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EPILOGUE

For the people who keep showing up—and the ones we learned to come back to.

“Home isn’t a place. It’s the promises you don’t break.”
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First Light

––––––––
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The first time Ciara heard the word forever, it was said like a dare—softly, as if the room might flinch at it.

The kettle was rattling itself into a boil. Outside, evening pressed its cold palm against the glass. Inside, everything that mattered was waiting in the pause between one breath and the next.

Maura stood in the doorway with rain on his shoulders and a look on his face that said he’d already made a decision and was still brave enough to ask her anyway.

Not the neat kind of forever. The real kind. The kind that shows up after the arguments, after the apologies, after the world tries to take your good things for itself.

She didn’t answer him with a promise. She answered him with presence.
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Light Blind

––––––––
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The first false thing was the light.

It slid under the edge of the blind as if the window had learned a new way to breathe, slicing a clean seam across the trestle table and making saints of the dust. Ciara remembered leaving the blind half-down; she remembered the rough tug of the chain, the snag at the warped casing, the little patience-click as the slats caught. This morning the blind was raised higher than she’d left it, the light was winter-thin for April, and Daniel’s mug sat where she would never put it—right on her paint-spattered sketchbook, a brown ring drying into the cardboard like a stamped seal.

She touched the circle with two fingers and felt the cool tack of it, as if the coffee had only just stopped pretending to be wet. He’d been in here. He never came into the studio if he could help it; the smell of turpentine gave him headaches, he said. yet his careful black coffee with no sugar had made itself a little altar on her work.

Her phone buzzed against the table, face down. She flipped it, hoping for the small heart which meant a message from him—still asleep, don’t forget to eat—but it was Niamh instead, sending a picture of Saoirse’s new school shoes, wide and earnest as boats. Ciara smiled anyway and sent back a row of stars. Then, because the light was wrong and the ring on her sketchbook felt like a trespass made official, she typed: Do you remember the trip Daniel and I took to Achill last spring?

Three dots pulsed and vanished. In the kitchen the kettle clicked off. Daniel’s movements travelled through the flat in their familiar order: cupboard, drawer, the soft reprimand of the fridge as it shut. The place was an L of rooms around the stairwell; sound found odd paths, whalesong through pipes, gossip under skirting boards. She pressed her thumb to the coffee ring until the sting of it became only pressure.

Niamh came back: Wasn’t it Dingle? You sent me the beehive huts. wasn’t it autumn? You had the green coat. Why?

Ciara stared at the message until the words softened at the edges. The green coat was two winters ago. The beehive huts were Slea Head, weren’t they? Not Achill. Or was she mixing the day with the one where Daniel had stood behind her at a cliff and she, being ridiculous, said the two of them could be a lighthouse—two bodies thrown up by the sea to keep each other lit—and he laughed into her hair and called her a hazard to shipping. She had painted that laugh later, broad strokes over black, letting yellow show its teeth.

In the kitchen Daniel stood by the hob in his pale blue site-visit shirt, sleeves folded twice to the sentences of his forearms. He glanced up the way he often did, like a person checking the weather of her face.

‘You were in the studio,’ she said.

‘Only to leave that.’ He nodded at the mug still in her hand. ‘Didn’t want to put it in the sink with your brushes. You have a system.’

‘I do.’ She set the mug by the taps. ‘Do you remember Achill?’

He smiled with that wary affection he saved for the children’s big questions and Tom’s cryptocurrency lectures. ‘Achill?’

‘Last spring. April. The B&B with the peat fire. The bed that squeaked in Morse code. We walked to the cliff path and you made a thing of me being brave about the edge.’ She could feel it as she spoke—the wind stitching its fingers through her hair, his hand tucked into her back pocket like a private flag, a seal bobbing on a punctuation mark of water below.

Daniel stirred porridge, the spoon making patient circles. ‘We talked about Achill,’ he said. ‘You wanted to go. We looked places up. we didn’t go. Work went mad. Remember the week you primed thirty canvases?’

‘That was March.’ She gripped the counter. ‘We went in April. I can still feel the blisters from those boots. You wore that terrible hat your mother brought you from Boston. Detective from a soap.’

He laughed. ‘I haven’t got a hat from Boston. Mum went, yes, and bought you a blue scarf.’

‘No—she gave me a candle that smelled like cinnamon and regret.’ Ciara tried to smile. ‘The scarf was from a little shop in Keel. We argued whether it was teal or petrol.’

‘Ciara.’ He turned off the hob. Maybe there was pity in his voice; maybe she only heard it because the light had already told her something was skewed. ‘We didn’t go to Achill. We haven’t been west since...’ He searched for safe ground. ‘Since Galway for Patrick’s fortieth, which you hated because everyone shouted and the pub smelled as if they were boiling socks.’

She opened her mouth to make the day solid with details—the burnt ends of his toast, a sheep sneezing, the old man at the harbour claiming he fixed a boat with prayers and wire—but Niamh’s message pulsed at the back of her skull: green coat, autumn, beehive huts, Dingle. Images slid and would not catch. When she tried to bring the day to heel, it put its head down and skittered sideways.

Daniel set a bowl in front of her and put the spoon in her hand. ‘Eat.’

‘Do you truly not remember?’ Her voice came out softer than she meant. She was afraid if she raised it the day would fracture into colours and refuse to be a day again.

‘I truly don’t.’ His hazel eyes were as steady as bottled river water. ‘I would. It sounds...’ He picked a word that wouldn’t argue. ‘It sounds like us.’

Afterwards she washed the bowl and set it upside down and went back to the studio because the painting could tell her who she was better than a man at a table could. The round charity-shop mirror opposite the windows cracked down the centre like a hair caught under glass. She’d kept it because people brought themselves to a crack, reading drama into physics. She stood facing it and saw two versions of her cheek separated by a fault line, as if you could choose which side to live on.

The canvas wouldn’t help. It was meant to be sea, heavy-handed green remembering things, the horizon a promise. But the underpainting pushed through like old news, and the horizon wouldn’t lie flat. She sanded, sprayed, scrubbed, layered; the line refused to be good.

Her phone: Dingle, Achill, whatever, Niamh wrote. Maybe you did both and you’re blending? I remember you ringing from a car park shouting because Daniel wouldn’t get out till the rain stopped—very him. You all right?

I’m fine, Ciara typed. Just trying to get it straight for a piece. x

She dragged her sketchbook closer and flipped past studies—hands, doorways, Daniel asleep with his mouth open like a small astonished vowel—until she reached a page she’d left herself a tiny lighthouse on. She stapled keepsakes three times; three made a braid. In the margin she had written ACHILL—APRIL in her tidy block letters, and underneath, in her own hand, a smug little line: our lighthouse, us.

At the top of the page, hidden by the coffee ring, another hand had left two lines. Engineers’ letters, careful and square: Didn’t go. Talked about it. Saved for later. —D.

She stood very still, as if the air had become glass.

‘Daniel?’

He appeared in the doorway, sleeves still double-folded, collar careless. ‘Yeah?’

She held up the sketchbook. ‘When did you write this?’

He frowned. ‘Write what?’

She tore the page free. It came too easily; a corner fluttered down the back of the radiator like a petal. ‘This. You wrote it. The capital G—your curtain G.’

He took the page the way you accept an accusation. Turned it over as if the back might volunteer a better story. ‘I didn’t write that.’

‘Nobody else would write in my sketchbook. You hate that I scribble in your margins.’

‘I didn’t write it.’ He looked hunted for a second and covered it by being practical. ‘The G is wrong. Mine loops the other way.’

‘It doesn’t.’ She went to the corkboard and took down last week’s grocery list in his hand—onions, cumin, those biscuits you like, the ones with the jam—and pointed at the G in ginger. The loop matched.

Something wary flickered in his eyes. ‘If I wrote it, it was ages ago.’

‘April,’ she said. The month tasted like a lit match. ‘Achill.’

‘Maybe I wrote it when we decided not to go, so you wouldn’t put it in a show and talk about Achill if it was Dingle or Galway and your mother would have—’

‘She doesn’t correct me anymore,’ Ciara said, flat as a table. She saw hospice windows and gulls that looked like quotation marks, and held her jaw shut on the rest.

He lifted a hand, then lowered it. ‘I’m not trying to—’ He didn’t say gaslight; he never did. ‘I’m not trying to make you doubt yourself. I just honestly think we didn’t go.’

She dropped the page into the bin, then immediately retrieved it, smoothing its bend with her palm. ‘I know what I remember. Your mouth tasted like salt and smoke. The woman at breakfast said her husband spoke to angels. You burned your finger on a coal and swore softly so you wouldn’t upset her. I remember.’

He touched her cheek lightly. ‘All right. We’ll find the photos.’

They sat on the bedroom floor with the plastic tub of prints between them, knees touching, winter duvet folded off to one side. Skeins of their life slid into their hands—Niamh’s wedding, the flower girl sneezing all over the cake; Daniel grinning beside lengths of pipe, rain plastering his fringe; five-year-old Ciara held up by her father, the sky a cheap blue. They split winter from summer, city from coast, faces they loved from those they tried to love. They laughed at the terrible haircuts.

Then the photo was there, as if it had been responsible the whole time and finally stepped forward.

They stood on a path with slate water shouldering far below, white stitches on its back where the wind pulled. Daniel’s chin rested on her head; their bodies pressed together a little too centre-frame for a stranger’s candid. A lighthouse rose behind them from rock like a white nail hammered through the day. The tilt of the land was west; the light said a wind that climbed your sleeves and redecorated your thoughts.

Ciara’s breath found a small sound. ‘There.’ She pointed to the lower right where her pencil-lover’s eye always went. Orange digits: 14/04/21. ‘April. Achill.’ She laughed—the relief was fizzy. ‘The universe still uses UK format. Bless it.’

Daniel didn’t laugh. He held the photo close, then at arm’s length like a man negotiating with prophecy. ‘That jacket,’ he said. ‘I’ve never owned that jacket.’

‘What?’

‘The brown one. Elbow patches. I don’t have one. And the watch—’ He tapped the tiny silver circle on his photographed wrist. ‘You gave me one at the end of that year. Your father’s. Not before.’

She looked at the white face catching light, the slim hands in their forever pointing. She looked at his bare wrist now—he hated wearing things to site. ‘Maybe you borrowed a jacket. Maybe it was the B&B’s. A rack in the hall?’

‘They didn’t have one. Because we didn’t go.’ He stroked his thumb along the edge of the print. ‘And the date—look.’ The final 1 of 21 leaned on its neighbour like a drunk waiting for a bus. ‘Printed.

‘I do,’ she said, hot to defend the small cosiness of envelopes and the lady at the counter with ten rings. ‘Sometimes.’

‘Us,’ she said, but the word felt skinnier than it should. She bowed the photo and saw the surface sheen break into the fine fish-scale of cheap finish. At the sky’s corner blue met blue and didn’t quite match; a seam.

‘It could be a bad crop,’ she said. ‘Or the light was odd. It was windy.’

‘Which day, Ci?’ he asked, not unkindly. Engineer voice: find the load; where does the structure bear too much?

‘April.’ She held the word like a child’s hand. She could see him pressing his forehead to the steering wheel because the rain sounded like applause on the roof. She could see herself under neon pub light the colour of boiled sweets. She could name the pubs—she tried, and they slid away, eel-smooth: The Anchor, The Sound, The Pilgrim, The—

Her phone again: Tom says the beehives are Slea Head, Niamh wrote, so that’s Dingle. And I think the green coat was after Mum died. Are you coming for tea? Saoirse wants to show you a dance.

Yes, Ciara typed. Tell her to be fierce.

‘Let’s ask Niamh,’ Daniel said, reading over her shoulder and pretending not to. ‘She remembers everything.’

‘She remembers Niamh,’ Ciara said. ‘Luxury I don’t always have.’

He flinched. ‘I didn’t mean—’

‘I know.’ She slid the photo inside her sketchbook. Pressed between pages it looked like a leaf trying to keep its colour. ‘We’ll ask.’

He nodded that contained nod of his, the one that belonged to a quiet country above his collar. ‘We can ask Mum too. She’ll have kept any messages. She archives things. Her beloved envelopes.’

Maura’s memory did have shelves and labels. Ciara felt her stomach skitter and kept the feeling; fear was data.

Niamh’s house smelled of laundry and cinnamon. Saoirse launched herself at Ciara’s knees and danced a pirate island saga, with an unfortunate donkey. Ciara filmed and sent the clip to Daniel, who replied with seven gold stars and a pirate flag, and for a minute the day went ordinary again, like a coin you’d checked by biting.

Niamh took the photo with the seriousness of an older sister raised to steady objects. She peered at it and tilted it to consult the light. ‘Lovely,’ she said. ‘You look like yourselves.’

‘Dingle or Achill?’ Ciara asked.

‘Achill, I’d say,’ Niamh said, drawing the vowel out as if buying time. ‘The way the land falls away. That’s a lighthouse. But—’ She sucked her teeth. ‘I thought you went in autumn.’

‘April,’ Ciara said.

‘You sent me a November cup of tea and wrote that the wind could strip vowels out of a man’s prayer.’ Niamh grinned. ‘You were delighted with yourself.’

‘I don’t remember sending you that.’

‘You don’t have to; I do.’ Niamh scrolled, frowned. ‘Huh. I can’t find the tea. Maybe you told me on the phone.’ She brightened, having created a shelf for the missing cup. ‘Daniel should wear brown more often. This jacket suits him.’

‘He doesn’t own that jacket,’ Ciara said, hearing how childish it sounded and being unable to make it sound like anything else.

‘He’s a grown man. He can acquire a jacket without filing a report,’ Niamh said. ‘Are you okay? You sound... threadbare.’

‘Sometimes I put my head down and look up and the furniture’s moved,’ Ciara said. ‘I keep catching the light wrong.’

‘You’re tired. You get like this before a show.’ Niamh squeezed her wrist. ‘If you went to Achill, you went. If you didn’t, you will. It’s only the west. Not a pilgrimage.’

‘It felt like one,’ Ciara said, soft enough not to be heard.

On the climb back up to their flat, a cassette tape sat on the stairwell window ledge. Clear plastic, spools like round bones. On the label someone had written in block capitals: FOR THE ARCHIVE. She picked it up because objects wanted homes; she put it back because Daniel would laugh at her for rescue-adopting technology.

Maura’s house remembered wallpaper. Three framed Daniels lined the hall; a cross-stitched proverb about tidying presided over the kitchen. Maura hugged Ciara too long and assessed their bodies for evidence of care. ‘You look pale,’ she told Ciara, and to her son, ‘Are you feeding her? Engineers should have shoulders.’

‘Hello, Mum,’ Daniel said mildly. He put flowers in a jug because if he didn’t, she’d leave them in the sink. ‘We wanted to ask you something.’

‘After tea,’ Maura decided. ‘People ask better when they’ve eaten.’ She served, and told a looping story about Mrs Delaney of number twelve whose grandson got into Trinity and then into trouble because he stepped away from the people who knew him.

After tea Daniel produced the photo. Maura took it like a witness taking an oath. ‘That’s nice,’ she said. ‘I’ve always said brown suits you. You look like your father before the beard.’

‘Do you remember when we went to Achill?’ Ciara asked. She aimed for lightness and missed.

Maura’s mouth did something tight before the smile returned. ‘You didn’t go to Achill together.

‘Mum—’ Daniel tried.

‘You went to Dingle, though,’ she told Ciara. ‘After your mother died. That was a good idea. Grief likes the sea; it can’t shout over it. You sent me a postcard with a lighthouse and wrote “We are trying.” I saved it. I save everything.’

They followed her into the spare room museum of mail. Boxes labelled by season and year lived under the window. Maura knelt, drew out 2021 Spring, untied ribbons, fanned envelopes like a magician. ‘Here.’ A soft-painted lighthouse. On the back, Ciara’s hand: We are trying. Mornings are hard; afternoons remember how to breathe. C & D. KILLARNEY postmark. 30 NOV 2021.

‘November,’ Maura said, pleased. ‘Dingle. See? I mind everything.’

‘Killarney isn’t Dingle,’ Daniel said, but his voice had surrendered to the house.

‘We went in April,’ Ciara said, helpless as air.

‘Then you went twice,’ Maura said. ‘You’re young; you can go everywhere twice.’ She set the card on the box like a small banner. ‘What started this? You’ve both got that tightness in the eyes.’

Daniel showed her the photo. Maura’s lips thinned. ‘That isn’t right.’

‘How?’ Ciara asked. The room was too warm; it was always too warm here, as if Maura expected snowfall inside.

‘That isn’t Daniel’s jacket. The watch is wrong. And the date printing—’ She put on glasses. ‘I don’t trust it. People can do anything with pictures. Put the Pope paddling the Liffey. Don’t bring me a photo and ask me to doubt my own head.’

‘We’re not trying to make you doubt,’ Daniel said quickly.

‘Aren’t you?’ Maura looked straight at Ciara. ‘Memory is a woman’s purse, love. Men think they can put their hand in and take what they want, but there’s always a safety pin. I know what I know. You didn’t go to Achill in April.’

‘We’ll show it to Donal,’ Daniel said later in the car, hands on the wheel like he might be able to steer certainty. ‘He’ll know if it’s been mucked about with.’

Donal’s shop off Parnell Street fixed cameras and made teenagers fall in love with metal and glass. He liked Ciara’s work and kept one small piece in the back because looking at it while he mended shutters made him too melancholy. He peered at the photo through a loupe and made approving noises like a kettle just before it sang.

‘Printed from a digital file,’ he said, ‘but not a phone. Too clean, too controlled. And that—’ He tapped the corner where blue failed to match itself. ‘Clone tool. Sloppy at the edges. Whoever did this didn’t think you’d show it to a pedant.’

‘Two different photos stitched?’ Daniel asked. ‘Us at different times?’

‘Could be three,’ Donal said. ‘Could be fifteen. You can make a man kneel in a picture who spent the day standing up. But I’ve seen that scarf on you, Ciara, and a jacket like that on him, and that looks like Achill to me. The question is not whether a place is real. The question is whether you did there what the picture claims you did.’

‘We were there,’ Ciara said. She almost managed steady.

‘And maybe you were somewhere else too,’ Donal said, gentle. He slid the print back into its envelope like a host back to the monstrance. ‘Mind yourselves. Photos are excellent liars, but sometimes their lies point at a truth you’d rather not hold.’

Outside, Daniel breathed out so sharply the cold turned it visible. ‘Right. So. Someone faked a photo of us at a place we did or didn’t go, wearing clothes we did or didn’t wear, at a time we may or may not have been there.’ He tried for lightness and sounded like a man translating for a jury he didn’t trust.

‘A cassette turned up,’ Ciara said, because keeping everything inside felt suddenly dangerous. ‘On our stairwell window ledge. Label says “FOR THE ARCHIVE.” Side A April, Side B November. Last night someone texted me: Did you get it?—A. Then: I’m trying to help. Remember to listen.’

Daniel stared at the tape in her palm as if it might grow teeth. ‘Is this a joke?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘A gimmick—are you doing a show?’

‘I paint, Dan. The last time I did sound I lived with Maeve and we recorded ourselves crying to see if it made us stop.’

‘We don’t have a player.’

‘The charity shop does,’ she said. ‘It’s had one since the recession.’

They bought the deck for twelve euro and the woman threw in four cassettes because sometimes hope did come bundled. Back in the studio the machine wheezed to life like an old man clearing his throat. Ciara slid the tape in. The spools caught and turned.

Hiss first, the soft burr of air telling on itself. Then a man’s voice, Daniel’s voice, warm and certain. ‘Are you ready?’ he said, and laughed, and it was the laugh she had painted—the naples yellow she’d dragged over black until it felt like heat.

‘Ready,’ her own voice answered from somewhere tinny. ‘Tell me what you see.’

‘Water,’ Daniel said. Wind worried the microphone; a gull pealed, which could be anywhere. ‘And you, wearing that ridiculous hat.’ He laughed again, unselfconscious. ‘God, I love you.’

Daniel looked at Daniel, as if the present could catch the past by the sleeve. His hand went to his bare wrist, as though the absent watch might tell him how to be.

‘Side A,’ Ciara whispered, though the machine already knew. ‘April.’

The tape made the room smaller. Hiss became weather, became a place to stand. Somewhere inside it a gate creaked and someone—Daniel—said, “I’ll race you to the end,” and she heard herself spit-laugh, the laugh that only belonged to versions of her holding on to him from behind. Her voice in the machine sounded lighter, a stone skim rather than a drop. If that was April, that was a day when time, for once, came when it was called.

There was a clatter as if he were patting his pockets for nothing in particular. “We should’ve brought a flask,” he said. “Remind me to marry a person with sense.”

“Bad luck to propose at a cliff,” her taped-self said. The way she softened the p of propose made her, now, want to put a hand over her own mouth. “We’ll do it at a kitchen table with the washing machine on spin, practical like.”

“We will, so,” he said, and then lower, off-microphone as if he’d turned his face into her scarf, “I would marry you anywhere there is you.”

The present Daniel flinched—as if an afterimage of the line had reached across and landed on his cheek. “I don’t—” He stopped. Under the hiss his throat worked.

“Do you still think we didn’t go?” Ciara asked. She wanted to pour the question gently, but it came out like hot water from a kettle that didn’t pour right.

He held his hand near the speaker without touching it, as if checking its heat. “I think... I think that sounds like me. I think I don’t remember saying those words next to that weather.”

On the cassette the wind had a new idea and tried to climb into the microphone. “Now,” her taped-self said, stronger to fight it, playful authority she’d forgotten she wore. “Tell me what you see.”

“Your nose is red,” he said, laughing. “The sea wants naming rights to God. There’s a woman walking a dog that hates its coat. A hat in my pocket we’re pretending I’m too handsome to wear.”

“Put it on,” she ordered. “I want photographic evidence of your crimes.”

“Only if you promise to keep it forever. Your archive will need a villain.”

“Oh, I’ll keep you,” she said. “I’ll keep you and keep you.”

They both stood so still in the studio listening to her say it that something in the air went brittle. The machine whirred. Wind spoke its soft untranslatable language. Somewhere, distant, a bell clacked against a buoy like a spoon against a tooth.

“We took a photo,” she said, quietly. “We made proof.”

“We made something,” he said, as if proof and something belonged to separate species.

On the tape she could hear the arm’s-length distance of a phone held wrong for sound. He was teasing her about her artist’s refusal to centre anything. And then—oh, then—he said, with that ridiculous sincerity that made their friends throw bread rolls at him, “Let’s be a lighthouse, you and me. Shocking to ships, saving the foolish. Warning and welcome both.”

In the studio, both of them looked up in the same instant, as if expecting the room to answer. It didn’t. Paintings looked back with their patient animals and sad windows. The cracked mirror held two Ciara-throats, each swallowing.

He pressed stop. The click was surgical. The spools slowed and the room remembered it had walls. When he spoke he had to retry the words twice before they caught. “I do not remember saying that. I would have remembered saying that.”

“That’s the point of recording,” she said. Her mouth was dry. “It remembers for you.”

“Who is A?” he asked. “Who leaves a tape on a landing and writes to you like they’re a character from a dusty novel?”

“Aoife?” she tried. Old roommate, old friend. Aoife liked stunts. But Aoife had moved to Rotterdam with a man who lived in a tower made of bikes. The last time they spoke had been a birthday message angled at the wrong month. “Or—Archivist, if we’re being dramatic. The letter of a project.”

“What project names itself after a letter?”

“All of mine,” she said weakly, and gave him a smile she didn’t feel. It skated across his shoulder and fell.

He pushed the tape into its plastic case as if he might bruise it and set it on the table between an old jam jar of brushes and a postcard with a saint she kept for the loss of names. “If this is real, I have said things I meant and do not remember meaning in that place at that time.” His voice gentled. “If it isn’t real, someone has imitated me very well and it has landed inside you like a hook.”

He didn’t answer. He was looking at the cracked mirror. A hairline fracture makes its own branchings. You can watch them if you dare.

“Side B,” he said finally. “November.”

Her hand moved before the rest of her agreed. The tape went back in with the clatter of anything returning to what it thinks it is. When she pressed play, the hiss this time was interrupted by kitchen. The sonic furniture of a kettle. A clock too loud for a room that small. A washing machine spin—she could feel the floor under her in memory, a little dance.

“Good girl,” a woman’s voice said somewhere off, cheerful. Maura. “It’ll come out in the end. Stains do. Nothing wants to be permanent.”

“Don’t,” the recording-Ciara said, so quietly the mic almost missed it. “Don’t talk about me like that when I’m not not here.”

“Not not,” Maura repeated, amused. “I wouldn’t. I’m talking to the stain.”

“Mum,” Daniel-on-tape said, smoothing everything.

“Oh, I know what you’re doing,” Maura said. “You’re making a diary. Artists adore diaries. Very European. Hello future us! Send money.” A cupboard shut. “But some things don’t need recording to be true. You didn’t go to Achill in April because you had Covid the second week and then you were tired and then your father—” A pause that tried to be a laugh and in that crack grieved. “Your father needed the roof, and sure we couldn’t find a roofer sober after Easter, so you went up there yourself, and you,” to the room, to anyone who would stop her from worrying, “you stayed put and minded the kettle.”
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CHAPTER 2
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We’ll Held

––––––––
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Silence. A swallow. Then a different quiet, like two people exchanging a look you could almost see. “We’re not recording,” Daniel-on-tape said. “Are we?”

“We are, yeah,” the other him—no, that was still him—said, gently exasperated. “It’s going, Dan. You pressed the red.”

“Oh,” he said, and there was a truer smallness there than she had expected. “All right.”

The washing machine rose to its pitched whine. In the studio Ciara felt her chest wear that sound like a scarf. “We did go,” she said to nobody, and nobody in that kitchen heard.

“We didn’t,” Daniel-on-tape said. “But we can.” His voice moved away; a door opened. “We’ll go. We’ll go where we said we’d go.”

“You always say that,” the cassette-Ciara said. “We’ll go. We’ll go. I’ll keep you to it.”

The present Daniel pressed stop again, then let the button up, unsure if he was keeping something terrible from happening or stopping something necessary from finishing. “Mum being practical doesn’t make her right,” he said.

“Nor does you telling me we’ll go every time I scrape myself on a fact mean we went.” She put her forefinger against the play button and left it there like a person touching a bruise. “I can feel both things at once.”

He tipped his head back. The ceiling held three blue stickers left by the previous tenant—glow-in-the-dark stars that never held a charge. “Let’s speak to someone.”

“We spoke to Donal.”

“Not Donal. A someone with a couch.”

“Most couches are free if you ask.”

He smiled in spite of himself. “A therapist.”

“Which one?” The city held them like rosary beads. She had names. She had sat in enough rooms to know which windows made crying look becoming. “Áine’s decent. Honest face. She doesn’t perform empathy at you like a singer doing a sad song.”

“Make the call.”

Áine Gallagher’s office had the self-respect of plants that were watered on a schedule. When the radiator clicked it sounded apologetic. A shelf held titles that wanted you to stop trying to undo what happened by naming it better. She sat cross-legged in an armchair with her boots off and gave them their own words back like bread.

“Say what you know,” Áine said. “And then say what you fear. If those are different, that’s interesting. If they’re the same, that’s interesting too.”

“She thinks we went to Achill in April,” Daniel said, and then looked at Ciara for permission, which she clutched and then handed over. “I think we didn’t. There’s a photo that may not be a photo. There is a tape we didn’t make that might be us.”

“Might is a heavy word,” Áine said. “Fill it with what you mean. What do you mean when you say ‘might be us’?”

“The voices sound like us,” Ciara said. “The way he says ridiculous things sounds like him. The way I move my mouth around a joke at the last minute as if I can save it from me sounds like me.” Her hands were in her lap like birds that had agreed not to startle. “And if they aren’t us, then someone is playing us into ourselves and I don’t know why.”

“What function would that serve?” Áine asked Daniel.

“If I believed we didn’t go and she believed we did,” he said, “and then evidence arrives to say we did, made by who knows who, then I look like—” He groped for a word he didn’t want. “A gaslighter.”

“And what would you gain by gaslighting?”

“Nothing I want.” He was good at saying that; he practiced knowing what he meant. “The only prize would be being right about something that hurts her, and I have no use for that prize.”

“What would you gain by being right?” she asked Ciara.

“My life back,” Ciara said before she could edit it. “The one where we promised things by the sea and were not stupid enough to put the promise somewhere a seagull could steal it.” She took a breath that was work. “But also—if I’m right, then the part of me that is sure is still allowed out in daylight. The part that can make a line with a brush and not ask it twice.”

Áine nodded in the way of a person marking a place. “How do each of you usually handle memory when it disagrees with the person you love?”

“I write mine down,” Ciara said. “He files his.”

“I check my phone for receipts and call my mother,” Daniel said. He smiled ruefully. “I’m sorry. That sounds like a cartoon of a man.”

“Cartoons work because sometimes they’re true at a distance.

Ciara held the card. Willingness wanted to be a better person than she was. “I will not use words as though they are weapons and he is a war,” she said. “I will not make the studio into a fort he cannot enter.” She looked at him. “I will not call you a liar. I will not call myself broken. I will not ask paintings to pick sides.”

Daniel’s list was neat. “I will not call my mother before I speak to you,” he said. Áine’s eyebrow rose and he sighed, having told on himself. “I will sit with you while evidence is evidence rather than trying to decide what it is beforehand. I will remember aloud rather than only in my head. I will not decide you are ill because I am scared.”

Áine folded the cards and set them at the corner of her desk as if protecting them for later. “The tape,” she said. “Bring it next time if you like. Or don’t. But remember this. Memory is not a camera; it is a poem we keep editing. Two people can hold different drafts of the same day without either being immoral. Our job—mine with you—is to make meaning without bayonets.”

In the hall, after, Ciara leaned into the cool paint and closed her eyes. Daniel touched her shoulder with the flinch of a person not wanting to touch a bruise. “Tea?”

“Always.”

They went home by the river as if the city might line up their insides. A man threw a ball for a dog with the kind of faith that only exists between species. At the Ha’penny a busker sang something with a chorus so certain it embarrassed itself. She wanted to be inside a certainty like that. She wanted to feel their day catch.

In the studio the cracked mirror was still a problem. She turned it face to the wall and immediately missed the trouble of it, so turned it back. The tape deck sat, patient. The lamp made a small weather all its own on the table.

There was a notebook under her brushes with the elastic thick from being bitten. She took it to the kitchen table because the washing machine wasn’t on but the table had its promise anyway. Halfway through the book there was a page that had been carefully torn out and just as carefully returned, the rip mended with three neat strips of tape that weren’t her tape. On the returned page, two handwritings looked at each other as if across a small room.

The first was hers, and read: April 14: we were there; tell nobody; it’s sweeter when it’s ours first. The second was like the line in the sketchbook, square engineer letters, claiming: Didn’t go. You dreamed me into it. —D.

“Again,” she said to the empty flat. She stood so fast the chair hiccuped against the tiles. “Daniel?”

He came, wiping his hands on a tea towel he was too proud of. She slid the book to him. He took the kitchen chair like a barrister in a show who would soon object to something on principle.

“I did not write that,” he said, but softer now. “Ci, I didn’t. Look—the D is wrong.”

“It’s your D,” she said, and then caught herself and remembered the list: I will not decide what evidence is before it is. She put her hands under her thighs and sat on them like a child caught near a biscuit tin. “Who would write it, then? Who knows where I keep the book?”

“People come here,” he said, sounding like he knew no such thing. “Niamh has a key. Your collector came last week, the one with the stories about the border. Tom brings cables and leaves with ours. Mum—” He stopped. “Mum has been here when we weren’t.”

“To water the plant that despises us,” Ciara said. She looked at the book and felt equal parts fury and relief. Fury because a boundary had been passed. Relief because if someone was writing inside their days, then she hadn’t simply mislaid them on her own. “Do we ask her?”

“We can.” He sounded careful, like a man stepping onto a new-built bridge. “Or we can change the locks and make tea and decide we’re being sensible.”

“Sensible can wait. Ask her.”

Maura came round with two containers of stew and a face that said she had not interfered with anything and would never. When she saw the notebook she arranged her mouth as if the photograph of a mouth might serve until her real one caught up.

“No,” she said immediately. “I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t write in a woman’s place. That’s like using another person’s sacrament.”

“Did you come in when we were out?” Daniel asked, mild as milk.

“Not since Monday week,” she said. “You asked me to let the plumber in. He was handsome. Or I’ve lowered my standards with age; who can say. I watered the... those droopy ones.”

“Pothos,” Ciara said, because naming made it less easy to lie to herself about what lived with her. “Did you touch the books?”

“I put one under the leg of the little table because it wobbled. I put it back. If that’s a sin.

“You didn’t write this?” Daniel asked, showing her the square careful line. “You didn’t think it would calm things down to be on paper?”

“Is that what you think I do?” Maura asked, her voice acquiring cold. “No. I think I make dinners and I scrape gravy off plates and I try not to say I told you so when people do what I warned them they would. I think I live in the wake of you, keeping water from getting into the engine. If someone is writing in your book, child, it isn’t me. Do you think I’d choose that G?” She sniffed. “It leans like it’s drunk.”

When she had gone Ciara sat on the floor with the book and the page that had left and returned and tried to inhabit the hours it would’ve taken another hand to become his. She tried on the thought that Daniel had written it and forgotten writing it and hated that thought so much she wrote over it: I will not call you a liar. I will not. The words made their own trap if she looked too long. She closed the book and slid it under the chair and put a boot on the chair’s rung as if she were guarding a small domestic animal with bad habits.

The text came late, when lamps have made a town believe in its own safety. Did you listen?—A. Then, as if A had waited to see the three dots of reply and lost faith, another: If you want proof, check your phone backups for April. Look under a different name.

She showed Daniel. They stood shoulder to shoulder in the dark with the glow of her phone making them half-lit conspirators. She wasn’t organised, not in a way that would pass an audit, but she did keep backups because she had learned how it felt to lose. April sat there like a neat box. Under it, names she hadn’t made: 2021-04-B, 2021-04-ALT, 14-04-ACHILL. Her thumb trembled and chose. The album opened to three photos only. In the first, the path and the sea and the two of them as in the print, but without the watch on his wrist. In the second, the same, but with the watch and a different sky. In the third, the same again, and his jacket brown. The horizon shifted a degree between them; the gulls held their wings differently as if coached. The timestamps all agreed with themselves and not each other.

“Someone did this,” he said, both angry and fascinated. “Someone changed these. Or—and I hate this—someone took three days and made them into one and stuck it in your head.”

“Which someone would do that?” she asked. “And why would they hate us so tidily?”

She opened the first. The metadata said KEELEDGE_2021_APR14—K. The second said KEELEDGE_2021—J. The third said KEELEDGE_FINAL. The K and J sat like initials and refused to expand.

“Who is K?” Daniel asked.

“Keel,” she said, relief at knowing something almost joyful. “Keel Strand. That’s—Achill. J is...” A person rose in her mind with a scarf that had its own opinions. “June.”

“June who?”

“June Keane,” she said slowly. “The lady at the B&B who told us her husband spoke to angels. There was a J stitched on the tea towels. Or there wasn’t.” She pressed her fingers to her temples. “Daniel.”

“Ring Aoife,” he said. “She’d think this is fun. She’d know someone who thinks this is fun for a living.”

Aoife answered on the second ring sounding like a city that had learned new rules. “Rotterdam,” she said by way of greeting. “Everything’s a circle until it isn’t.”

“A tape turned up at my flat,” Ciara said. “And photographs that don’t agree with themselves. Did you—” She hadn’t meant to accuse; it came out as an accusation anyway.

“Yes,” Ciara said. The word did its best and barely arrived. “I called it The Archive because I am original.”

“You made a call for submissions last March. You asked people to send tapes or files of their beginnings and middles and almosts. You asked for lies too. Do you remember?”

“I... did I?” Her hand went to her throat. The pulse there felt like a man running. “I had a folder called Beginnings. I had a list of names. But—”

“A,” Ciara said. The letter stood up and looked at her. “A for Archive.”

“Or A for Aoife,” Aoife said wryly. “But not this time. I’m not your ghost. I have enough of my own. I can ask around. I can bin the internet and see if your call-out still lives under some couch. But listen to me. You cannot handle this alone. You’re too polite to your own ghosts. Bring a friend when you go through files. Bring me on video. Bring your boring, handsome man.”

“He is not—”

“I’m sure he’s a revelation. Bring him.”

They hung up with two I love yous of old make. Daniel rested his forehead lightly against her temple as if trying to print himself there. “If you built a project,” he said, muffled, “then some part of you could be building it around us now. Not out of malice. Out of habit. You collect. You stack evidence like blankets. You keep people warm who forgot they were cold. You could be keeping us warm beyond what we can bear.”

“I didn’t stitch a watch onto your wrist,” she said, but without venom. She was tired of being an edge. “If I built something, it was to put a net under love, not to throw it over a man.”

He nodded. “Let’s find June.”

June Keane’s B&B existed online as if it had always been a website: a photo of tea in a conservatory, a plant that looked like it had gossip. She answered the next morning in a voice that remembered jokes before the punchline. “We had a couple with your names in April that year,” she said, delighted. “He had a hat he hated and she looked like she knew it was art, what they were. They kept each other like a prayer.”

Ciara put a hand against the table because she had become the sort of person the table held up. “That was us.”

“And November too,” June said. “After a bad patch you didn’t mention. You held hands like people who had learned about tides the hard way. I gave you the blue room. He burned himself on the stove and swore very gently. He said he didn’t like to upset angels.”

Daniel closed his eyes and let the idea that he could be a person who spared angels sit in the room between them. “Did we—did we send you anything? Recordings? Or ask you to record us?”

“I have a drawer,” June said. “I was a wedding photographer before photographs got too thin. I keep bits. Poltroons and parsons and people who never picked up their prints because seeing them meant it had happened. I keep a tape of the sea between the rocks because a man put a microphone there once and ran off to stop his child falling in. I keep a message on an old answering machine of a woman saying, ‘It’s me. Keep the room. Hold it for me. I’m not sure who I’ll be when I get there but keep the room.’ I thought it was you, but it might have been a ghost. I like ghosts. They mind the place.”

“Did we leave you copies?” Ciara asked.

“You posted me a tape last winter with a note that said, ‘If we forget, will you remember us to ourselves?’ I thought it was poetry, which is useless except when it isn’t.” June chuckled. “You also left a photograph of yourselves with the brown jacket. Handsome in it.”

When she hung up, the room altered. A thing that had not been given permission had become true and asked to be let in. They stared at each other as if they had not met, and then hugged like people who had met too often to do it wrong. He was shaking. He did not look like a man who enjoyed winning.

“We went,” she said into his collar. “We went, Dan.”

“We did,” he said. Then, after a minute, the thing that would be the first crack in a later glass: “But there is a tape of us not knowing, and photographs that disagree with themselves, and a notebook that edits on its own. So we also didn’t. Or we also do not now. Both may be true. Both may be happening to us. I don’t know what to do with that.”

“We listen,” she said. “We keep listening.”

They took the tape back to Áine. The therapist put it into a modern machine that pretended it was old, and when Side A ended she pressed rewind and when Side B reached the place where Maura mentioned Covid she pressed pause and asked, entirely without venom, “Were you sick in April?”

They looked at each other. “I had it in January,” he said. “Back when tests were rationed and Mum left soup on the step like a fairy.”

“I had it in March,” she said. “I was fine by April. I painted an entire week.”

“We could both be right about our bodies and wrong about our days,” Áine said. “We’re greedy little editors; we tidy. But this—” She rewound a fraction, played five seconds, and stopped. “This is where the voice that sounds like Daniel says ‘We’ll go,’ but you, Ciara, remember him saying ‘We were there.’ That friction is our gold. Stay there. What is it like, the moment you hear him not be who you remember?”

Ciara tasted metal. “Like I’m being asked to mourn a person who is standing in front of me handing me tea.”

“And for you?”

“Like I’m being accused of a crime I can’t prove I didn’t plan because everyone knows I’m good at making plans,” he said, dry. “Like if I say ‘We didn’t go,’ I am also saying ‘You are unwell.’ I am not willing to say that. But if I say ‘We did,’ and I don’t remember, then what else don’t I remember. And who am I then, if I don’t get to keep the way I keep things.”

Áine nodded as if someone had done their homework. “This is the midpoint,” she said, not to them but to the story as if it were a patient. “You have both found a piece of evidence that contradicts the shape of your love, and you have to decide if you are brave enough to let love survive not being tidy.”

“We are,” Ciara said, reflex. Then, softer, in case the day was listening, “We are.”

She started leaving voice notes for herself because hearing her own mouth make shapes was proof of existence at a time when mirrors were unreliable. In one of them, recorded outside the pharmacy because the sun looked like it had made an effort, she said, “If you’re listening to this, you’re me, and if you’re me, you can stand inside two versions of a day without tearing. You can. It won’t make neat paintings, but you can.” She sent it to nobody, then to herself, then to a folder called PRACTICAL.

Niamh texted: You’re frightening Saoirse with all your looking at corners. Come for stew. Bring that man.

At dinner, Saoirse watched them with the frankness of a child who has accidentally seen a rehearsal for an argument. “Mum says grownups have two brains,” she said. “One for people and one for the bin.”

“Your mother is wise,” Daniel said gravely. “The bin one is bigger.”

Tom poured wine like a person who would rather fix a clock than hear it chime. “Look,” he said, when the plates had been scraped. “I think you’re both perfectly right and perfectly impossible. There. My contribution.”

Niamh snorted. “Say what you mean: you want them to break up so we can stop having to remember whose coat belongs to which month.”

“I don’t,” Tom said, offended. “They’re my favourite television.”

After dinner, when the grownups took plates to the sink and Saoirse put on her donkey head to rehearse the pirate’s donkey saga, Niamh took Ciara’s elbow to the hall where old coats smelled like old rain. “Are you all right? I mean truly. Not artist all right. Human.”

“I keep finding versions of us and they all ask to sit down,” Ciara said. “It’s crowded in there. I don’t know who to feed first.”

“Feed the one who takes the least,” Niamh said. “The rest can behave themselves till tea.” She kissed Ciara’s forehead. “I will love you even if you put a hat on the wrong month. I will love you even if you forget my birthday and send me a present for your own. I will love you even if Daniel is a photograph.”

“He looks well in photographs,” Ciara said, grateful for the little ledge of humour. “He has an honest skull.”

On their way home, the night smelled like chips and rain, which is to say, alive. At the landing window they both paused. The cassette was gone. In its place: a small square envelope, cream, expensive enough to be ridiculous. Inside: a single photograph of their kitchen table. On the table, the shared diary lay open, at a page she did not yet know. Across it two hands wrote: one hers, one not hers. The caption, typed, said: WE WRITE TO KEEP FROM DISAPPEARING.

“Someone is in our house,” Daniel said, not loudly and not panicked and not like a man marvelling at an art prank, but like an engineer whose bridge has made a noise he does not accept.

They went in. Nothing had moved. Everything had moved. The book on the chair’s rung sat as she’d left it. When she opened it, the page in the photograph existed. Two handwritings, two pens. Her line read: I will wake tomorrow and I will choose him again. The other line read: I will wake tomorrow and correct her. —D.

“No,” he said. He sat down very carefully and put his head in his hands to contain what his hands could not. “I did not write that.”

“Then someone is writing you,” she said, and felt sick because the thought was acid. “A writes you. A writes us.”

She found herself, absurdly, heartbroken for the book. It had wanted to be a place where she met herself without an audience, and now it was a stage. She closed it and slid it under the chair again as if doors mattered.

In the middle of the night she woke to the sound of the washing machine. She lay still and let the sound tell her the story of its spin. The machine doesn’t care what you put in it; it will do what it is built to do until something breaks. She went to the kitchen and found Daniel sitting on the floor, back against the cupboards, watching socks orbit a centre. He looked up as if she’d come in the middle of a prayer.

“I used to believe,” he said, “that love means filing the day properly, so that when you open the drawer the right thing is there. I am having to learn it also means holding you while you tell me a day I cannot find in a drawer and not asking you to stop because it makes me feel untidy.” He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand. “Will you hold me while I learn that.”

She sank down and tucked herself into the place he made. The spin hit its climax and eased. “We will make new drawers,” she said. “We will label them badly and find things anyway.”

In the morning a message waited, from a number that hid its face. Last night was sloppy of me. Forgive it. —A. Then: If you want the clean version, come to 22 Henrietta Street, Thursday, 8 p.m. Bring the brown jacket. Bring the tape. Leave the mother at home.

He exhaled a laugh that had no humour in it. “That narrows the suspects to everyone we know.”

“Henrietta Street,” she said. “The museum of tenements.” The place where whole families had pressed their lives onto too little wood and called it full. “Rooms where too many memories fit.”

“We’re not going,” he said automatically.

“We are,” she said, because whatever A was doing, she was done being a table someone wrote on without asking. “We don’t have a brown jacket.”

He looked at the photo stuck to the fridge of him wearing one and made a face neither of them recognised. “We’ll borrow one.”

They did not tell Maura. They did tell Áine.

Thursday came like a person showing up early. The street was a formal face holding too much life behind it. Inside, the air knew stories. The caretaker, a woman with hair cut like intention, nodded them through with a look Áine had arranged. A waited in a back room that had been a bedroom when bedrooms had lots of jobs.

A was not Aoife, and not Maura, and not a stranger. A was June. She stood by a dressing table whose mirror had seen more than a person should and gave them the kind of smile people save for when they have been expecting to be hated and are not. “I am sorry,” she said without preface. “I have been trying to give you back the right shape of your beginning. I have made a mess doing it.”

“You’re in Achill,” Daniel said blankly, because when the world moves, you say ridiculous things to see if talking brings it back.

“My niece lives here,” June said. “She’s doing a degree in remembering. Museums. She told me about your call-out last year. She told me you had put your own story inside other people’s to see if it felt truer from a distance. She told me you have stopped answering email. I came because I have a drawer.” She gestured to the dressing table. “I thought maybe the drawer knew what to do.”

“You left the tape,” Ciara said. “And the photo. And my book—”

“No. Not your book.” June looked appalled. “God save us, child, no. I’m a sinner but I’m not that. The tape—yes. You left me a copy last November without knowing you had—you put it in a biscuit tin and said, ‘June, keep this. I don’t know if I’ll be brave next spring.’ I didn’t know what you meant. Then your call-out came past me, the niece, the museum, and it all looked like one song in three keys. I sent the tape to your house because you looked like you had forgotten where your lungs were. I thought another voice might remind you.”
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Daniel’s shoulders had gone up to his ears and were grudging their return. “The notebook?”

“Not me.” June’s face was fierce. “Not ever. Someone is writing you on purpose. But it isn’t me.”

Ciara looked at June and believed her because her own throat learned to breathe around the older woman. “Why the brown jacket?”

“Because you were so alive in it,” June said, smiling with the memory. “Because he hated it and she loved him better in it and I wanted the two of you to have to pick. Pick a day to belong to. Pick a weather. Pick each other.”

“The tape from April,” Ciara said. “Is it real?”

Something in Ciara loosened and laughed and cried all at once. It sounded like a seal clapping.

“And the letter A?” Daniel asked. “If it isn’t Aoife and isn’t—”

“It’s my niece,” June said. “Aisling. She has a degree in letters and uses them like matchsticks.” June took their hands because she was the kind of woman who held things until they calmed down. “I can stop. I will stop. Or I will keep sending you pieces of yourselves until you decide you are whole. You tell me. I am done doing what I think might help without being asked.”

Ciara looked at Daniel. His face held the effort of a man learning very fast and trying not to crack the egg he was also carrying. “We decide,” she said to June, and to the room, and to the story. “We decide together.”

They left Henrietta Street with the sense of a room that had breathed for them. June’s apology sat between them on the bus like a third person doing her best to be small. Dublin untidied itself around them—bins, gulls with their manners, a man arguing in correspondence with his phone. He reached for her hand and then checked himself, not because he didn’t want to hold it but because he had learned in the last week to ask, even for ordinary things.

She put her palm into his anyway. “We decide.

He huffed a laugh. “I’ve never been so attracted to the word ‘boring.’”

Back at the flat she took every notebook and sketchbook that had any claim to being a diary and put them in a linen bag. She wrote on the bag with a fat marker: MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS. She put the bag in the oven because neither of them ever used it and because it felt like putting something inside a metal animal that would keep it safe. Then she taped the door shut and wrote on the tape: THIS IS NOT A METAPHOR.

He climbed a chair and took down the key from the little magnet above the door where everyone’s mothers seemed to keep the spare in full view of God. He put it in an envelope and wrote MAURA on it with a full stop, like a person addressing a country. Then he walked it downstairs to put through his mother’s letterbox so he wouldn’t lose his nerve, and came back up before he could change his mind and feel like a villain.

They messaged Aisling. We appreciate what you meant and what you tried, Ciara wrote. We’re taking it from here. Please no more drops. If you have anything else you think might help, send us a list first. Daniel added, Thank you for keeping people’s beginnings. Please ask before keeping ours.

Aisling replied with a flurry of contrition and an offer to transfer everything she had in one neat folder. Ciara asked for a list. Aisling sent a spreadsheet within the hour, tidy as a hymn: TAPE_April_C&D; TAPE_Nov_C&D; PHOTO_prints—Keel; PHOTO_negatives—Keel; POSTCARD_copy—Killarney; VM—“Keep the room.” Seeing the last made the skin of Ciara’s arms lift. Aisling included a note: June says you left this on an old machine. If you want, I’ll bring everything to Áine and you can collect there. Neutral ground.

Neutral ground was a phrase that set her teeth right. They made the appointment for the following day, and took the evening like medicine—under blankets, a film with people who had problems that resolved in ninety minutes, a bowl of strawberries rescued from the back of the fridge. He dozed halfway, his head sliding against her shoulder like a person who trusted furniture. She let the credits roll long after the pictures stopped because the names moving past had a way of saying: these things were made by people; it’s allowed to be made by people.

In bed she lay on her back and watched the ceiling. “Do you think it’s broken,” she asked the dark, “or do you think we’re building it right? Our way.”

He rolled onto his side. “I think we are trying in the way that will most annoy our future selves, which tends to be the way that works.”

“And the book?”

“The book will sulk,” he said. “Books hate being told they aren’t true.”

Sleep came like a bargain. At four she woke to her own heart knocking on the wrong door. She lay and counted lights on the far wall made by cars; she named the light to keep from naming the fear. The fifth headlight made a shape that looked like a lighthouse’s ghost. She got up for water and, passing the studio, paused, as she always did. The cracked mirror had been given the day off; still, she turned it and immediately turned it back. Because she was tired of being polite to her own superstition, she stuck a Post-it to the glass: YOU ARE A MIRROR, NOT A WITNESS.

At Áine’s, the next morning smelled like cut lemons. Neutral ground foresaw people leaving wept-on tissues behind. Aisling arrived with a tote bag and an expression of a contrite cat. She placed the bag on Áine’s desk like an offering: tapes in cases, two envelopes of prints, a USB stick, a photocopy of the Killarney postcard with Ciara’s handwriting that made her want to be kind to the earlier her who thought mornings were a weather she might outlast.

“I’m bowing out now,” Aisling said, hands raised, making a brief shape of surrender. “I’m very good at rummaging and very bad at stopping. I’m learning.” She looked at Ciara. “Your call-out was beautiful. You asked people to tell you lies and then tell you the true things they had protected with those lies. I thought it would save me. It didn’t. But I loved being asked.”

“Thank you,” Ciara said, because however furious she had been at the intrusion, gratitude and anger often wore the same size coat. “We’ll take it from here.”

Áine indicated the two chairs with the open-palmed courtesy of a bartender. “You have rules,” she said. “Good. Let’s hear them.”

Ciara read from her phone, because lists mattered more when they lived in a device: “One: nothing enters the flat without both of us knowing about it. Two: we don’t look at evidence alone. Three: we will not write in each other’s books, and our friends and relatives will treat our books like churches. Four: we won’t tell the story on top of the story we are making. Five: no one corrects
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