells him about administering CPR, how his brow furrows, and his jaw tightens, at the fact his wife rescued someone, and it wasn’t him. The jealousy is in his blood, like a poison. 

‘Why didn’t the guards arrest the taxi driver?’ 

‘Because he didn’t do it.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘He arrived after the boy was hit.’

‘So he says.’

She doesn’t want any more drama around the night. She wants to forget it. The blood on the boy’s head. The Nike T-shirt that reminded her so much of Finn. The taste of his lips when she gave him rescue breaths. 

‘Why did you give him mouth-to-mouth?’ he asks, looking a little appalled. ‘Hands-only CPR is as effective.’

‘I was more concerned about him dying than about me catching COVID.’ 

‘That’s not what I meant. You went further than you needed to.’

She kicks off her boots, discarding them at the door. She can’t wait to peel her tights off. Despite having the car heat on full blast, her feet still feel like blocks of ice. The adrenaline has worn off and now she feels a heaviness, exhaustion, cold, a migraine and the beginnings of a wheeze in her chest. She peels off her tights, her legs are red raw. She throws them in the bin, never wanting to wear them ever again.

‘He reminded me so much of Finn. Similar age. Identical clothes. You know the black Nike Tech fleece tracksuit …?’ She feels a wave of nausea again. ‘The poor boy,’ she says, her eyes filling. She closes her eyes and recalls the moment. ‘The whole time I just kept thinking of my son.’

‘Our son.’

She opens her eyes. ‘What?’

‘Our son. You said my son.’

‘I meant that I was thinking of the boy’s mother too. I felt linked to her. He was her son, but I kept thinking of my son.’ She looks at him hoping he can make the distinction. ‘Where is Finn?’

‘Upstairs in his room.’

It’s an old house, the floorboards creak as she starts to plod heavily up the stairs.

‘How was the baby?’ Xander calls after her. 

‘What baby?’

‘The baby you went to see. The one with the high temperature that you urgently had to rush out of the dinner party for.’

‘He was fine,’ she says, wanting to move on, desperate to avoid another argument. ‘First-time parents. They were panicking.’ She continues on the stairs.

‘You didn’t have to call to their home. It was hardly an emergency.’

Is she being sensitive or is he trying to stop her from getting to Finn? She pauses again. 

‘Remember what you were like with Finn as a baby? Carrying a thermometer to each room so he wouldn’t get too hot,’ she smiles. She’s pretending really, to make him calm down, and it works. It was anything but a fun time, Xander as a new father was so intense he made those first few weeks more stressful than they should have been. She wasn’t so much as overruled but he took the lead and so, tired of objecting and tired of being tired, she eventually followed, thinking he would ease off. He hadn’t. Now here they are. He is still trying to stand in the way of her getting to her son. 

He smiles and relaxes. He runs a hand through his hair, like an older male model for a Head and Shoulders ad. He’s handsome. She doesn’t always see it, but when he relaxes, slivers of the man she met shine through. She wishes he wouldn’t dye his hair. He points out her greys when they appear, he thinks it’s helpful to her.

‘I’m going to check on Finn and take a bath. I feel like I’ll never be warm again.’

She continues up the two flights of stairs to the attic which they converted just for Finn. He occupies the entire top floor, he has little reason to ever leave his space and join them downstairs, and while Enya was happy to be able to make something of this house his own, she regrets that her renovations pushed her son further away from her into his own lair. He comes home on weekends, spending Monday to Friday at boarding school, but she barely sees him when he’s home. 

In the evenings they all go to their far corners of the house. They don’t even eat together. Or at least that’s what Enya thought until she caught Finn and Xander eating dinner together on the couch while watching TV. There would be such an easiness to them, to their relationship and conversation, nothing awkward or forced. Nothing polite either. Xander doesn’t have to watch what he says around Finn, he doesn’t try to keep the peace as Enya does. He doesn’t act like he’s trying to win Finn over like Enya does; walking on eggshells so she doesn’t say the wrong thing to the human who grew inside her.

She’s heard them laughing, commenting casually on a football match, a language of secret communication that eludes her. It’s the silence she longs for too, it’s not uncomfortable. No one feels the need to fill it. 

Her presence, her sheer trying energy changes the vibe. It pops the bubble, breaks the spell. She has tried to sidle in, sneak quietly just to sit with them, feel a part of them, absorb the bond, but inevitably it becomes stifling for one of them. Finn will go quiet and self-conscious, Xander will get irritated with her. 

She’s tried to think of things to do with Finn, days out, hobbies she thinks will interest him. They all seem to repulse him. More time with her specifically seems to be the thing that repulses him. She has to mould herself around them and their interests. 

Unlike her mother. 

Her mother was her own shape and form. Fearless and feisty, opinionated and unquiet, thoughtful and hearty. Until she wasn’t. 

She knocks on Finn’s bedroom door. 

‘Hi honey. Can I come in?’

‘No. I’m not dressed. I’m just out of the shower.’

It’s late for a shower – after midnight – but she doesn’t comment. He’s home for the Christmas break and his usual schedule is knocked off. She imagines late nights and long lie-ins will be on the agenda. She feels a rattle start to build in her chest and anticipates a chest infection for Christmas.

‘What do you want?’

‘I just want to make sure you’re okay.’

‘I’m fine. Why?’

She places her forehead on his door. So close but always an obstacle between them. 

‘I was on the scene of a car accident tonight. A boy your age was hit. I resuscitated him and …’ she takes a shaky breath. ‘He was so like you, I just got worried about you.’

He’s quiet for a moment and when he speaks he’s right next to the door.

‘I’m fine,’ he says, in a deep voice sounding like a man. ‘Is he okay? Did you save him?’

She covers her face with her hands, feeling nauseous again. ‘They took him to hospital. Can I at least see your face?’

He opens the door a crack. Peeks his head out and sticks out his tongue cheekily. 

‘Can I hug you?’

He groans and pulls the door open. She steps into his world. It smells of him; a concoction of aftershaves he has been experimenting with. She wants to stay in there with him, just cocoon together as they used to, but he barely wants her to look around. One foot over the threshold will have to do. He allows her to hug him, and after a moment she feels his arms tighten around her as he hugs her back. She’s surprised he has reciprocated but she’s grateful. It’s the nicest hug they’ve had in a very long time.

‘Thank you,’ she whispers. ‘I love you so much.’

‘Bath is running!’ Xander announces, standing at the bottom of the stairs, and Finn quickly lets go of her and the door closes over, and she just about manages to move her foot away in time. 

She sighs, and makes her way downstairs. Her legs are shaking so much she grabs onto the railing. 

‘Thank you,’ she says quietly, passing Xander by. 

While the bath is running she retrieves a folder from her home office. She was always silently critical of Xander’s desire to read his mother’s books, but lately Enya has taken to reading the last columns her mother wrote for her newspaper magazine supplement in the year before her death. She needs her mother tonight. She needs her words. If she were here today, she would call her, she would race to visit her. All she has now are her words, her thoughts, her insights. She digs for meaning and solace in them. She balances the folder on the toilet seat and reaches for it once she’s in the bath, to read her mother’s entry from today’s date, 21 December 1988. 

Letting the Light In

By Brighíd Ní Braonán

Every year, for the past twelve years, I’ve been making the pilgrimage to the Hill of Tara in County Meath for the winter solstice. As the seat of power of Irish High Kings of Ireland, I have always felt the force of that particular earth beneath my feet. Walking on the soil the great clans, kings, queens, and chieftains ruled, surrounded by monuments dating from the neolithic period to the Iron Age, to the megalithic period, I can feel the power of our Celtic roots coursing through my soul. Whether it’s to hike the pilgrimage, or to watch the sunrise, absorbing the land steeped in history and Irish mythology has always been a place of healing and nourishment for me.

This year I was fortunate to be invited along with a handful of lucky others, to witness the immense wonder of Newgrange Passage and Tomb; a megalithic tomb older than the Great Pyramids of Giza. Newgrange reveals its sophistication on the winter solstice, the day of the year with the least sunlight and the longest night. 

I was there to witness it with my plus one, who were in fact two little ones, both huddled so tightly as if to be one. On the morning of the winter solstice, a beam of light penetrated the roofbox above the entrance, and it travelled up the passage and into the chamber. As the sun rose, the beam widened so that the whole chamber became illuminated. 

We have all learned about what happens, in technical terms, but what happened inside me was most life-changing. The seemingly miraculous light had an equal impact on my heart and head as it seeped into the dark chamber like honey to claim its space. It felt like more than light that was seeping into the chamber, or perhaps it was light at its most concentrated best that gave it such a powerful healing energy. I felt we were standing in the heart of the tomb, it was alive and beating with light. 

The light lasted in the chamber for seventeen minutes but it will live on forever in my heart. All of us left the tomb with a little piece of magic within us. It was an extraordinary gift, and I can only hope my two little girls, Enya and Flora, can take the show of light that we witnessed together, and carry it with them into their adult lives and beyond. 

Enya holds on to the feeling her mother’s words give her as she feels her body dissolve into the hot water filled with bubbles. She longs to feel cocooned in that chamber with her mother again. Holding her hand, huddled to her body while the excitement and nerves race through her of what’s to occur in the tight and crammed space. Her mother’s words give her warmth but it’s not enough; she needs more of a connection to her. The moment she had experienced earlier that night in the car, when she felt like she was drowning with her mother, was the closest she had felt to her in a long time. 

Brigid had drowned, but it had never given either her or Flora a fear of water; it was the heart attack that had rendered her unable to swim, not the water itself. Not unless watching the sea on a particularly wild and stormy day when it feels predatory does Enya think of it as the thing that took her mother away. Not until tonight in the car when she stopped in the middle of the road, when the raindrops had felt like they were fighting to get in and attack her, like waves over her head, had she felt like that. A moment of connection to the last moment of her mother’s life had sent her trembling. 

She shoots up suddenly from under the water in the bath, sending water whooshing out over the rim and to the floor. She makes a sound as she gasps for air, her hand feeling around for the towel on the floor beside her. Enya had only managed to count twenty seconds under water. How long had it taken for her mother to die?
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ENYA’S HANDS SHAKE SO much she needs to hold the tongue depression, aka the popsicle stick, with two hands. One hand on the stick, the other to steady her own as she places the popsicle stick in Ken Duffy’s throat. He’s trying so hard not to retch that he doesn’t take notice of her trembling hands. 

She’s faced with a fat white hairy tongue and a strangled song. 

‘Ken,’ she says, with a smile. ‘Don’t worry, it’s not a singing exercise. I need to see the very back, your oropharynx. It should be an awww sound.’

‘Awww.’

‘There it is, that’s the best Adam’s apple I’ve seen all day.’

He laughs. Usually, she feels relaxed doing the thing she knows how to do, doctoring, but she can’t stop the tremble that has taken over her body. As soon as Ken Duffy leaves, she knows she has to take a minute to gather herself. 

Once upon a time it used to be fun to see Xander at work. Once upon a time there was flirting and banter. She’d be watching the clock to see when she’d bump into him again, when she could take her next break to see him. Now she’s irritated, disappointed when he comes into the staff kitchen and steals her one moment of peace from her. Her one moment of not having to listen to anyone. Because Xander usually talks. He always has a piece of gossip he wants to share. If patients knew how much the charming, caring, attractive and charismatic Dr Alexander Pickering splurged everything to her about the most intimate and private aspects of their lives then they’d change surgery altogether. 

He has the appearance of being deeply understanding, but there’s an awfully bitchy side to him. Xander enters the kitchen when her head is in her hands, her eyes closed.

‘Guess who’s getting a vasectomy without his wife knowing,’ he sings in a childish way, opening the cupboard and reaching for a mug. He looks inside it and not liking what he sees, probably a coffee stain, abandons it in the sink. He expects somebody else to wash it. Nobody will. It will go straight back into the cupboard where it will wait for him to do exactly the same thing the following day. 

Because Enya doesn’t swoon at his titillating piece of information, he turns to face her. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Not really,’ she says, shakily, unable to hide the fear from her voice. ‘I can’t stop shaking.’ She unclasps her hands and holds them out in the air for him to see how they tremble. 

It’s not just her hands, her insides feel exactly the same. 

‘What is it?’ he asks, coming closer and looking down at her hands, not touching them. 

She could do with his touch to steady her, but instead his eyes unnerve her. 

‘It came on me
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