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For the ones who keep going.
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“Every love worth keeping costs you something.”

—Unknown

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


Badge Clipped Neatly Hem

The badge clipped neatly to the hem of her cardigan—weightless,—but Siofra was aware of it the way she was aware of clean hands and pencil lines: not a burden, a promise. She pressed the card to the reader; the panel gave two polite beeps as if clearing its throat, and the west-wing door unlatched with a sigh that carried beeswax and damp on its breath.

Inside, the air was wrong.

Wrong air meant wrong paper. Wrong paper meant the kind of damage nobody could reverse with apologies.

Hotter by a few degrees than the corridor, damp enough that her skin felt the difference before the data logger caught up. She stood a moment and let her eyes adjust to the soft, stale light, the shapes of furniture under dust sheets, the sentinel silhouettes of dehumidifiers sleeping at the skirting boards. The units were off—unplugged, even. On the far wall, a digital RH meter blinked 64% with a shrug.

Sixty-four per cent. High enough to make paper curl and ink bloom if they didn’t move fast.

“Right,” she murmured, opening the notebook she kept for day one.

Week Zero, she thought—when you either stabilised the room or you spent the next year apologising to the past.

She put the thermos on a windowsill, set the pencil on the thermos lid like a metronome for her thoughts, and walked to the nearest unit. Plugged it in. The machine hummed awake, a low, contented snore. It was her favourite sound in the profession, because it always made people in suits blink and say, “What’s that?” and she could answer, with genuine delight, “A dehumidifier being a happy dog.”

Behind her, the door opened. She didn’t turn; she knew the sound of a door opening under protest versus a door opening under someone who understood it. This was the second kind—the latch easing before the handle, the slow swing that didn’t jar the frame.

“Thought I’d find you in here,” a man said, voice pitched low as if the room had ears.

“Morning,” Siofra replied, scribbling—Plug in two more; check filters.—and then turned. Hi-vis vest over a good charcoal jumper, well-used tool roll in hand, hair that had made peace with the wind instead of fighting it. He was not tall in the way that shouted about itself, but he filled his space; she clocked the careful way he stood to the side of the door, so the alarm sensor had a clean line of sight.

“Theo Blake,” he said, and offered his hand without fuss. His nails were clean, not scrubbed to penance, the kind of clean that came from habit.

“Siofra Lane,” she said. “Contract archivist. Stabilisation first, then access plan.”

He smiled, a quick upturn at one corner of his mouth. “Renovation lead. Doors and alarms translator. Coffee that doesn’t break friendships.” He held up a cardboard tray with two cups she hadn’t noticed he was balancing. “I brought peace offerings, seeing as I heard the units mutter when you arrived.”

She took a cup, read the handwritten “S” he’d put on the lid. “Thank you. You’re already a level above some places I’ve worked where they offer a tour before plugging in the snoring dogs.”

“Tour can come with plugs,” he said. “Pairs rule, by the way. We’re insisting on ‘pairs’ access in the west wing until we’re happy with the doors. The system had a tantrum last week.”

“I like ‘pairs’,” she said. “It keeps people honest with their bodies.”

He glanced at her fingers. “Gloves?”

“Clean hands,” she said, reflex kind. “Gloves are for show unless we need them. Clean hands for truth.”

His eyes crinkled. “That’s nearly a slogan. There’s a trustee who’ll embroider it on a tea towel if you say it within ten metres of the café.”

“Please don’t let him,” she said, and took the first sip of coffee. It was strong, sensible, not a performance. Not the kind that snapped at your throat. “You weren’t lying about friendships.”

He looked mildly pleased. “We can triage together if you like. I’ve got the floor plans in my head, and the alarm zones. You’ve got the priorities. We’ll do your list.”

It wasn’t romance. But it was respect. She tilted the notebook so he could see the page. “Left column is what’s true,” she said. “Right is what we’ll do.”

He scanned the notes and nodded at each line like it was a chord change in a tune he knew. “Three dehumidifiers for this room, filters cleaned; keep windows closed until we’ve stabilised the walls. We’ve a leak that likes to introduce itself when it rains from the northeast. I’ll show you the stain maps the plasterer made on his last visit.”

“Stain maps,” she repeated, and smiled despite herself. “A man after my own heart.”

“Don’t tell the trustees,” he said. “They think stain maps sound like failure.”

“They sound like learning,” she said, and put her coffee on the windowsill by the thermos to set her hands free for work.

The morning slid into the sort of rhythm that calmed the sting under her ribs. She had arrived with that old prickle alive—Week 0, again, the week when everyone believed anything could be fixed before the board meeting. The prickle quieted under tasks that behaved. Theo walked her through the wing—not a showcase, not an apology, a room by room accounting that acknowledged what the building wanted.

“Zone Three likes to pretend it’s Zone Five,” Theo said, as they stopped in a corridor where the paint had been scraped back to the skirting board. “Plant room door is the big liar on the panel. If you hear three beeps when you expect four, it’s that door saying, ‘I’m special.’”

She felt the smile rising without asking permission. “And you’ve told it it’s not.”

“I’ve told it I love it even if it isn’t,” he said. “It listens to love better than authority.”

“That’s Irish of it,” she said, and then, because she’d trained herself to make the human talk before the work talk, “I’m yours until three. School run, then back at four thirty if you want an extra pass this evening.”

He didn’t blink at ‘school run.’ Points in his favour. “Three is golden,” he said. “We can lock in hand-offs. I’ll walk you out at two fifty so we don’t anger Mrs Mooney at the main desk—she’s got a timetable in her head and a whistle in her voice.”

“Mrs Mooney and I will be best friends by Friday,” Siofra said. “I’ve brought a thermos and lemon slices. I’m bribe-ready.”

“Lemons?” he said, as if tasting the idea. “For tea?”

“Clodagh prefers lemon.” She had meant to leave her daughter’s name for later, to say ‘my child’ while the edges were still being defined. The syllables came out anyway, bright as a marble leaving a hand. “She’s seven. Lists like me.”

“Clodagh,” he said, trying the shape. “There’s a map in the reading room that would make a seven-year-old happy.”

“Nothing makes a seven-year-old happy for more than five minutes,” she said dryly. “But maps come close.”

They reached the reading room and paused together the way people do before they enter a place where words have rights. The long tables were draped, the chairs stacked, the glass cabinets empty. But the light was good, even under a cloud, and the old radiators had the Irish virtue of rattling when hopeful. She went to the staff station, laid out the foam cradles, the weighted snakes, the clean pencils. Theo stood at the door and dialled the panel to ‘maintain’ so she could work without making the building feel accused.

In her notebooks, Siofra sometimes wrote small notes that were not observations and not actions. They were admissions: the thoughts it did not serve to pretend she didn’t have. She set her pencil above the line and wrote, small: I want this one to hold. She did not mean the job. She meant the house, the rhythms, the sense of the public coming back in, the way a daughter could become part of a place without the place eating the mother.

“Someone once put the book cushions on the chairs for a trustee lunch,” Theo said, as if offering penance on behalf of his kind.

“Did you cry?” she asked.

“I made a laminated sign,” he said. “It said, ‘Not cushions. Snakes.’ With a picture.”

She allowed herself a laugh that dimpled and then checked the registers. Remembered, because she always felt better when an action followed a laugh: Note to label book snakes for civilians.

By noon, the humidity had dropped a point. It wasn’t victory; it was a nod. Siofra let herself be pleased by the nod. Theo replaced a hinge and a run of screws on a door that had been sulking; when he stood up, he put his palms on his thighs to stretch his back and looked, she thought, like someone who had said ‘not yet’ to a man who didn’t want to hear it and worn the fallout like grit under his clothes. The thought troubled her. She would not make his wound into her project. But she could be the sort of colleague who did not sharpen it.

“Lunch?” he said, as if asking permission to ask.

“Five minutes to make a list,” she said, which was her way of saying she’d be ready for lunch. He nodded and disappeared, and she wrote steadily across the page—Inventory triage. Access plan skeleton. Volunteer day list—six tasks safe for civilians with supervision. Lemon stock. Cushion ticket idea?—and then drew a little box beside each line to tick.

The café did not try to be anything other than what it was—a room with scones and soup and sunlight when it could manage it. Theo chose a table near the corner where the noise of the dishwasher would keep their conversation from feeling like an announcement. He brought water without asking and placed a small dish of lemon wedges near her hand as though the idea had simply occurred to him on the way.

“Someone’s a fast learner,” she said.

“Mrs Mooney,” he confessed. “She said, ‘She’s a lemon person. Don’t give her milk like a heathen.’”

Siofra made a little bit of tea theatre with the lemon, the way that amused Clodagh. It steadied her to do it now; she found she often rehearsed the gentler parts of the day when her daughter wasn’t there, so she could give them their best version later. “Do you live in the village?”

“Ten minutes away,” he said. “Split a place—there’s a garden with stubborn roses. You?”

“Fifteen minutes, tiny terrace, painter’s radio three doors down that only plays the hits of 1999.”

“I can fix radios,” he said, deadpan.

“Don’t you dare,” she said. “I’d have to miss it if it stopped. The man is fully committed to the same chorus for three hours.”

They ate. He had the kind of appetite that suggested he trusted himself to be hungry and fed; she liked that about him more than she would ever say in week one. He asked about the contract in a way that didn’t pry where he shouldn’t. She said she preferred six-month bursts with honest work to long projects that got lost in committee. He told her about the conservators on call and how he liked to be the one who called them, because it felt rude to let a volunteer do it when a call should be precise. They both confessed to a low tolerance for ‘awareness campaigns’ that forgot to do the thing they were raising awareness about.

“Moira,” she said, when the conversation turned toward who she had in her corner, and Theo glanced up at the name as if adjusting a knob. “My sister. Librarian. School-gate ally. She’ll have Clodagh two evenings a week when I need a late pass.”

“There’s a board prep on Thursdays,” he said. “If we plan around that, no one will be heroic. I prefer not to be heroic.”

She did not say—Me too—as a vow, but she allowed the relief to stand up in her posture. They ate the last bites in a silence that wasn’t awkward, then he wiped the table with a careful hand, as if cleaning up after himself was part of the conversation.

At two fifty, punctual as promised, he walked her to the main desk for sign-out. Mrs Mooney, small as a biscuit tin and twice as formidable, pretended not to know who they were until she had checked each badge twice.

“You’ll be back tomorrow,” she told Siofra, not asked.

“And at four thirty this evening,” Siofra said. “Only for an hour. I owe a dehumidifier a good chinwag.”

Mrs Mooney sniffed. “Talk sweet to them and they give you their water. Same as men.”

Theo coughed into his fist, and Siofra nearly grinned into her scarf. Outside, the afternoon had brightened the way Irish afternoons do when the clouds forget themselves. Theo didn’t reach for the door; he pushed the button, waited for the green light, and held it with his boot so it wouldn’t thunk against its stop.

“Do you want help carrying your thermos?” he asked.

“I’ve learned if someone carries your thermos the first week,” she said gently, “they expect to carry your throat the second week.”

He accepted that with a small bow. “See you at four thirty.”

“See you,” she said, and walked to the car with a sense of her balance held in both hands.

The school gate was an organism with its own weather. Even on a good day, it smelled faintly of rainy wool and missed deadlines. But there were lemons in her bag and a cushion ticket idea percolating, and she was on time. She stood with the other adults—heads bent, hands in pockets, a murmured exchange of whose turn it was to bring oat biscuits for the library table—and watched children spill like marbles into their grown-ups’ hands.

“Mam,” Clodagh said, running like a focus to her line. Siofra crouched without thinking and caught her, the clack of the hair clip against her collarbone, the soft wollen thump of the school jumper. Clodagh smelled like playground and paper.

“You’re warm,” Siofra said into her hair. “Have you been running from lions?”

“from Aisling pretending to be a lion,” Clodagh said, very certain about the distinction. “Do we have lemons?”

“Two wedges,” Siofra said. “One for you, one for me. Will I live?”

“You’ll be fine,” Clodagh said, exhaling drama. She slipped her hand into Siofra’s and looked, shy-curious, at the scrap of paper Siofra had pulled from her pocket. “What’s that?”

“A important invention,” Siofra said, holding up the rectangle with the drawn bee on it. “It’s a cushion ticket. In the reading room, people shout if you put a book flat on a table. But if you have a cushion ticket, you remember to ask for the cradle and snake. No one shouts.”

“Will there be a real cushion?”

“Yes. Foam. Soft. Like a polite cloud for a book.”

“We should make them pretty,” Clodagh said. “Not boring pretty. Real pretty. With bees.”

“With bees,” Siofra agreed gravely. “Your uncle would approve.”

“Auntie Moira said bees like secrets,” Clodagh said. “Not bad secrets. Good secrets like where the jam is.”

“Your auntie is entirely too poetic for a librarian,” Siofra said. “Come on. We’ve to drop you to Auntie’s and then I’m back to the house.”

“A house like a book,” Clodagh said, squeezing her hand. “Does it have a map?”

“It has many maps,” Siofra said. “It has a man who loves doors almost as much as you love lemon. He’ll teach you how to make alarms behave.”

“I will be polite to alarms,” Clodagh promised. “Do alarms like secrets?”

“They like you to tell them you’re coming,” Siofra said. “They aren’t good with surprises.”

Auntie Moira’s kitchen smelled of toasted cheese and the kind of tea that solved municipal problems. Moira herself, hair up with a pencil she’d misplaced three times already, took one look at her sister and said, “You’ve got your ‘this one might be worth my muscles’ face.”

“It is,” Siofra admitted. “There’s a man there who thinks a laminated sign is better than a row.”

Moira’s eyebrows went up, affectionate. “We do love a man who laminates.”

“Don’t start,” Siofra said. “He’s a colleague. He makes coffee that doesn’t break friendships.”

“Any man who knows the difference between coffee that mends and coffee that breaks is not to be wasted,” Moira said. “Go on, so. We’ll do spelling and then drawing. We’ll save you a bee.”

Clodagh was happy to be bounced from one woman who loved her to another. “Mam, can we go and see the map one day?”

“We can,” Siofra said, kim of a promise, not a plan. “But only if we do cushion tickets first.”

Clodagh nodded solemnly. “Books need cushion tickets so no one shouts.”

“That’s my girl,” Siofra said, and kissed her temple. It was a luxury she never took for granted—that moments like this could be ordinary.

The late-afternoon return to the house felt like visiting a friend to borrow a saucepan. The light had gone pearl; people were on their way home. Theo was by the main panel, hand resting lightly on the frame while the system considered whether to throw a sulk.

“Four thirty to five thirty,” he said, as if noting their window aloud would make it real. “Zone Six is off for maintenance; don’t tell it, or it’ll be offended.”

“I’ll speak only of its good points,” she said. “I’m going to start a spine list in the reading room. Decoys, true wants, things likely to be targeted by a casual thief—”

He didn’t flinch at the word. “We’ve got a ‘no heroics with theft’ policy,” he said. “We call, we let the camera do its work, we do the receipts. We don’t chase.”

“Receipts,” she said, surprised by how warm the word felt in her mouth. “Yes. Always receipts.”

They made a small showing—two people moving in the same direction without needing to arrange themselves around each other like furniture. She lifted a ledger—A, B, C, D—her hands reading the heft the way another woman might read cloth. D was heavy with something the letters had not admitted yet, the way a bag is heavy when there’s an orange at the bottom. She opened it a quarter inch, to see how the pages breathed, and closed it again.

“Tomorrow,” she said to it, without irony. “You and I will talk tomorrow.”

The alarm yapped when the wind caught the south door. Theo murmured to it and pressed a key sequence like a lullaby. “It gets jumpy when the pressure drops,” he said. “Same as me.”

She made a line in her notebook: Alarm, south door, wind = yappy. Theo = honest about nerves. And then she was in the work again.

They finished at five twenty-seven because he was the sort of man who did not steal minutes from other people’s lives. He walked her to the door; she walked at his pace without deciding to. The car park was the pale colour that comes before dusk makes you notice your own breath.

“Tomorrow,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” she said, and then added, because she heard the impulse rise and allowed it its shape, “Thank you for respecting the hand-offs. It matters.”

“It matters to me, too,” he said, and did something invisible with his shoulders that let her believe him. “Tell Clodagh the alarms say hello.”

“I’ll translate,” she said, and got in the car.

At home, after the small rituals that made an evening—a bag emptied, a uniform hung to air, lemongrass chopped to make the kitchen smell like a place you choose to be—Siofra sat at the tiny kitchen table and wrote. Not emails; she did those after nine when the house had decided it was night. She wrote the bones of the access plan so her brain wouldn’t thrash at two in the morning. She wrote:

Public access in stages. 1) Reading room (by appointment), 2) Volunteer days (task-specific), 3) Schools pilot (Clodagh test run? Not yet; don’t use own child to absolve. Invite a class), 4) Donor tour (story first, numbers second). Signage: not bossy; true. “Clean hands for truth” could be poster, not tea towel. Book snakes labelled “Weights, not toys.”

Her phone buzzed with a message from Moira—a photograph of Clodagh at the table, tongue out in concentration, drawing a bee wearing a tiny lanyard. Underneath, Moira had written: Cushion ticket prototype. Do not let trustees make merch.

She sent back: Laminated sign only. Bee, not brand.

Then, because the day had been kind to her and she did not have to hoard the kindness, she allowed herself to make a small pot of pasta and put in too much garlic. She liked the way the house forgave her for that.

The next morning began with rain so fine it seemed like the air had changed its mind about being solid. The door at the west wing let her in with the same two beeps. She checked the logs—RH down to 60%—and allowed herself to write a small star beside the number, not for celebration but as acknowledgment of progress.

Theo wasn’t in the corridor; she heard him before she saw him, the muffled clank of a toolbox and a voice, not his, answering him—a contractor called Seamus whose vowels hung from hooks. They were considering the merits of a French drain near the orangery; he raised two fingers to her in a quick greeting as she passed. ‘Pairs’ meant she waited; Theo finished his sentence, handed Seamus a pencil to mark the threshold, and came after her with a key card.

“Pairs?” he said, like a question he already knew the answer to.

“Pairs,” she said, and put her card against the reader when he put his against his. The door presented them to the room as one person in two bodies. It felt, unexpectedly, like a kindness—an institutional habit that admitted bodies had limits and dignity.

She opened Ledger D.

The book made a stiffness sound—a tiny crackle near the gutter where the paper had remembered a fold it wasn’t meant to keep. She set two snakes gently on the margins and let the pages rest. Not everything is a diagnosis, she reminded herself. Sometimes a crackle is a hello.

“Is that the accounting series?” Theo asked, not leaning in close enough to fog the book’s breath, which was a sign he’d been taught well by someone at some point and had remembered.

“D for Donations,” she said. “If the labels are to be believed. Sometimes D is for ‘Don’t look at me, I’m a surprise.’” She traced the column headers with her pencil without touching them. Donor; Item; Date received; Conditions; Notes. The dates began in a neat hand that grew garrulous as the decades went on, the way hands do when minds spend too much time in meetings.

Halfway down the page, in a line dated 1898, someone had written “Portrait of Mr. Irishname, wearing black coat, by X—gift from Mrs. Irishname (née Y).” Another hand, in pencil in the margin, had written, “Year of Bread—see Sister’s letter.” The pencil had a sound to it she recognised—female impatience, elegant and pressed hard enough to leave a memory on the next page.

“‘Year of Bread,’” she said softly, tasting the words. “That’s a phrase with a house in it.”

“Bread?” Theo said, not disguising his interest.

“Bread is crisis and comfort,” she said. “A ‘Year of Bread’ could be a scarcity, a bakehouse, a tradition. Or it could be an argument—‘We spent the bread on this.’” She flipped carefully and saw it again, a dotted thread through the margins of the D series: ‘Bread,’ ‘bread,’ ‘Bread & butter,’ then, later, ‘Bread not frames.’ “Someone was talking to herself,” she said. “Or to the future. ‘Bread not frames’—that’s a grant application in four words.”

He laughed under his breath, the way a man laughs when something fits so well it hurts. “Bread, Not Frames,” he said. “That would make a good name for—”

“An exhibit,” she said. “Yes. ‘How the house fed itself, literally and figuratively.’ Or ‘How a woman kept a collection intact when the men wanted to sell a picture.’”

“Which woman?”

She felt the old thrill—the solve not for spectacle, but for stewardship. “The one who wrote in pencil,” she said. “I’ll find her. Or she’ll tell me herself.” She took a soft eraser from her pocket the way a priest takes a wafer—deliberate, reverent—and cleaned a smudge near the ‘Year of Bread’ note. The words brightened by a fraction, as if glad to be read.

“Helena Breen is coming next week,” Theo said. “Major donor. Loves stories, hates damp.”

“Good,” Siofra said, more to the ledger than to Theo. “We’ll show her bread, not frames.”

He cleared his throat gently. “There’s the other pressure.”

“Trustee Coyle,” she said, not looking up. “Sell one to save the rest.”

Theo’s silence admitted the truth without implicating anyone. She let the silence stay. Then, because she knew the shape of the path from here, she made a list of what she would need to mount a cosy-clever argument that the trustees could respect.

Receipts. Alarm logs that prove movement dates. Loan paperwork. Inventory that shows what’s part of what. A story that’s truthful, not sentimental, and sturdy enough to stand when someone says ‘But money.’ Community buy-in. Volunteer day. Children who are told how to hold things right so the adults remember.

“Volunteer day Saturday?” she asked.

“The good kind,” he said. “No ‘come and touch the artefacts’ nonsense. Polishing brass where brass allows. Cleaning the backs of picture frames with supervision. Signage with you standing over the person painting the sign.”

“Cushion tickets,” she said, because the idea made her happy. “We’ll make them with the school. ‘Bring your adult to the reading room. Exchange ticket for a cradle.’ No shouting.”

He made a note in his own book. The neatness of it appealed to her. “I like that you write things you’ll do,” she said.

“I like that you choose things we can do without making anyone pretend to be a superhero,” he said. “I’ve had my fill of spectacular gestures that end in failure.”

She looked up at the way the words sat in his mouth. “What was it?”

“A glass roof,” he said, almost a laugh but not. “It was beautiful and wrong. I said ‘not yet.’ They did it anyway. Six months later there were buckets on the floor. I was the man who had said ‘not yet,’ so I was the man to blame. They didn’t fire me. They made a show of not listening until it hurt to stay.”

“Spectacle versus safety,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m all right,” he said, and he was, she believed him. “But I like ‘bread not frames’ better than ‘shiny roof for press day.’”

“Me too,” she said. “We’ll do it with receipts and patience, and when the board asks what we’ve done we’ll hand them a ledger and a cup of tea.”

“Lemons,” he said, and there was something like fondness in it, entirely proper, entirely too soon, but present the same.

At ten past eleven, Mrs Mooney appeared in the doorway with a phone to her ear and a look that promised to be useful. “A Mr Coyle for you,” she said. “Squeezing five minutes into eleven minutes.”

“I’ll take him in the boardroom,” Theo said, and looked at Siofra with a question that wasn’t about permission so much as partnership.

“I’ll come,” she said. “Pairs.”

Mr Coyle was the sort of man who dressed like a thought experiment on efficiency. He shook hands like he was in a hurry to wash them afterwards, but when he sat his knees pointed slightly inward the way boyish knees do. It made her kinder to him.

“Lane, is it? Stabilisation?” he said, as if reading from a sheet he’d mislaid.

“Yes,” she said. “Stabilisation and access plan. I’m here to keep things steady so you can invite the public back without the building swearing.”

He laughed, surprised into being human. “And you, Mr Blake, you’re the man who tells me why the door I paid for is wrong.”

“I’m the man who tells the door how to behave,” Theo said. “You paid for it fine.”

“Good,” Mr Coyle said, mollified. “Look. We’re a week behind with this re-opening. The grant application’s a fortnight away. We need a highlight.” His gaze slid toward Siofra like a seal considering a rock. “We’ve a portrait that would fetch good money. Sell one to save the rest. You know yourself.”

“I do know myself,” she said calmly. “And I know the ledger. The portrait you’re thinking of is a pair with another. The pair tells a story. Selling one would be like tearing the first half of a letter away. Any grant committee will smell the disrespect. We’ll lose the grant as well as the picture.”

He blinked, the way a man blinks when a woman tells him a thing he would have had to learn the hard way. “Is that true?”

She kept her hands open on the table. “We’ll be ready with receipts if you’d like to see them. Alarm logs, entry notes, the original accession line. We’ll also show you a story called ‘Bread, Not Frames.’” She let the words sit between them like a plate of scones out of reach.

“Bread,” he said, suspicious of poetry but not immune to hunger.

“Bread. What it took to keep the house alive in lean years. The people whose hands did the work. Not spectacle. Stewardship.” She felt Theo’s attention move to her and did not step sideways away from it. “You can launch an exhibit that tells the truth and earn the public’s trust. That’ll bring the money you want without selling a single picture.”

He sat back. Not persuaded, not yet, but not immune. “Send me the receipts,” he said.

“We will,” Theo said. “Pairs.”

Mr Coyle frowned. “Pairs what?”

“Pairs,” Theo said mildly. “It’s how we work in the west wing. Two bodies, one decision. You’ll see it in the log.”

Mr Coyle waved a hand. “Whatever.” But the word did not sting as much as it might have. He was not a villain; he was a man who thought money was the adult in the room. He stood; his knees did the inward boyish thing again; she forgave him at once and entirely.

After he’d gone, they stood in the corridor where the paint had been scraped and someone had drawn a tidy rectangle on the wall around nothing at all. “He’ll come back,” Theo said.

“With a bag and a plan,” she said. “We’ll hand him a ledger and a lemon.”

“You are making me like lemons,” he said.

“They’re a good pretend for courage,” she said. “Your face does something strong when you bite them.”

He looked at her then—steady, not managerial, not romantic, present. “What you did in there,” he said. “That was slow. In a good way.”

“Competence is intimacy,” she said, before she could decide not to say it.

“I’d like,” he said carefully, “to be competent around you.”

She let the sentence be what it was—a statement of professional intent that underlined, in pencil not ink, other possibilities later. “Tell me the list,” she said. “I’ll make the room fit it.”

In the afternoon, the rain decided to be rain. The dehumidifiers sang their fat little song. Siofra drafted a volunteer day sheet that would make no one heroic and everyone useful. Theo introduced her to a retired electrician who wanted, with near tears, to label wires. She made a label for the label maker so he would not feel like a man without a job.

At three, the school gate again. A new note on the wall: PLEASE BE ON TIME. The kind of sign that made everyone feel accused. She could fix signs later. For now, she kept the promise she had made the day before: be there when her daughter emerged into the rain.

“Mam,” Clodagh said, holding out a piece of paper covered in bees. “Tickets.”

“Oh,” Siofra said, and took them with suitable ceremony. “These are better than anything I could make. See the little lanyards?”

“They are staff bees,” Clodagh said. “They can ask you not to shout.”

“Staff bees,” Siofra repeated, and felt the stupid sting behind her eyes that meant something she’d hoped for might be possible here. “You’re hired.”

They took the long way home under a tree hedge that threw big drops like coins. At dinner, Clodagh asked for too much garlic and then stuck out her tongue to show she was strong. Later, when the house was quiet and the light went to parchment, Siofra wrote labels. She did not write for press. She wrote for the woman with the pencil in the ledger, for the retired electrician, for Mrs Mooney with her whistle and her exact clock, for Theo who had said ‘pairs’ as if it applied to more than doors.

Provenance isn’t romance, she wrote in the quiet part of her notebook. It’s respect.

She slept. She did not dream of selling anything.

On Friday, the day took on the bright, frantic tilt of a place where people have decided to be useful. Theo stood a ladder under a door where the paint had pouted. The volunteers arrived in a small flock—two teenagers with a teacher who loved them, an older woman who called everyone ‘pet’ with a wide-awake kindness, the retired electrician already wearing a label that said WIRE HISTORIAN because someone had given in to Siofra’s naming impulse. They made a pile of crumpled brown paper look noble by explaining it as ‘archival protection.’

Siofra set up a table where she could do her gloves-for-show demonstration. She washed her hands slowly, with care, paused at the wrist so people could see she was choosing to be clean than pretending to be sterile. She held up nitrile gloves, talked about oils and paper and when gloves made sense and when they made danger. She let them gasp when she said, “Gloves can slip.” She let them feel the cradles under their palms. She put a cushion ticket on the table with a staff bee drawn next to the word and said, “Exchange this at the desk for the right support, and no one will shout.”

Theo watched from the doorway, that careful five metres that meant he trusted her to hold the room. When a teenager tried to sneak a phone out, he lifted one eyebrow and the boy put it away without feeling policed.

Helena Breen arrived unannounced, raincoat beading rain like pearls. She took everything in without swaying—dehumidifiers, ladders, table of weights, a girl at the corner of the room drawing bees on rectangles. She had the kind of gaze that told you she had never—ever—pretended to care about a thing she did not care about. Siofra liked her immediately.

“Mrs Breen,” Theo said, meeting her halfway with a hand that wasn’t for shaking, for balance. “We’re not fancy yet.”

“Good,” she said crisply. “Fancy lies.” She turned to Siofra. “And you are?”

“Lane,” she said. “We’re doing bread, not frames.”

Helena’s mouth made a shape that would, in a less dignified woman, have been a grin. “That’s either the most honest fundraiser I’ve heard,” she said, “or the least. Show me.”

Siofra did not show her the portrait. She showed her the ledger. She showed her the pencil note that said ‘Year of Bread—see Sister’s letter’ and then, later, ‘Bread not frames.’ She showed her the cushion tickets and let Clodagh, who had appeared with Moira like a well-timed cameo, hand one to Helena with the solemnity of a border guard. She let Helena watch Theo reset a door with a touch that said, “You’re not wrong, you’re tired.”

“People will pay for this,” Helena said at last, without a trace of cynicism. “Not because you’re bleeding them, but because you’re letting them put their names on a thing that holds.” She touched the ledger’s margin with a fingertip that had signed cheques and wiped tears. “Who wrote that?”

“A woman who wanted to be heard,” Siofra said. “We’ll find her.”

“You’ll find her,” Helena corrected gently, looking Siofra over as if assessing not her dress or her age, but the density of her resolve. “And when you do, you’ll put her name on the wall. Not in the press release. On the wall.”

“Yes,” Siofra said, feeling the word enter into the room and occupy a chair.

Mrs Mooney stood at the edge of the scene like a small general content with her army. The retired electrician explained, in lyrical detail, the difference between wires that meant to be there and wires that were there out of cheek. Theo made a list out loud because he had learned it helped some people think; Siofra caught each item and tucked it into a page where it would not be lost.

The afternoon darkened early, as if the day had spent itself and now wanted soup. People left with the good tiredness that follows work that matters. It was only then, in the soft, emptied space, that they noticed the absence.

“Where’s the annotated map?” Theo said, looking at the cabinet where it had been resting for assessment. He did not panic; he placed the thought on the table like a bolt he’d expected to find in his pocket and hadn’t.

Siofra did not panic either—not because she was saintly, but because panic made her hands stupid. “Check alarm logs,” she said. “Zone Four. Who’s badged in, who’s out. Check movement on the camera. It could have been moved for safety.” She said ‘could’ with all her body behind it, not to insist on her belief, but to stop fear from writing the story first.

It took ten minutes to find the answer. Ten minutes in which Mr Coyle reappeared with a man in a raincoat too smooth for weather. Ten minutes in which Theo stood with his hands at his sides so he would not put them anywhere they would accuse. Ten minutes in which Siofra signed the book for ‘removed for valuation’ and felt the pulse under the word.

“for valuation,” Mr Coyle said. “Due diligence.” He did not look at her. The man in the smooth raincoat did not speak at all.

“Receipts,” Siofra said mildly. “We’ll need your paperwork.”

“We’re—” Mr Coyle began.

“Receipts,” Theo said, in the same tone, and the man in the raincoat looked at him and saw, perhaps for the first time, that they were not alone in the room.

They did not fight. They did not raise their voices. They took copies. They logged the movement. They made a list of who knew. They told Mrs Mooney because she needed to be the one who knew. They did the common, useful things that were the opposite of panic.

When the door had stopped moving and the echo of shoes had gone to the car park, Theo stood still and then sat on a chair with the care of someone who did not trust his legs to be honest.

“I’m sorry,” he said, as if the door had been his to hold and he had let it slip.

He put his head in his hands for two breaths. Then he sat up and looked at her like a man who had had his fuse board checked and found intact. “You’re right,” he said. “And I’m better with you.”

That was too much for week one. It was also the truth of week one. She let it be.

They stayed an hour past when they’d meant to, but Siofra called Moira and said, “We’ve a thing to finish; I’ll be there at six.” She didn’t ask permission; she made a plan. Moira said, “We’re making lemon biscuits,” and sent a photo of flour on Clodagh’s nose. At six, Theo walked her to the door as I’ll be there at six slid into the lock like a key.

Outside, the sky did that Irish thing where it decided to show you its marrow. “I won’t take your thermos,” he said.

“I won’t let you,” she said.

“Tomorrow, we bring the map home,” he said. He meant ‘home’ in the way people who care about buildings mean it.

“Tomorrow,” she said, and in the cool of the car, with the wheel steady under her hands, she allowed herself the thought she had not permitted yet.

Partnership, she thought. In daylight.

She drove to the small kitchen where the lemon biscuits had cooled on a tray and her daughter looked at her like she expected bread, not frames. Siofra took off her badge, set it on the windowsill by the thermos, and said, “Tomorrow we’ll make a sign for the bees.”

Clodagh nodded, solemn. “We’ll tell them to be kind.”

“We will,” Siofra said. She ate a biscuit and tasted a week that had not asked her to be anything she wasn’t. She tasted a man who understood that ‘pairs’ did not end at a keypad. She tasted the pencil line in the ledger that would take them through to a boardroom where a story would be told and a vote would go the way of the ordinary good.

The radiators ticked. The dehumidifiers at the house slept, snoring like happy dogs. Siofra washed her hands and wrote, last thing before bed: Tell the true story. Show your receipts. Keep your promises. Bring the map home.

And Siofra knew—whatever happened next—it would be honest.
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CHAPTER 2
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Morning Meant Bring Map

The morning they meant to bring the map home, the rain had forgotten how to do anything but be Irish. Not a downpour—a steady curtain that made distances tender. The house let them in with the two politest beeps in Munster. They stood in the west-wing corridor, damp steaming off their coats, badges blinking, and looked at each other the way people do when they’re about to ask for a building’s cooperation.

“Pairs,” Theo said, as if reminding the door who they were.

“Pairs,” Siofra agreed, and the door exhaled. She had her thermos, her notebook, and the muscles of someone who’d slept enough to make lists without chewing them.

They didn’t go to the empty cabinet first. Panic writes bad stories. They went to the panel, pulled yesterday’s logs, scrolled with careful fingers. Zone Four had registered the removal at sixteen-oh-eight, badge ID keyed to an external registrar’s generic token; the automatic camera had done its milky, dutiful sweep and recorded a raincoat with ideas above its station. Mrs Mooney’s desk log, annotated in her biscuit-tin hand: map removed “for valuation”—Mr Coyle present—paperwork: temporary movement chit signed by “PA to Trustees” with no accession cross-ref. Receipt copy: incomplete.

“Receipts,” Siofra said softly, almost affectionately, because the word behaved if you spoke to it like a thing with feelings.

“Receipts,” Theo echoed, and printed everything twice. He’d shaved in a hurry; a soft stubble had negotiated a truce with his jawline. He handed one set of papers to Siofra like passing over water in a small emergency—matter-of-fact, life-saving only if you needed it; and they did.

They split the work like people who had watched fires travel along skirting boards and learned how to pinch them out: he went to find the PA and the registrar; she went to find the donor who could be educated. Helena Breen answered her call at nine twenty, saying, “Lemon?” instead of “Hello,” because Moira had briefed her world. Siofra said, “Yes. And a ledger.”

“I’ll bring a coat,” Helena said. “And my sense of the savage.”

By ten, Helena was in the reading room, shaking rain from the umbrella like a priest tossing holy water at a demon. “Show me your receipts,” she said. It wasn’t a challenge; it was sport.

Siofra laid the papers out in a story—not to trick, but to invite: the alarm log; the badge record; the camera stills blurred enough to speak of privacy kept rather than withheld; the movement chit with the missing accession cross-ref that made a trained eye itch. She added a photocopy of the ledger page with ‘Year of Bread’ and the pencilled, impatient ‘Bread not frames.’

“Who had custody before removal?” Helena asked, touching nothing but the edge of the paper so she’d leave no oil except the oil of attention.

“Reading room staff,” Siofra said. “Under my stabilisation plan, secured for assessment, no public access—hence the ‘forbidden’ chorus in everyone’s heads. The map’s annotated—the annotations themselves part of the object’s story. Removing it without the pair—” She tapped the ledger. “—without the letter that tells you what you’ve taken... That’s not rude. It’s stupid.”

“Stupidity wakes me up in the morning,” Helena said crisply. “PA to Trustees?”

“In the small board room, pretending paper grows on trees,” Theo said, appearing like a sentence that had discovered its own verb. The look he gave Helena was all respect; the look Helena gave him said she recognised a man who’d said “not yet” and been punished for it. “Registrar’s embarrassed but bound. Mr Coyle will be here by eleven.”

“He will,” Helena said, and there was nothing in her tone to argue with.

She marched them down the corridor like a school outing: Siofra on one side with the ledger copy; Theo on the other with the logs; Mrs Mooney in their wake because no plot moved in this building without her knowledge. The PA was pale with the dignity of someone whose job title had replaced their name. “We followed procedure,” she said. “A valuation is a valuation.”

“You followed the part of procedure that doesn’t know what a story is,” Helena said, not unkindly. “And left the part that keeps you out of the papers on the floor.” She turned to Siofra. “Tell her.”

“The map is part of a correspondence,” Siofra said simply. “You removed it without its letter. You don’t lose context doing that. You lose trust. If you want to sell a picture to pay for roofs, you’ll do it honestly or not at all. ‘Bread, not frames.’” She pointed at the pencil note as if it were a woman standing in the doorway with her sleeves rolled.

“We’re not talking about selling—” the PA began.

“We are always talking about selling when you say ‘valuation,’” Helena said. “But let’s be decent. Mr Coyle.”

He arrived with wet hair and a tie that had opinions. “Helena,” he said, a man caught between wanting to be right and wanting to be liked. “We were only—”

“Receipts,” Helena said. “They have them. You don’t. Put the map back before lunch.”

He looked at Theo for a softer translation. Theo offered none. “Zone Four got narky for a reason,” he said mildly. “I’d prefer not to put the house into a sulk for the weekend.”

“We’re not—” Mr Coyle tried again, and then stopped, as if someone had laid a hand on his sleeve and told him he might yet pass the exam if he kept his pencil sharp. “Fine. Bring it back. No promises about the board.”

“No promises from us about the board either,” Helena said. “Except that we’ll have the public in that reading room before you can say ‘press release’ if you behave.”

The registrar returned the map at eleven fifty-two with the chagrined efficiency of a man who’d been asked to do a thing the wrong way and now had the relief of doing it properly. The camera blinked. The alarm sang its two-beep lullaby. The map rested on the table again, its waxed linen corners browned with a different century’s handling, its marginal annotations like the breaths a person takes when they’re trying not to interrupt.

“There,” Theo said, low, in the tone of a man talking to a dog who’s decided to come back across the road.

“Home,” Siofra said, not romantic, not triumphal. A simple syllable. She lifted the top right corner with the snake weight enough to see the pencil lines: a road sketched in where there had once been a path; a date corrected under a village name; a ‘Mrs.’ inserted where the accession entry had put a ‘Mr.’ in its place. “She did this,” she murmured, the woman-with-pencil entwined in her thoughts with every woman who’d written something true in the margin so the centre could start telling itself again.

They logged the return. They put the map where it would be comfortable for a few days under a cradle with the humidity near 50%. They ate sandwiches standing up, leaning against the respectful edge of the table the way people do when the work has made their legs honest. Helena left them with a promise to ring two trustees and a threat to tie the PA to a chair with red ribbon if she signed anything without an accession number again.

After lunch, the house tried to lift itself and found it had a damp shoulder. The morning room’s RH spiked two points; Siofra set the dehumidifiers humming until the skirting boards sounded like a chorus of contented terriers. Theo fetched a roll of breathable tarp to lay over the bare floorboards where the plasterers had left them as naked as the truth. He knelt and unrolled it the way a man spreads a map across a table: precise, mindful of corners.

“You always tuck the edge under your left hand,” she observed, watching the way his wrists remembered something earlier than him.

“My father taught me not to let a sheet show its teeth,” he said. “You?”

“An old man in a county archive who called me kiddo and told me the paper will tell you what it wants if you stop shouting.”

“Stop shouting,” Theo repeated, and the phrase felt like a family joke waiting for a family.

The afternoon thinned into the hour when saints and middle managers get the same tiredness. Siofra ticked boxes in her notebook like someone stitching the seam of a good coat. She wrote: Map home. Receipts ready for board. Volunteer day sheet printed. Cushion tickets: Bee lanyards approved by Mrs Mooney. Lemon stock: adequate.

At four, Moira texted: You’ve two hours. We’re off to the library after. Clodagh has made a list of all the bees in fiction. 1) Bees in Winnie the Pooh (fools). 2) Bee in the library (wise). 3) The ones in our house (bossy).

Two hours. The thought opened a room in her chest. She looked at Theo, who was standing under a transom with a head torch, indecently competent with a screwdriver. “I’ve a window until six,” she said. It was both a schedule note and a pulse of permission: see me inside time; see me at the edges too.

He came down the ladder, turned the head torch off, and sat on the last rung instead of climbing all the way down, so his line of sight would be honest with hers. “Volunteer day is tomorrow,” he said. “We’ve a list we could finish that would make that go easier.”

“We do,” she said. She looked at the pane of the morning room, milked by rain. The ‘forbidden’ sign was on the door again, not bossy, true: Closed for drying. No public access. Pairs only.

“Morning room,” he said, making it an option, not a dare.

She nodded. “Morning room.”

They did not bring anything into the room that had not been meant to be there. The dehumidifiers had achieved their chorus. The door panel was set to ‘maintain,’ the camera blind for repairs; the log would show ‘pairs’ because that was who they were here. He laid the breathable tarp smooth against the boards, tucked the corners as if they were a soft logic problem. She closed the curtain a little, not to hide, but to tell the room to be itself, not a window.

There are a hundred ways to go wrong with a kiss between colleagues in a house that keeps the public’s stories. They did none of them. They spoke first. They spoke as if time were a kitchen and a table and the hiss of the kettle.

“Slow,” she said.

“Kid-first,” he returned.

“No heroics,” she said.

“Receipts,” he answered, and made her laugh; and the laugh put his hand on her shoulder without either of them trying too hard.

It was a kiss that surprised neither of them and both—the shock being not in the touch but in the way the room didn’t argue. He felt like a man who had set down the weight of a door and remembered he had a mouth. She felt like a woman who had been seen doing a competent thing and then seen, full stop. He tasted of good coffee that hadn’t broken a single friendship and rain that had not washed itself off yet.

They paused. They looked. They said their names in the quiet way that reaffirms a decision. “Theo,” she said, and felt it not as a title but as the right scale to pitch a note. “Siofra,” he said, as if he’d practised it and not told anyone.

He offered before he assumed. “Do you want this?” His over-careful hands had a soft tremor that wasn’t fear; it was care having a costume change; it was how a man asks without making his asking another job for the woman answering.

“Yes,” she said. “And we’ll be kind to the room.” She meant the boards, the air, the things that had behaved for them, and she meant also the shape of the hour. He took her meaning. He always did.

They had learned each other’s hands by watching them work. The mouth takes its cues from the hands. He took the cardigan off her shoulders like a man who had never believed that removing a layer was a conquest. She unrolled the service blanket he’d kept folded in the corner for workers caught between tasks who didn’t deserve to sit on the cold; she laid it over the tarp as if to say, This is the boundary: human on soft, history on safe. He kissed the air beside her throat before he kissed the throat itself, because he liked to see the yes come into her skin. She said “Yes” aloud anyway, because consent deserved voices as well as breath.

They were not dramatising; they were present. She told him what she liked like a woman who had filled in forms and boiled pasta and signed school permission slips with a pen that worked in the rain; she did not ask him to guess. He told her where his body went slow after a day of ladders. She paid attention. They reached for the condom together because competence is intimacy and neither of them had made a career on shrugs. He checked the date without making a fuss; she rolled it with a hand that had steadied ledger paper older than any of this.

The room changed its weight around them. Not the damp—the damp behaved—but the stoic witness that old spaces carry: the sense of being permitted, not watched. He moved with a steadiness that announced itself in the small things: how he breathed through his nose to keep his head clear enough to listen; how he stopped when she moved in that half inch every woman knows is the difference between ‘good’ and ‘almost there.’ She spoke to him in the same grammar she used for delicate materials—open, precise, never punishing—“There—no, stay—yes—like that”—and his body flared with learning, which was all she had ever wanted in rooms like this: that a man would be teachable and glad of it.

They came back to themselves quietly, not like waves but like a tide noticing itself. He held himself over her for a long, considerate breath so she wouldn’t feel the jerk of a body realising it was done. He kissed her mouth, then her hand, then the wrist where a pencil had left its immigrant graphite. “Are you all right?” he asked. Not as a checkbox. As the sort of question you ask when the answer will change what happens next.

“I am,” she said, warm to the edges. “You?”

“I am,” he said, voice so low the dehumidifiers nearly ate it. “May I be ridiculous and say I like the way you told me where to put my feet?”

“You may be ridiculous,” she said, endeared beyond her plan. “I like the way you used your words.”

They did aftercare the way people who lived inside competence do: water, breath, a small coil of laughter when he couldn’t find his shirt because it had made decisions without him; the blanket shaken and folded with a neatness that spoke of future people who’d be cared for by these invisible actions. She went to the small sink in the corner and washed her hands, because clean hands were not theatre. He found the bin that the workmen used for coffee cups and disposed of the condom with the dignity such domestic admin deserved.

They dressed with the gentleness of people putting on, not armour, but weather gear. Before they left, they looked at the room; checked the RH; noted the dehumidifiers’ happy snore; muted the panel; touched nothing else. When they stepped into the corridor, Mrs Mooney was far away at the main desk; the house had the decency to pretend it didn’t know what rooms do when rooms have earned it.

In the car, at a light on the bridge, Siofra’s mouth trembled. Not with regret. With the quiet overfullness of a day in which things had gone where they needed to go. She inhaled lemon from the slice she kept in a paper wrap and felt her balance like a tray she had managed to carry without spilling.

That night, she wrote in her notebook, in the small section reserved for admissions: We were kind to the room. Aftercare: water, warmth, words. Boundaries: intact. Joy: honest. Then, because her brain thrived on receipts, she wrote: Condom checked—OK. She slept like a person whose house had absorbed rain properly.

The week unspooled with a competence that made space for smiles. Volunteer day was the good kind. The electrician wore his WIRE HISTORIAN badge like a knighthood. A teenager labelled a drawer “MISCELLANEOUS OBJECTS OF DUBIOUS ORIGIN,” and Siofra corrected it to “OBJECTS (UNSPECIFIED)” with a wink so the joke would land without encouraging chaos. Helena sent an email that read, in full: One donor down. Two to go. Lemon at four? Mr Coyle practised not saying “sell one to save the rest” in front of a mirror until the muscles in his mouth learned other words.

Clodagh discovered that the buzz of the dehumidifiers, which she called “the house’s purr,” could be hummed in a harmony if you sat on the floor and leaned into it. She threaded her paper bee through a lanyard Moira had cut down to size and told a volunteer, “Staff bees can ask you not to shout.” The volunteer said, “Thank you for your service, Miss.”

On Thursday, the damp surges twice and minds them both times. Theo did a safety brief with the volunteers the way a man talks to a crowd he respects: “Fire exits here and here. Don’t be brave. If your body says stop, stop. Tell us what you did so we can say thank you and fix it.” He looked at Siofra once as he said “Tell us what you did,” and she took it as the love language it was: transparency beats swagger.

Friday afternoon brought the board. Siofra wore a jumper that did not pretend at authority; she brought the ledger, not as a prop, but as a presence. Theo laid the alarm logs on the table with beeps muted by respect. Helena sat beside them and loved them loudly.

“Bread, not frames,” Siofra said to the room, and told the story. Not the sex, not the blanket, not the hour in the morning room—those were not for the board—but the receipts: the way the map spoke when you let it keep its letter; the way community buys in when you teach their children to carry a cushion ticket like a passport; the difference between shining roofs for cameras and roofs that didn’t leak because people turned up to do their hands’ work. She said, “Provenance isn’t romance. It’s respect.” She did not look at Theo when she said ‘romance.’ She didn’t need to.

Helena tapped the ledger with the tip of her pen like a baton. “You can launch a show called ‘Bread, Not Frames’ next month,” she told the trustees, “or you can sell a picture and spend the next five years trying to regain trust you didn’t need to lose. Your call.”

Mr Coyle, demographic: man who liked the smell of money and had recently learned to like the smell of damp when damp meant a story, looked down at his hands and then up at the room and said, “With respect to the committee, I’d like to suggest we abstain from any sales until we’ve given this—” he nodded toward Siofra, toward the ledger, toward Theo’s logs, toward the cushion ticket pinned to the staff corkboard—“this a proper chance.” When the vote went up, hands followed his.

The grant people, who had spent their week knee-deep in other people’s needs, called on Monday. “We like your bread,” their contact said. “We like your receipts. We like your child using office equipment to draw bees more than we should probably admit.” Money moved. Not all of it. Enough.

Later, life took its ordinary shape: school runs; labels; alarms that behaved; the café’s scones not as good as last week but good enough. When Theo kissed her now, it tasted like sturdiness. They did not repeat the morning room; not because it had been wrong, but because once was enough to make the room a place where good had happened; they did not need to ask it to give again. Now, when they wanted a door that was only theirs, they chose evenings at her tiny kitchen table with almonds and garlicky pasta and Moira’s texts dispatched with telepathic tact. On those nights, he would slide the chain across her front door with a quiet click as if saying, “Pairs,” and she would set the thermos and cups on the sill like a rite.

It was three weeks later when her body put a hand on her arm and said, gently, “Notice me.”

She was late. Not by enough to make drama, but by enough to make respect. She looked at her calendar, which was the kind with square boxes that never felt big enough for the life they were meant to hold. She counted. She sat on the edge of the bath with her hands pressed together like a woman keeping a thought warm.

Her first impulse was to run the idea past herself as if she were her own younger sister—kindly, practical, a voice that could hold an Oh and a We’ll manage in one breath. Her second impulse was to text Moira: Are you in? Moira’s reply was immediate, as if sisters have a line under the lines the phone providers sell. Always. The child is making the bees argue over union rates. Come by.

She didn’t buy a test until after dinner, because some parts of old Catholic training never leave you, even if you’ve made your peace with a
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