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For the ones who kept the kettle on.
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“A house can hold grief. It can hold love too. The difference is who you let in.”
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The night Nessa O’Callaghan walked out of her own wedding, it was raining so hard the streetlights blurred into gold.

Kilkenny always made drama look holy.

The bells of St. Canice’s were still ringing when she slipped out the side door of the hotel in her bare feet, silk dress gathered in shaking fists, mascara already bleeding down her cheeks.

Inside, they were dancing.

Inside, Cathal Byrne was laughing with her cousins, sleeves rolled, tie loosened, already looking like the man everyone trusted with their lives.

Inside, she was meant to be his wife.

Outside, she was falling apart.

She made it as far as the wall by the car park before she collapsed against it, breath coming in ragged bursts.

She had read the messages three times.

From his mother. From his aunt. From his cousin in London.

You’re too small-town for him. You’ll ruin his future. He’s meant for more than this. There’s a girl in London. This is a phase.

And the worst one:

Your father works for us. Remember that.

Her da. Driving their cars. Fixing their fences. Being grateful for scraps.

Nessa slid down the stone and cried like something had been torn out of her.

She hadn’t even told Cathal.

Not because she didn’t trust him.

Because she trusted him too much.

Because she knew he would choose her.

And she couldn’t let him burn his life down for her.

So she did it herself.

She stood, wiped her face with trembling hands, and walked into the rain.

She didn’t look back.

By morning, she would be gone.

By winter, she would be pregnant.

And for two years, she would carry the truth alone.
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Two Years Later

Kilkenny smelled like rain and ghosts.

Nessa knew that before she even stepped off the train.

It hit her in the lungs the moment the doors slid open—cold stone, wet leaves, diesel, old memories that hadn’t asked permission to wake up.

She stood on the platform with her suitcase at her feet and her phone clenched in her hand, reading the same message for the twentieth time.

SINEAD: He’s gone, Ness. Come home.

Gone.

Not sick. Not waiting. Not complicated.

Her father, Liam O’Callaghan, who fixed everything with string and stubbornness. Who never missed a match. Who drove half the county for people who barely knew his name.

She hadn’t been home in two years.

Not properly.

Not since the wedding-that-wasn’t.

Not since she had walked away from Cathal and from everyone who had watched her grow up and decided they were entitled to an explanation.

She lifted her suitcase and walked.

The streets were narrower than she remembered.

Or maybe she was wider with history.

Every shopfront felt like an accusation.

Every pub window reflected a version of herself she no longer recognised—sharper, harder, Dublin-polished and Kilkenny-broken underneath.

The house was still there.

Of course it was.

Two-storey. Pebbledash. White gate that never closed properly. Hydrangea bush that refused to die.

Home.

And not.

Cars lined the street.

Condolence cars.

She stopped at the gate, heart pounding.

Voices drifted out—low, careful, already rehearsing grief.

The town had started.

She pushed it open.

The door wasn’t locked.

It never was.

Inside, the air was thick with tea and perfume and quiet authority.

Women she hadn’t seen in years turned.

“Nessa.”

Soft. Careful. Judging.

She nodded, smiled automatically, said thank you to condolences she hadn’t earned yet.

Then she saw him.

Cathal stood in the hall by the stairs, black suit immaculate, clipboard tucked under his arm, speaking gently to her uncle.

Undertaker Cathal.

Not wedding Cathal. Not teenage Cathal. Not the boy who once kissed her behind the chipper and promised her everything.

This one was calm. Controlled. Respected.

And still devastating.

He looked up.

Their eyes met.

The world tilted.

For one awful second, she thought he might pretend not to know her.

He didn’t.

“Nessa,” he said softly.

Her name in his voice still knew her.

“Cathal,” she replied, like it didn’t.

And like that, the week of wakes began.
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The kettle whistles like a reprimand.

Nessa turns it off too hard, hand trembling on the handle. Behind her, the house keeps breathing—floorboards settling, voices murmuring in the front room, the soft clink of spoons against china like the whole town has brought its own soundtrack.

She stands at the counter and stares at the mug in her hand like it might explain what to do next.

She shouldn’t have come back.

That’s the first thought that comes clean, sharp, uncomplicated.

The second arrives right behind it, meaner:

She shouldn’t have left.

It’s all the same argument, truly. Kilkenny never lets you choose between staying and going without charging you interest.

A woman steps into the kitchen with a tray of sandwiches like she owns the place.

“Tea, love?” the woman asks, already lifting the kettle.

“I’ve got it,” Nessa says.

The woman pauses, a flicker of offence, then smooths it away with a smile that’s practiced to the point of cruelty.

“Of course. You’re the one in charge now.”

Nessa doesn’t correct her. She doesn’t say, Actually, I’m the one who flew in last night and still hasn’t cried because if she starts, she won’t stop.

She pours the tea. The steam rises and curls, domestic and obscene against the fact of what’s in the front room.

Her father, under a sheet, with flowers arriving like apologies.

Nessa’s phone buzzes again. Another message from Moira.

> All good here. Aoife had porridge and then demanded to be carried everywhere. Misses you. xx

Her chest tightens.

She presses the phone to her chest for a second, eyes closing.

“He does,” she murmurs. “He has biscuits.”

She types back:

> Tell her heaven definitely has biscuits. Tell her I’ll ring after dinner.

A knock sounds on the back door. Not a polite one. A familiar, neighbourly rap that says the person outside believes they’re entitled to be here.

Aunt Eileen enters before Nessa can answer, wet umbrella tucked under her arm like a weapon.

Eileen O’Callaghan is respectability in a cardigan. She has the sort of face that looks kind from a distance and sharp up close.

“There you are,” she says. “I was wondering when you’d come out of hiding.”

“I wasn’t hiding,” Nessa replies, because her mouth is still capable of lying on her behalf.

Eileen’s gaze slides over her—hair, coat, suitcase by the door still—taking inventory.

“God love you,” Eileen says, and the words land like a slap. “It’s awful. But we have to be proper about it. People will be calling all day.”

People. The same invisible committee that ran her out of town the first time.

Nessa sets the mug down carefully. “I know how wakes work.”

“Do you?” Eileen lifts a brow. “You’ve been away a long time.”

A beat.

Then—like she can’t help herself—Eileen adds, “And you’ve brought... complications.”

Nessa’s pulse stutters.

She keeps her face steady. “What are you talking about?”

Eileen’s mouth tightens, pleased with herself for unsettling her. “Don’t play. I heard you’re living in Dublin with a child. Slightly girl.”

Nessa’s throat goes dry.

“That’s not your concern,” she says evenly.

Eileen hums. “Everything is everyone’s concern in Kilkenny, pet. It’s how we show we care.”

Nessa tastes blood where she’s bitten the inside of her cheek.

“You haven’t met her,” she says.

“No,” Eileen agrees. “And we’ll keep it that way until we know what story we’re telling.”

Nessa laughs once, brittle. “You’re not telling any story about my child.”

Eileen’s eyes flash. “Mind your tone. This is your father’s house.”

“My father is dead,” Nessa says, and feels the words like a stone dropped into her own chest. “And my child is alive. So maybe we worry about the living, Eileen.”

Eileen freezes. For a second the mask slips and something ugly shows—resentment, fear, that old hunger to be the one holding the rules.

Then she breathes out and puts the mask back on.

“We’ll talk later,” she says gently. “After you’ve composed yourself.”

She turns and leaves, umbrella still tucked under her arm like she’s carrying a baton in a relay Nessa never agreed to run.

When she’s gone, Nessa stands in the kitchen with the tea cooling and the whole house loaded with voices she doesn’t want.

She looks down at her hands.

They’re steady now.

Anger will do that—lend you bones when grief has you hollow.

A scrape of shoes in the hall. A quieter presence. Someone careful.

Cathal appears in the kitchen doorway without announcing himself, as though he’s learned what doors mean in a house like this. He doesn’t come fully in. He stays on the threshold, leaving her space. It is, infuriatingly, considerate.

“I’m sorry,” he says.

“For what?” she asks too quickly.

His gaze flicks to the mug, the kettle, the counter—her makeshift barricade.

“For everything that’s happening to you at once,” he replies. “For having to manage them.”

Nessa swallows.

She forces herself to look at him properly.

His suit jacket is damp at the shoulders. His hands are clean. His expression is composed, but the tension sits at the corners of his mouth like a bruise.

“You’re very good at this,” she says, and it comes out sharper than she intends.

A shadow crosses his face. “At what?”

“Being calm. Being... correct.”

Cathal blinks, as though surprised by the accusation. Then he nods once, accepting it.

“It’s the job,” he says softly.

Of course it is. The job. The shield. The excuse.

Nessa grips the edge of the counter. “I saw you.”

Cathal stills. “Where?”

“With him,” she says. “In there. Alone.”

His throat works as he swallows. “I was making sure he was comfortable.”

The word comfortable nearly breaks her. As though the dead can be comforted. As though it’s the living who aren’t the ones screaming inside.

“You were talking to him,” she says.

Cathal’s gaze drops. For a moment, the professional mask slips too.

“I knew him,” he says simply. “Longer than you think.”

Nessa’s brows knit. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He looks up, eyes steady. “Nothing. Only... he mattered.”

A knock sounds from the front room. Someone calling her name. Demanding her presence. The wake machine grinding on.

Nessa lets out a breath, eyes burning.

Cathal steps back, giving her the decision. He doesn’t touch her. He doesn’t try to claim her grief. He simply stands there, the boy she loved and the man who vanished occupying the same body, unbearable.

“I’ll be in the sitting room,” she says, because she has to go where the performance is.

Cathal inclines his head, like she’s dismissed him.

She walks past him without brushing his shoulder.

And it takes everything in her not to turn around.
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By five o’clock, the house feels smaller than it ever did when she was a child.

Back then, it had been a place of rules, yes—wipe your feet, mind your mouth, don’t talk back to your father when he’s tired from work—but it had also held laughter. Her father singing off-key while making toast. The radio crackling. The smell of stew. The safe certainty of a man who was always there.

Now the rooms are crowded with bodies and stories and sympathy that presses too close.

Nessa sits on the edge of the armchair opposite the one her father died in.

They’ve moved the chair. Of course they have. No one wants to look at the exact spot where the end happened.

A neighbour named Breda is telling her about a cousin’s gallbladder surgery, as though Nessa’s grief is a queue Breda can cut with a medical anecdote.

“So then the poor thing,” Breda says, voice lowering, “she had the bag, and you know yourself—”

“I’m sorry,” Nessa interrupts, too polite, too clipped. “Excuse me a second.”

Breda looks wounded. Nessa stands anyway.

She weaves through the front room, ducking hands reaching for her arm, nodding at familiar faces she can’t place. She feels like she’s walking through someone else’s dream.

In the hallway, she finds her brother.

Declan O’Callaghan is two years older than her and built like he never stopped expecting to be hit by life. Broad shoulders. Tight jaw. Eyes that look bruised even when he’s not tired.

He’s leaning against the wall beside the coat rack, staring at the floor like he’s trying not to be seen.

“You’re hiding,” Nessa says low.

Declan snorts without humour. “So are you.”

She glances toward the front room. The noise. The watching. “I went in. I did the thing.”

“And?” he asks, looking up at her.

Nessa hesitates. Honesty in this house feels like lighting a match near petrol.

“It feels like they’re all... taking turns owning him,” she says.

Declan’s mouth tightens. “They’re not here for him. They’re here for themselves. Always are.”

The bitterness in his voice makes something inside her soften. She hasn’t seen him in nearly a year. They call, sometimes. Short conversations. Logistics. Avoidance.

“Where’s Sinead?” she asks.

Declan’s gaze flicks away. “In the kitchen. Being... helpful.”

Meaning: being the good daughter. The one who never left. The one who stayed close enough to be controlled.

Nessa leans closer. “I’m not staying,” she says, because if she says it out loud it becomes a boundary.

Declan’s expression shifts, pain and relief and anger tangled. “You can’t leave yet.”

“I have a child,” Nessa replies, and the words change the air between them. “I’m not... I can’t simply vanish for a week without—”

Declan holds her gaze. “I didn’t say you could vanish. I said you can’t leave yet.”

A chill crawls up her spine.

“What aren’t you saying?”

Declan’s jaw flexes. He looks past her shoulder, scanning the hall as though expecting an eavesdropper.

“There’s... things,” he says finally. “Dad left things. Stuff we need to sort.”

“Wills and accounts,” Nessa says, forced casual. “I know.”

Declan shakes his head once, slow. “Not that.”

Nessa’s heart gives a hard thud.

Before she can ask again, their sister appears from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel like she’s been born with a duty belt.

Sinead O’Callaghan is thirty-four and exhausted by default. Her hair is scraped into a bun. Her eyes are red, but not from crying. From holding everything up.

“There you both are,” she says, voice tight with impatience. “You can’t simply disappear. Aunt Eileen’s looking for you, Nessa.”

Nessa’s spine stiffens. “Of course she is.”

Sinead’s gaze sharpens. “Don’t start. Not today.”

“I’m not starting,” Nessa replies. “I’m breathing.”

Sinead steps closer, lowering her voice. “Everyone’s talking about you. About... Dublin.”

Nessa’s stomach drops. “Right.”

Sinead’s eyes flicker. Not judgement. Fear. “Does he know?”

Nessa freezes.

Declan’s head lifts sharply. “Who?”

Sinead swallows. “Cathal.”

The name lands like a stone thrown through glass.

Declan’s expression hardens. “What about Cathal?”

Nessa hears the old history in his tone—protective, suspicious, like Cathal is still the boy who broke his little sister’s heart.

Sinead looks at Nessa, searching her face. “Does he know about Aoife?” she repeats, quieter.

Nessa’s hands go cold.

“No,” she says. “He doesn’t.”

Declan’s brows knit. “Aoife?” he echoes, and there’s something almost tender in the way he says the name, like he’s holding the idea of his niece in his mouth.

Sinead shuts her eyes for a second, like she’s praying for strength. “Jesus. Nessa.”

“What?” Nessa snaps, too defensive. “What do you want me to say? That I should’ve marched in here and handed him a child like a bill?”

Declan blinks. “He’s—”

“He’s nothing to me,” Nessa lies, and it sounds false even to her.

Sinead’s face shifts, grief and frustration and that old sibling exhaustion. “You can’t keep doing this,” she murmurs. “You can’t keep letting the town decide what person you are.”

Nessa laughs once, bitter. “Says the woman who’s lived here her whole life.”

Sinead flinches, but she doesn’t back away.

“I lived here because Dad needed me,” she says. “And because I thought you’d come back.”

The words hit harder than Nessa expects.

Declan clears his throat, looking uncomfortable with feelings, with truths.

A sound rises from the front room. A voice calling. Someone asking where the undertaker is, because death is paperwork and everyone thinks they deserve a say.

Sinead’s shoulders sag. “He’s asking for you,” she says, and it isn’t clear if she means Aunt Eileen or Cathal.

Nessa’s pulse spikes anyway.

She turns toward the front room and finds Cathal standing near the fireplace, speaking softly to an old man Nessa half-remembers. Cathal’s posture is calm, but his eyes flick up like he can feel her looking at him.

Their gazes lock across the crowded room.

And for a moment, everything else blurs.

Not the grief.

Not the house.

Not the town.

Simply the sharp, impossible fact of him.

Then someone steps between them, and the moment breaks.

Nessa lets out a breath and realises she’s been holding her breath like she’s underwater.

She turns back to her siblings.

“I’m going upstairs,” she says, because if she doesn’t, she’ll do something stupid.

Sinead catches her wrist. “Don’t,” she pleads, too quiet for anyone else to hear. “Not tonight. Please. We have to get through the first one.”

The first one.

As though her father’s death is a series of nights they have to survive like weather.

Nessa nods once.

“I’m fine,” she says.

She has never been less fine in her life.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The bathroom window sticks, like it always did.

Nessa forces it open with the heel of her hand. Cold air rushes in, carrying rain and river and the faint smell of smoke from someone’s fire down the street.

She braces her palms on the sink and stares at herself in the mirror.

Her eyes look too bright. Her face too pale. Her lipstick still there, stubborn, like the cosmetic has more resilience than she does.

She splashes water on her wrists.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

She counts the breaths until her hands stop shaking.

Downstairs, the house is loud with mourning. Every laugh slightly too sharp. Every voice a touch too careful.

She stays in the bathroom long enough for someone to start knocking.

“Nessa? Love?” A woman’s voice—Breda again, relentless. “Are you alright?”

“I’m grand,” Nessa calls automatically.

The lie has become a reflex.

She opens the door and steps into the landing.

The upstairs hallway is dim, lit by the weak yellow bulb that her father never replaced because he claimed it was “fine.” His coat still hangs on the banister post, left there out of habit. She swallows hard at the sight of it.

She walks to her old bedroom.

The door creaks like a complaint.

Inside, the room has been preserved like a museum exhibit: the same floral duvet, the same cheap wardrobe, the same faint smell of lavender sachets. Someone has dusted. Someone has cared. Or someone has wanted to make sure Nessa knows she can never fully leave this place behind.

She sits on the edge of the bed and pulls out her phone.

She opens the photo album without thinking.

Aoife, eighteen months old, in a rainbow jumper, cheeks flushed, hair curling wild as seaweed. Aoife clutching a biscuit like it’s sacred. Aoife asleep with a stuffed rabbit pressed to her mouth. Aoife looking straight into the camera with a seriousness that makes Nessa’s chest ache.

“My love,” she whispers.

She scrolls back. Further. Past Dublin. Past the year she convinced herself she was fine.

Back to Kilkenny.

Back to the last photo she ever took of Cathal.

It’s blurred, snapped in a rush. He’s outside the pub, laughing at something she said, head thrown back. Rain in his hair. His hand lifted like he’s about to brush it from his forehead. He looks young. Open. Like a man who still believes love is safe.

Nessa’s thumb hovers over the screen.

She should delete it.

She never does.

A soft knock sounds behind her.

She freezes, phone still in her hand.

The door opens before she answers.

Cathal steps into the room like he can’t help it. Like the house itself has pulled him toward her.

He closes the door behind him gently.

For a moment they look at each other.

Her old bedroom. His black suit. The absurdity of it all.

“You shouldn’t be up here,” Nessa says, voice low.

Cathal’s gaze flicks to the phone in her hand, then back to her face. He doesn’t ask what she’s looking at. He doesn’t ask where her mind has gone. He already knows.

“I needed a minute,” he says. “From downstairs.”

“So did I,” she replies.

Cathal nods, slow. “I know.”

Nessa’s throat tightens. She forces herself to breathe.

“People are asking for you,” she says, because she needs to keep it practical or she’ll shatter.

“I told them I’d be back,” Cathal says. “They don’t argue with me. Not in a wake house.”

Wake house.

The phrase lands differently coming from him. Like it’s a place he owns. A space where he is the authority. Where everyone else’s noise lowers automatically.

Nessa studies him. “Is it hard?” she asks before she can stop herself. “Doing this. For people you know.”

Cathal’s eyes soften, simply a fraction. “It’s always harder when you know them,” he admits. “But it’s worse when you don’t.”

Nessa frowns. “How?”

Cathal’s gaze shifts past her, to the wall where her teenage posters have been taken down, leaving faint sun-faded rectangles. Ghosts of things that used to matter.

“When you don’t know them,” he says softly, “you have to guess what dignity looks like for them. You have to hope you get it right.”

The sincerity in his voice makes her chest ache.

Cathal takes a small step closer, then stops himself, hands loose at his sides. He doesn’t touch. He doesn’t crowd. It’s a restraint that feels like a confession.

“I’m sorry,” he says again.

Nessa’s mouth twists. “You keep saying that.”

“It’s true,” he replies.

“Are you sorry he’s dead,” Nessa asks, voice shaking, “or are you sorry I’m here?”

Cathal’s face stills.

The question hangs between them like smoke.

Finally, he says, “Both.”

Nessa’s laugh is sharp, humourless. “At least you’re honest.”

Cathal’s gaze drops to her hands. “You’re not.”

Nessa stiffens. “Excuse me?”

Cathal looks up. His eyes are steady, too steady. “You’re holding everything in your jaw,” he says low. “You’re acting like you’re fine. Like you’re in control. And you’re not. You’re...”—his voice catches for the first time—“you’re breaking.”

The words hit like a palm to the chest.

Nessa’s eyes burn.

She stands abruptly, needing movement, needing distance. She crosses to the window, staring out at the wet street, the orange glow of a lamp on the pavement, the shapes of people moving toward the house like moths.

“I can’t,” she whispers.

Cathal’s voice is behind her, gentle. “You can.”

Nessa shakes her head. “I can’t do this with you here.”

Silence.

Then Cathal says, low, “Do you want me to leave?”

The question is a knife.

If she says yes, she’s alone in it. If she says no, she’s admitting something she’s built her life around denying.

She turns back to face him.

Cathal is standing in her childhood bedroom like he belongs there, like he never left.

Nessa’s breath trembles.

“No,” she says, barely audible.

Cathal’s gaze flickers—pain, relief, something darker.

He nods once, as though accepting an order he’ll follow even if it ruins him.

“Alright,” he says.

Downstairs, someone calls his name again, louder this time.

Cathal’s eyes hold hers for one more heartbeat.

Then he steps back, opens the door, and leaves her in the room with the rain and her father’s coat and a truth she’s been carrying alone for eighteen months.

Nessa stares at the closed door until her vision blurs.

Then she presses her fist to her mouth and finally, silently, begins to cry.
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Her father’s room is the only place in the house that still feels like him.

Not the front room with the borrowed chairs and the floral tributes that smell like someone else’s grief. Not the kitchen loaded with clattering cups and women who keep saying “God love you” like it’s a cure.

His room.

Nessa slips upstairs while the house is distracted—someone has started a story in the sitting room that will take ten minutes to finish, and everyone is leaning in like it’s communion.

She moves low, as though the noise downstairs might notice and drag her back by the hem.

The door to his bedroom is half closed.

She pushes it open and the air changes.

It smells of shaving foam and old paper and that faint, clean soap he always insisted on buying even when it cost more. There’s a cardigan folded over the chair. A book open face-down on the bedside table like he expected to return to it.

The bed is made, taut and neat.

Of course it is.

Someone has been in here too, tidying the grief into acceptable lines.

Nessa stands at the foot of the bed and feels her throat tighten, not in a clean sobbing way, but in that slow, suffocating way grief has when it doesn’t want to be witnessed.

She crosses to the wardrobe.

The mirror on the door catches her—black coat, hair loose, eyes too sharp—and she looks away as though the reflection might accuse her of something.

Her father’s wardrobe smells like him, stronger, private. Wool. Dust. A hint of tobacco he never admitted to smoking. She runs her fingers along the row of shirts and feels suddenly like a thief.

In the bottom drawer, she finds what she isn’t looking for.

It’s not labelled.

It’s not hidden especially well.

It’s ... there. Like her father never imagined a world where his memories needed locking away.

A shoebox.

Not even a nice one—an old Dunnes Stores box with the corners softened from years of being opened and closed.

Nessa’s heart gives a small, sick lurch.

She sits on the edge of the bed and lifts the lid.

Photographs.

Stacks of them. Some in little envelopes. Some loose. Some creased from being handled too many times.

She lifts the top one and the breath leaves her.

Declan, age maybe nine, missing his front tooth, grinning like he’s done something illegal. Sinead beside him, hair in two plaits, chin tipped up, scowling at the camera like she’s already annoyed by the world. And Nessa in the middle—small, wild, laughing with her whole face.

Her father must have taken it from the garden, summer light in the background, all of them sunburnt and alive.

She flips through more.

A Christmas photo, the three of them in matching jumpers their mother must’ve forced on them. A school picture of Nessa in her first communion dress, lips pressed together like she’s trying not to cry. Declan at a match, mud on his socks, pride shining out of him.

Then—halfway down—she finds a photo that makes her fingers go numb.

Cathal Byrne.

Not the man in the black suit downstairs.

A touch boy, hair too long, eyes too serious. Standing beside Nessa in the same garden, both of them barely taller than the dog between them. Nessa’s hand is on Cathal’s sleeve like she’s already claiming him. Cathal is looking at her, not the camera, like the camera isn’t the point.

Nessa swallows hard.

There’s another.

Them again, a few years older, sitting on the curb outside the shop, sharing a bag of crisps. Cathal’s knee touching hers. Her head tilted toward him. The shape of a habit already formed.

Another.

A teenage one—she remembers this day. She’d had a row with her mother and stormed out. Cathal found her by the river and sat down beside her without speaking. The photo is grainy, taken from a distance. Two silhouettes on the bank. The curve of their shoulders turned toward each other like magnets.

Her father took that.

Her father saw it.

Nessa’s vision blurs and she blinks hard, furious with her own eyes.

“You’re not meant to be making me cry,” she says low at the empty room. “That’s not fair.”

A floorboard creaks in the hallway.

She freezes.

Instinct says hide the box, snap the lid down, pretend she isn’t caught in a moment she doesn’t know how to share.

But the footsteps pause at the door.

Then a voice, low.

“Nessa?”

Her spine goes rigid.

Cathal steps into the doorway like he belongs in this part of the house too—like he’s been in and out of it a hundred times, like the walls know him.

He stops when he sees the box open on the bed.

For a second, his face is unreadable. Then something softens.

“Ah,” he breathes. “He kept it.”

Nessa’s fingers tighten around a photograph. “You knew about this?”

Cathal nods once, slow. He doesn’t come fully in. He stays near the door, hands relaxed at his sides, keeping his distance like it’s a rule he’s forcing himself to obey.

“Your dad was always sentimental,” he says. “He kept all the memories in here.”

Nessa lifts the photo of them as toddlers, like presenting evidence. “Even this.”

Cathal’s gaze lands on the photo, and the corner of his mouth twitches—something almost like pain.

“That one,” he says softly. “That was the day you stole my toy tractor.”

Nessa makes a sound that could be a laugh, could be a sob. “It was a good tractor.”

“You blamed the dog,” he replies, deadpan.

Her eyes burn. “The dog looked guilty.”

Cathal steps a fraction closer, then stops himself again, like the room has its own boundaries.

He looks around, taking in the bed, the cardigan on the chair, the book on the table. His expression shifts, a private grief passing through him so fast it’s nearly invisible.

“He minded your father,” Cathal says.

Nessa’s throat tightens. “I saw.”

Cathal’s gaze flicks back to her. “I didn’t mean—”

“I did,” she says, sharper. Then softer, because the sharpness feels like a betrayal of her own eyes. “I saw you with him. Talking to him.”

Cathal’s jaw works. “It’s... habit,” he admits. “Sometimes I think if I speak to them kindly, it follows them. Like a blessing.”

Nessa looks down at the photographs again, at the proof of her life laid out in paper squares.

“My dad took pictures of you,” she says, and the words come out wrong—accusatory, almost.

Cathal’s eyes meet hers. “He liked me.”

“He loved you,” Nessa corrects before she can stop herself.

Silence lands, heavy and careful.

Cathal inhales. His gaze drifts to the open box, to the images of them as children, teenagers, adults in different seasons of a story that never genuinely ended.

He speaks without looking at her.

“Do you ever wonder,” he says slowly, “what it would’ve been if you hadn’t walked out on me?”

Nessa’s pulse crashes loud in her ears.

She lifts her head, all the air gone from her lungs.

Cathal’s eyes come back to hers—steady, unflinching, and wrecked underneath.

“On our wedding night,” he adds, voice low, as though the words are holy or dangerous.

Nessa’s mouth opens.

Nothing comes out.

Because that night lives in her like a bruise you don’t show anyone. A night she has rewritten a hundred ways simply to survive it. A night she has told herself she did the right thing, she had no choice, she was protecting herself, protecting him—protecting something.

He takes a step forward now, finally, one.

Not close enough to touch.

Close enough that she can see the slight tremor in his throat as he swallows.

“I’m not saying it to punish you,” Cathal says. “I’m not... I’m not doing that.”

His voice cracks on the last word, so small it almost doesn’t happen.

“I —” He lets out a breath, eyes dark. “I’ve asked myself every night since.”

Nessa grips the photograph so hard the edge bites her finger.

“You think I haven’t?” she murmurs.

Cathal’s gaze drops to her hand, to the white-knuckled hold, to the picture of them as toddlers—already leaning toward each other without knowing why.

“Then tell me,” he says low. “Tell me what I did that night that made you go.”

Nessa’s vision swims.

Downstairs, laughter rises—someone has told a joke about her father, and the room is briefly kind.

Up here, the truth is sitting between them like a third body.

Nessa forces a breath in.

She doesn’t answer him.

Not yet.

Instead she lowers the photo carefully into the box, like putting it away will stop the past from spilling further.

Cathal watches her hands.

When she looks up again, his eyes are on her face like he’s memorising it.

“We can’t do this,” she says, and the words are a plea more than a refusal.

Cathal nods once, slow. “I know.”

His voice is raw now, stripped of the undertaker’s calm.

“But we will,” he says anyway. “At some point. We have to.”

Nessa’s stomach twists. She thinks of Aoife in Dublin—eighteen months old, soft and solid and real. She thinks of the secret she has carried like a live coal.

Cathal takes a step back, like he can feel her pulling away.

Downstairs, someone calls his name again—urgent this time.

Cathal’s jaw tightens. He looks toward the door, then back at her.

“Put the lid on,” he says low, nodding to the box. “If you leave it open, someone else will decide what it means.”

It’s not a warning about nosy aunties.

It’s a warning about the town.

About history.

About stories told without your permission.

Nessa’s throat closes.

She puts the lid on.

Cathal holds her gaze for one heartbeat longer than is safe.

Then he turns and leaves her father’s room, the door closing gently behind him like the end of a prayer.

Nessa sits very still on the bed, hands resting on the shoebox.

The house below her keeps talking.

Keeps eating.

Keeps grieving in public.

And in the quiet of her father’s room, the question Cathal asked hangs in the air like smoke, refusing to clear.

What would it have been if she hadn’t walked out?

Nessa closes her eyes.

And for the first time in a long time, she doesn’t tell herself an answer.

She lets the ache exist.
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Her phone buzzes before she’s even made it back to the landing.

Not a text this time.

A call.

Nessa looks at the screen and her whole body changes in one breath—shoulders dropping, jaw unclenching, the tightness in her chest shifting into something softer and more frightened all at once.

MOIRA.

She answers immediately.

“Hi,” she says, too bright, the way she always sounds when she’s trying not to let her panic leak through the line. “Is everything okay?”

A pause.

Then—warmth.

“Everything’s grand,” Moira says, voice amused. “She’s in a mood, though. Like a tiny barrister. She wants you. Do you want to talk to her?”

Nessa closes her eyes for half a second.

“Yes,” she says. “God, yes.”

There’s a rustle, slightly scuffle, a sound like a soft headbutt against the phone.

Then Aoife’s voice—small, delighted, carried on breath like it’s new to her that her voice can reach across miles.

“Mammy!”

Nessa’s throat tightens instantly.

“There you are,” she says, trying to sound normal, trying to sound like she isn’t hanging on that one word like a lifeline. “There’s my girl.”

Aoife makes a happy noise—half squeal, half giggle—that has absolutely no right being that sweet when Nessa is standing in a house loaded with death.

“Wheh you?” Aoife asks, earnest and bossy, her Dublin accent already creeping into the edges of her vowels in a way that makes Nessa’s heart lurch. “Mammy wheh?”

“I’m... I’m away for a touch bit, sweetheart,” Nessa says gently. “I’m in Granda’s house.”

Aoife goes quiet, thinking. Then, with the blunt logic of a toddler: “Granda?”

“Yes,” Nessa says low. “Granda Seamus.”

A beat.

Then Aoife says, very seriously, “Bikkit.”

Nessa’s laugh breaks out of her before she can stop it—one sharp, real sound that makes her eyes sting.

“Yeah,” she breathes. “He’d have you sorted for biscuits, wouldn’t he?”

Aoife makes a pleased little hum, as though she’s confirmed a major fact about the universe.

Then she leans close to the phone and drops her voice like she’s sharing state secrets.

“Daisy...”

Nessa’s eyebrows lift. “Daisy what?”

Aoife gasps. The drama of it. The commitment.

“Daisy naugh’y,” she declares.

Nessa sits on the edge of the stairs, suddenly weak with love.

“Oh?” she says, playing along, because this is the only safe place in the world right now. “What did Daisy do?”

Aoife’s words tumble out in a rush, half syllables and intent, Moira’s voice occasionally guiding in the background like a translator.

“She say Daisy ate—” Moira prompts gently. “Tell Mammy.”

“Eate’!” Aoife confirms, delighted by her own scandal. “Daisy eate’ bikkits. Mikado bikkits. An’ Tay’ohs!”

Nessa blinks. “She ate the Mikados and the Taytos?”

Aoife giggles like she’s telling the funniest joke she’s ever known.

“Yeh. An’ shcandal,” Aoife adds, drawing the word out with relish.

Nessa’s mouth twists. “Scandal?”

Moira laughs. “She’s been hearing you say it. You’ve created a monster.”

Aoife continues, unbothered.

“Chee’ an’ on’y ones,” she says, solemn as a judge. “All gone.”

Nessa presses her knuckles to her lips. “The cheese and onion Taytos?”

Aoife makes an offended noise, like Nessa is slow on the uptake.

“Gone!” she insists.

Nessa glances down the hallway, half expecting Aunt Eileen to appear and demand the phone so she can eavesdrop on motherhood too.

She keeps her voice low, intimate.

“Sweetheart,” she says, “did Daisy eat them... or did Aoife eat them?”

There’s a pause.

Then a tiny, guilty inhale.

Then Aoife’s giggle erupts—bright, uncontrollable—like she’s been caught with her hand in the biscuit tin and it’s the best day of her life.

“Me,” she confesses, not even trying to lie. “Aoife.”

Nessa laughs, and it comes out wet this time. “You little rogue.”

Aoife squeals with delight at the praise disguised as reprimand.

Moira’s voice slips in again, fond. “She was sitting on the kitchen floor with a Mikado in each fist, staring at Daisy like Daisy was her accomplice. I swear the dog was innocent. She ... watched.”

Aoife adds, urgently, “Daisy good.”

“Daisy is good,” Nessa agrees, wiping at her eye with the heel of her hand. “Aoife is the criminal.”

Aoife claps—Nessa can hear it through the phone—and then says proudly, “Cim’inal.”

Moira laughs again. “Exactly.”

Nessa breathes out, slowly.

For a moment, the house in Kilkenny fades. The photographs. Cathal’s question. The smell of her father’s shirts. The eyes of the town.

All she can hear is her daughter’s breath and the small, ordinary mess of life continuing.

“Mammy?” Aoife says again, softer now, like she’s noticing the distance. “Mammy come home?”

Nessa swallows.

“Soon,” she says, and hates herself for how uncertain it sounds. “Mammy will come home soon.”

Aoife takes that on faith, because she still believes the world works the way it should.

“Otay,” she says, satisfied. Then, abruptly: “Love you.”

Nessa’s chest caves in.

“I love you too,” she says low. “So much. Give Moira a big hug for me, yeah?”

Aoife’s response is a kiss sound into the receiver, wet and enthusiastic.

“Mwah!”

Nessa smiles through the ache.

“Go on,” Moira says gently in the background. “Say bye-bye.”

“Bye-bye Mammy,” Aoife chirps. “No cry.”

Nessa freezes.

Her throat tightens instantly.

Aoife can’t know. She can’t possibly know.

But the words land anyway, small and devastating.

“I won’t,” Nessa lies low. “I won’t cry.”

Aoife makes another kiss sound, then the line fills with toddler babble as Moira pulls the phone away.

“Talk later,” Moira says low. “Try to eat something, Ness. And... breathe.”

“I will,” Nessa replies, voice rough. “Thank you.”

The call ends.

Silence floods back in.

Nessa sits on the stairs for a long moment, staring at the dark screen in her hand, like she can still hear Aoife’s giggle trapped inside it.

Then she hears footsteps on the landing.

She looks up.

Cathal is at the end of the hall, paused mid-step, as though he hadn’t meant to interrupt and now doesn’t know what to do with the fact that he has.

His eyes are on her phone.

On her face.

On the softness he simply heard.

He doesn’t speak for a second.

Then, carefully, like he’s approaching a wound:

“Was that... your wee one?” he asks.

Nessa’s stomach drops so fast it feels like falling.

Her fingers tighten around the phone until it hurts.

She meets his gaze, heartbeat thundering.

“Yes,” she says, voice steady in a way she does not feel. “That was my daughter.”

Cathal’s expression flickers—surprise, something like reverence, and then a sharper question underneath it.

“What age is she?”

Nessa holds her breath.

Eighteen months, she thinks.

Eighteen months of silence.

Eighteen months of a truth that would change everything.

She forces a small smile that feels like glass.

“Too young to be eating a full packet of cheese and onion Taytos,” she says.

Cathal’s mouth twitches, but his eyes don’t laugh.

He takes one slow step closer.

And the house holds its breath with her.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Cathal’s voice is quiet, but the question has weight. Not a casual curiosity. Not a neighbour’s nosiness.

A man trying not to touch a bruise with his fingertips—and failing.

Nessa keeps her face steady. She holds the phone in her palm like it’s a weapon she can’t raise without cutting herself.

“Eighteen months,” she says, and the words land in the hall like a dropped plate.

Cathal doesn’t move.

For a heartbeat, he’s perfectly still, as though his body is deciding whether to believe what his mind has already started adding up.

Eighteen months. One year and a half.

A number small enough to be held, big enough to be counted.

His throat works as he swallows.

“She has your voice,” he says. “Even through a phone. I could hear it.”

Nessa’s stomach twists.

“That’s not unusual,” she says carefully. “I’m her mother.”

Cathal’s eyes stay on her, unblinking. Undertaker calm. But there’s something underneath it that isn’t calm at all.

“And her da?” he asks.

The words are simple.

They are not kind.

Nessa’s pulse thunders. She tells herself: breathe, breathe, breathe. She tells herself: you’ve held worse secrets. You’ve done harder things. You’ve survived the night you walked out and the day you found out and every day since.

But none of that has prepared her for the way Cathal asks it like he deserves an answer.

Like there is a version of the world where he is allowed to know.

Nessa lifts her chin.

“He’s not in the picture,” she says, and it’s true enough to be a lie.

Cathal’s jaw tightens. “Is that what you say to her?”

The question knocks something sharp loose inside her.

“I don’t—” Nessa starts. Then stops, because what? Because she doesn’t tell her eighteen-month-old anything yet beyond where Mammy is and where the biscuits are and why the dog is not for climbing.

Because the stories haven’t started. Not properly.

Not the ones that matter.

Cathal watches her flounder for half a second and his expression shifts—regret, like he’s realised he stepped too far into a room he wasn’t invited into.

“I’m sorry,” he says, softer. “That wasn’t my—”

A voice rises from downstairs, sharp as a cracked bell.

“Nessa!”

Sinead.

The call echoes up the stairwell. It isn’t a request. It’s an order dressed up as concern.

Nessa closes her eyes for a moment, relief and anger arriving together.

She looks back at Cathal.

“I have to go,” she says.

Cathal nods once, like he’s heard that line before. Like it’s a familiar ending.

“Yeah,” he says low. “I know.”

Nessa stands, forcing her legs to work.

As she passes him, she can feel his awareness like heat against her skin. He doesn’t touch her. He doesn’t move closer. He simply turns his head slightly, following her with his gaze as she walks away.

And it feels worse than being grabbed.

She reaches the top of the stairs and calls down, “Coming.”

Sinead’s reply is immediate. “Now, Nessa.”

Nessa descends, hand sliding along the banister, the wood worn smooth by generations of hands holding themselves up in houses like this. The air thickens with warmth, perfume, stew, wet coats. The sound of mourning performed—laughs too loud, sighs too theatrical, sympathy that wants to be seen.

Sinead is waiting at the bottom with a plate in her hands like she’s about to hit Nessa with it.

“Where were you?” she hisses, forcing a smile as two women pass behind her. “People are asking for you. You can’t simply vanish upstairs like a ghost.”

“I wasn’t vanishing,” Nessa mutters. “I was—”

“Grieving?” Sinead’s smile tightens. “Yeah, me too. But I’m still feeding half of Kilkenny.”

The resentment is sharp, but it isn’t aimed only at Nessa. It’s aimed at the whole machine.

Nessa glances past her into the front room.

The room is full.

Women in black. Men in damp coats. Neighbours she hasn’t seen in years, stepping around each other like they own the floorboards. Someone has placed a stack of prayer cards near the fireplace. Someone else is already collecting names for Mass intentions, like grief is a list you can submit in triplicate.

And there—near the window—stands Aunt Eileen, holding court.

Nessa meets Eileen’s eyes and feels, instantly, the pressure of a story being shaped without her.

Sinead presses the plate at her. “Eat something. Even if it’s only to stop them saying you’re wasting away. Here.”

Nessa looks down.

Two triangles of white bread. Ham. Mustard. The taste of childhood wakes and obligations.

She takes it.

“Thanks,” she says, and means it.

Sinead’s gaze flicks over her shoulder. “He was looking for you,” she says softly.

Nessa’s stomach drops. “Who?”

Sinead’s expression turns complicated. “Fr. Donnelly.”

Of course.

Father Donnelly is the sort of priest Kilkenny likes—old-school, with a voice that can make people feel guilty in Latin. He’s been in every O’Callaghan funeral since Nessa was born, and he holds the town’s secrets the way he holds the chalice: steady, solemn, and never questioned.

Nessa scans the room.

She finds him near the mantle, a small man with a heavy presence, speaking to Declan. Declan’s shoulders are squared like he’s bracing for impact.

Then Fr. Donnelly looks up.

His gaze lands on Nessa.

And he smiles.

It is the most unsettling sort of smile—kind, familiar, and thick with something he knows.

He crosses the room toward her with the slow assurance of a man who believes time belongs to him.

“Nessa,” he says, taking her hand as though blessing it. “Welcome home, a stór.”

Nessa feels everyone around them subtly quiet. Not silent. But attentive. Listening.

“Father,” she replies, voice controlled. “Thanks for coming.”

He pats her hand and doesn’t let go immediately.

“Your father was a good man,” he says, loudly enough for nearby ears. “A man of devotion. He carried burdens he didn’t deserve.”

Nessa’s pulse stutters. Her skin chills under his grip.

Declan’s head snaps toward them. Sinead freezes beside Nessa, plate still in her hands.

Fr. Donnelly continues, gentle as a knife.

“And you,” he says to Nessa, “you’ve done well for yourself in Dublin. I’m told.”

Nessa forces a smile. “I’ve managed.”

“Have you now?” His eyes narrow slightly, still warm. “Your father spoke of you often.”

Nessa’s throat tightens. “Did he.”

“Always with pride,” the priest says. Then, softly, as though only Nessa can hear: “And with worry.”

Nessa’s smile falters.

Fr. Donnelly releases her hand at last and steps closer, lowering his voice.

“I’ll speak to you later,” he says. “About... arrangements.”

Arrangements.

It is the priest’s favourite word. A word that means: we will tidy this. We will make it proper. We will decide what can be said.

He straightens, smile returning for the room. “God bless,” he says, and drifts away to another cluster of mourners.

Sinead lets out a breath through her teeth. “What was that about?” she says low.

Nessa shakes her head. “Nothing.”

Sinead gives her a look. “Right.”

Across the room, Aunt Eileen’s eyes are on them. Watching. Calculating.

Nessa’s skin crawls with it.

She takes a bite of the sandwich because Sinead told her to and because it gives her something to do with her mouth besides scream.

The hours drag.

People come and go. New faces. Old faces. Stories repeated. Plates refilled. The same condolences offered like coins, spent and spent again.

At some point, Declan corners her in the hallway and says, low, “The priest said a weird thing to me.”

“What thing?” Nessa asks, heart already in her throat.

Declan’s eyes are hard. “He said Dad wasn’t the only one who’d be buried this week.”

Nessa’s stomach turns over.

“What does that even mean?” she says low.

Declan shakes his head. “No clue. But I don’t like it.”

Neither does she.

By eleven, the crowd thins to the loyal and the lingering. The kind who stay until the last cup is drained, either out of love or hunger for whatever might slip once the room is tired.

Sinead starts herding people out gently, voice firm. Declan lifts coats from the pile. Someone blows out candles. The house breathes out.

Finally, near midnight, the last neighbour leaves with a final “God love you” and the sound of the front door closing is like a verdict.

Nessa stands in the hallway, exhausted to the bone.

Sinead looks at her, eyes bloodshot. “Go to bed,” she says, simple. “We’ll do it again tomorrow.”

Nessa nods, throat too tight to answer.

Declan disappears into the kitchen to rinse cups like he can scrub grief off porcelain.

Nessa starts up the stairs, each step heavy.

Halfway up, she pauses.

The sitting room is dim now, lamps turned low. The flowers have been moved closer. The room feels like a stage after the audience has gone—a quiet set left behind for the actors who can’t leave yet.

And in the middle of it—

Cathal.

He stands alone by her father’s body.

The sheet is pulled back simply enough to show her father’s face. Peaceful, if peace can exist in a room like this. Cathal’s hands are gentle, careful, adjusting the collar, smoothing a fold of fabric like he’s fixing something sacred.

He is talking softly, head bowed, like her father can still hear him.

Nessa’s breath catches.

She shouldn’t watch.

It feels indecent, like spying on a prayer.

But her feet won’t move.

Cathal’s voice is too low to catch the words. All she hears is the tone—soft, reverent, almost tender.

Then Cathal pauses.

His hand lingers on Seamus O’Callaghan’s shoulder, the way you might touch a friend, the way you might apologise without saying it out loud.

And in that instant, Nessa sees it—clear as lightning.

Cathal loves him.

Not in a polite, town way.

In a real way.

In a way that makes her chest ache with jealousy and gratitude and something she can’t name.

As though he has
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