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1

For Kaetlyn O’Sullivan, school was more of a prison of the mind than a place of learning. 

The eighteen-year-old was counting the days until her final term ended in June when she could walk away with her Leaving Certificate in hand, the official accreditation and ticket to the education she really wanted to pursue as a bio-astrophysicist; all in the hopes that by the time she was in her mid-twenties, she could apply to be one of the few Irish scientists to ever rocket off to ISS, the International Space Station, and eventually, to Mars. 

Ever since she could remember, the stars had called to her – like a gentle voice that whispered to her soul, taunting her to come out and play amongst them. 

For reasons she could not entirely explain, and from the first days she could pick up a crayon and draw, her canvass was filled with images of other worlds, planets, and aliens. Her foster parents thought it was cute that their young daughter was so engaged, but for Kaetlyn, the expression of her inner thoughts was a way of channeling some deep-seated passion, that out there, beyond the rim of Earth, was a Universe that was hers to explore; a place that seemed as real to her as the one she stood on.

At a very young age she had already done the math; there were billions of suns, countless billions of planets – it was ridiculous, she thought, to assume that human beings were alone in the Universe, and in her lifetime, she intended to prove it, she intended to meet ET.

But now, she had to make do with the mundane, the droning and tireless monotony of sitting in classes, learning mostly dribble, much of which she had already studied on her own and could recite back to the teachers, or, for reasons she could not explain, she already knew about.

Although the October air had a bite to it, she preferred sitting alone outside the school, nibbling on her sandwich. 

She was in the minority, being one of the few black girls in the predominantly white Roman Catholic town of Bantry, located in the far southwestern reaches of Ireland, where the folk were friendly enough, but who also eyed “different” with a constitutionally discerning aspect, all of which made her feel like the black sheep in the flock – literally. 

Kaetlyn was different, and she knew it. Not only because of her skin color, but because she simply did not try to fit in with others, and this gave her an aloofness and apparent arrogance, which in fact, was not there. 

She did not consider herself better than anyone. She did not think she was smarter. She simply did not want to try and be like anyone else, and she resisted any attempts, through peer pressure, cultural dynamics, trends, and other memes, to fit into anyone’s box.

What she wanted was to know herself, to explore the depths of what she thought was her limitless soul, and to that end, she refused to imposed accept limitations, false paradigms, or conventional views about how she should be in order to better fit in. 

Moreover, she had questions. So, many questions. 

And then of course, there was the dream – the haunting that visited itself upon her so many nights of every week and had been doing so for several years now.

School had been easy for her, far too easy in the eyes of others, and so, the faculty and other students, tended to regard her with an unstated, but tacit suspicion – as if being too intelligent was a sign of a dysfunctional personality – an oddball.

Her biological parents had immigrated from Nigeria to Ireland in the hopes of finding a new, and better life – a story of hope that had turned to tragedy when her mother died while giving birth to her.

In the wake of that calamity, her father became a broken and depressed human being, left to raise a newborn in a land he knew nothing of, and eventually resorted to alcohol to numb his pain. 

When she was old enough to understand why her skin was so black and why her parents, the O’Sullivan’s, were as white as milk, she learned that Child Protective Services had intervened and taken her from her father.

Sitting alone at a picnic table in the school yard, idly picking away at her lunch, her mind wandered back to the episode in her last class – just thirty minutes before. 

The teacher, speaking about political ideology, had made the mistake of declaring that democracy was the purest form of governance, and that had set Kaetlyn’s alarm bells ringing. For reasons she could not yet fathom, her hand speared into the air.

“Mr. Peterson?” 

“Yes, Kaetlyn,” he said with a reticent tone.

“If democracy is the purest form of ideological governance, why isn’t it the predominant form of governance today?”

The teacher tipped a questioning eye at her. “What do you mean – it’s all around us?”

“I don’t think so.” She shook her head. “Clearly, democracy has been hijacked in most every nation in our world.”

Murmurs and giggles emitted from the other students.

The teacher raised a brow. “Care to enlighten us on how you came to that conclusion?” he said with a creeping smile.

“Can you tell us about a single government on Earth today which adheres to the purest form of democracy of which you speak?”

“I’m speaking about political ideology, Kaetlyn.”

“I understand that,” she said with a wave of her hand, “but what’s the point of learning ideology if it isn’t practiced?”

“It is practiced, Kaetlyn.” He answered. “Is there a point here?”

“There is,” she continued, “wouldn’t it be more useful to us if you demonstrated how the system of democracy has been compromised by nearly every government in the world and how it really works today so we can understand how to avoid the shortcomings and corruption of our predecessors?”

The teacher’s slight distemper seeped through as his jaw clenched, but Kaetlyn carried on, her arms crossed, and her eyes forcibly fixed on his.

“Let us take America, a nation which you yourself said was a leader of the free world and democracy. Today, America is nothing more than an oligarchical empire – its wealth and power controlled by a minority of corporate empires, the banking institution and private entities, a hegemony and not a democratic system that governs on behalf of the people. Presidents and parties are elected by the financial support of corporate and banking institutions who buy them out, and once in office, they answer to their benefactors, the rich who run the country, the 1% who own most of its wealth, while the rest of the population is forced to concede to their mandates. That is not democracy, it is corporate tyranny – just another form of legalized piracy.”

“Kaetlyn, this lesson was not meant to be about the relative pros and cons of governances.”

She pressed forward with a more belligerent attitude. “That is my point, sir, it should be. Shouldn’t you be preparing us for the real world, and not a fake one? 

“It isn’t a false picture, it is ...”

She cut him off. “Shouldn’t you be teaching us to think for ourselves, not just to learn and parrot off paradigms that are not working?”

“Kaetlyn, that’s quite enough, you’ve made your point.”

Kaetlyn sat, her half-eaten sandwich pinched between her fingers, recalling the moment as she realized that she would soon be called to the headmaster’s office for yet another berating about her lack of discipline and respect.

“Hey weirdo,” a voice broke her mental maundering. 

She turned to see two boys, both members of her class, standing nearby with a leer on their faces. “What’ch’ya gonna do next, weirdo, tell us that we all came from aliens? You fook’n blackie.”

Lurching to her feet, she tossed her sandwich to the ground and marched up to him. 

“You know what your problem is, Tommy?” she glared at him. “You’re too stupid to know that you’re stupid.”

He pressed his hand into her chest and pushed her back. She stumbled to the ground. As she did, she saw someone step between her and Tommy, and a second later, Tommy was face down in the dirt, twisted up in pain, while his partner ran.

“Apologize to her,” said the intruder.

Tommy’s face, flushed red with anguish, conceded. “Sorry – I’m sorry,” he said.

When he was gone, the other turned to her. “I’m Shamus Maguire,” he said, extending a hand, helping her to her feet.

“I’m ...”

“Kaetlyn O’Sullivan, I know,” his smile widened. 

“Thanks for the help.”

Shamus glanced at Tommy as he walked away. “Sometimes, the only way to stop a bully is to show ’em they’re vulnerable too. Makes ‘em think twice about mess’n with others.” 

He turned back to Kaetlyn. “Maybe we can talk sometime,” he said with an expectant look, one which betrayed something else, some other unspoken message.
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Harry O’Sullivan plucked the newspaper from a small puddle of water, where the delivery boy had conveniently tossed it. 

Obscenities escaped his lips as he entered the house. “Fook’n punk! Can’t deliver a paper the right way,” he snarled.

His wife looked at him as he dropped into his chair with an audible grumble. She smiled, thinking to herself that her husband would complain until the day he died, but unfortunately, she knew, as did he, that he was part of a dying breed. Most of their neighbors had long stopped reading print-papers, resorting to using smart-phones or tablets, a more sustainable and efficient medium. 

She placed a hot cup of coffee, a side-dish of toast, and a jar of her homemade jam in front of him. His bellyaching abated as the pleasing scent reached his nose.

With a bite of toast, followed by a slurp of coffee, he dove back into the paper. “Shite!” he lightly exclaimed. “What’s the bloody world com’n to?” He tipped the paper to one side to steal a look at his daughter, Kaetlyn, who was scrolling through her mobile phone across from him.

“Says ‘er the Arabs bombed an Israeli settlement – killed a shite load of ‘em.”

Claire O’Sullivan sat down next to her daughter and fixed an eye on her husband. “Well, I guess god does have a sense of justice after all.”

Harry scrunched his nose at her. “God?! What the shite does God have to do with this, Claire?”

Kaetlyn turned an eye to her mom, interested to see how their dialogue would play out.

Humble as always, Claire answered. “Well, I don’t mean anything against the Israelis, and certainly noth’n blasphemous against God, but they brought this on themselves with all the kill’n and violence they been doing against those poor Palestinian folk.”

Kaetlyn lowered her mobile phone, suddenly compelled to enter the debate. “You think god is punishing the Jews?”

“Well,” Claire began with a subtle twist of her head, “you cannot go ‘round hurt’n folk and stealing their land and call it God’s will. There’s a reckon’n waiting for those who do that sort of thing,” she said with a shudder. “And besides, no decent god is gonna sanction such violence and mistreatment.” 

Kaetlyn grinned. “Interesting concept, mum.”

Harry trained an eye on his daughter. “Won’t be so interest’n if the Jews invade Palestine for real – which they are threaten’n to do. Then we will be see’n all-out war.”

It was Kaetlyn’s turn to shrug. “They have been killing one another for decades, dad. Until they end their religious intolerance and treat one other as equals, nothing is going to change, and no brokered peace deal will ever last.”

Harry flicked a dismissive brow and returned to reading the paper. “Says ‘re that a team of scientists reckon a chunk of the Antarctic is goanna split off someday soon.”

Kaetlyn shook her head. “That’s not good news.”

Harry lowered the paper once again, fixing his gaze on her. “Let me get this straight,” he began, “the Arabs and Jews are killing each other by the droves, and that, you shrug off, but some block of ice split’n in half – that gets yur hackles in a bunch?” He tipped his head at her with a look of mild rebuke.

“I am not suggesting that anyone killing anyone is good, dad – but the fact remains that the conflicts in the Middle East are manufactured by vested interests and the inflated egos of people on both sides. They hide behind a façade of religious and ideological beliefs, pretending that they are better than the other and acting at the behest of their god which they consider the only true god, but their real agenda is always the same – money, power, and real estate. The Ross Ice Shelf is far more critical to our future and survival as a race than all the shite stirred up in the Middle East.”

Harry smiled. He enjoyed debates with his daughter, who, as far as he was concerned, was one of the brightest minds he had ever known, certainly shining brighter than his.

“Okay, smarty-pants, tell me why I should lose any sleep over this chunk of ice.”

Kaetlyn picked up a pen and drew on a napkin. “The Ross Ice Shelf is actually the size of a continent, dad. You could fit ten entire Irelands into that one geographical area. It is a mile deep and rises half a mile above water level at its apex. The fact that it is weak enough to crack apart means that an entire continental zone of our planet is going to disappear someday. It would be like Europe breaking in half and falling into the ocean. It means that global warming has hit a critical-mass stage.”

“So, what, it’s just ice down there. It’ll fill up the oceans – no big deal?”

“You are missing the point, dad. The real issue is that it would critically affect the weather patterns globally. We just had our hottest summer in what ...” she looked to her mum.

“189 years, dear,” answered Claire with a concerned look in her eyes. “Read it in The Local the other day, five more dairy farms in Cork went bankrupt – too dry to raise feed for cattle – and too expensive to buy it from elsewhere.”

Harry lowered the paper to the table and sipped his coffee. “Maybe it’s time to stop reading these damn papers,” he grumbled once again as he sank his teeth into a slice of buttery toast.

A knock came on the door. Mrs. O’Sullivan answered and returned with Duncan Flowery, the Dean of Saint Michael’s School, a man who rarely visited their home.

He nodded respectfully at Harry. Both men had grown up in Bantry, in fact, they had gone to the same school and had attended one another’s wedding.

“Sit down, Duncan, take a load off your feet. Claire just cracked open a jar of her homemade jam.”

Flowery offered a reserved smile while stealing a transient peek at Kaetlyn. It was a moment, a tacit moment, where the look on his face was enough to alert her that something was wrong, otherwise, why was the Dean of her school showing up at their house just before she was about to leave for her first class that day.

“I’m afraid this isn’t a social call,” began Duncan, while hovering by the back of a chair – his hands clasping it so tightly that the whites of his knuckles showed. “I’m sorry to impose on you this early in the morning but the matter concerns Kaetlyn.”

All eyes shifted to her. 

“Did I do something wrong?” asked Kaetlyn.”

The Dean’s face screwed up with evident discomfort.

“The School Council has deemed that you should be temporarily suspended.”

The shock struck Kaetlyn like a blow to her head. 

Harry O’Sullivan dropped his cup to the table with a definitive crash. “What the fook fer?!” He demanded.

Duncan raised a brow. “I’m afraid that Kaetlyn’s behavior has been determined as inappropriate and unsuitable to permit her to continue her curriculum without first addressing the matter.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Claire. “How can you simply suspend her from school – she’s a top-student?”

The Dean bowed his head marginally, his eyes falling to the floor tentatively as he took a deep breath. “Her grades are not in question, Claire. Nor is her intelligence – she is most certainly above average in that regard. It is her behavior.”

“What’s wrong with my behavior?” asked Kaetlyn.

Duncan raised his eyes to meet hers. “You are creating a constant stir in the classrooms, Kaetlyn – showing a repeated pattern of rebelliousness and disrespect against the teachers and challenging the curriculum they are teaching. Parents are regularly calling my office complaining that you are upsetting the other students with crazy ideas and disturbing classes.” His eyes drifted back to Mrs. O’Sullivan. “Every one of Kaetlyn’s teachers has filed reports about her odd behavior of recent and the disturbance she is causing in their classes.”

Mrs. O’Sullivan pinched her lips as her angst funneled upward, like hot lava about to spew-out.

“You’re telling me that my daughter, an A-plus student, does not fit the mold for acceptable behavior and for that reason she cannot stay in school.”

A small pad emerged from the man’s pocket. He flipped it open and read from it. “Let me provide more details. Kaetlyn recently announced, in the middle of Catechism no less, that religion was a farce, that God did not exist, and that Jesus was a marketing caper dreamed up by the Catholic Church to keep people in the fold.”

Harry raised a brow and looked to Kaetlyn. “Did you say that?”

Kaetlyn shrugged.

The Dean continued. “Two weeks ago, she openly challenged the history teacher, saying that learning about a pedophile like Julius Caesar had no value and served no purpose in their lives and that it would be more valuable to learn about recent historical events, people who are changing or have changed the culture.”

Kaetlyn shrugged again. “That is true. How does learning about a pedophiliac nut-job give me a leg up in my career? Why not teach us about Martin Luther King, or Nelson Mandela, or even Elon Musk – people who made a difference and who inspired us to be better.”

The Dean sighed, clearly irritated by her recalcitrance, and flipped to another page of his pad. “In her social studies class, just last week, Kaetlyn challenged the teacher and announced that mental health practitioners were just drug peddlers for the big pharmaceuticals.” He paused to look at them. “I could go on if you wish.”

“So, what! It is all true,” asserted Kaetlyn with a retaliatory look in her eyes.

The Dean turned to her. “Whether these opinions or views are true or not, Kaetlyn, you are a student, the teachers teach, and the curriculum is the curriculum.” He turned to Mrs. O’Sullivan. “Bantry is a God-loving town, you know that, Claire. Saint Michaels School is one of its oldest and most respected institutions, and for Kaetlyn to continuously assault the material, claiming, quite discourteously I might add, that what we are teaching is wrong, is in itself a very poor show of character on her part – particularly this close to graduating her final year. It presents the School Council with a problem. Academically speaking, Kaetlyn is far above average, but her behavior is far too radical to permit the matter to go unnoticed, and certainly before the school could ratify her final year. In the interests of seeing that Kaetlyn does graduate and go on to lead a successful life, it was considered best that she be temporarily suspended while undergoing therapy.”

Harry was completely slack jawed as he listened.

The Dean continued. “I know it seems harsh, but I assure you, we have taken every known approach to temper the situation. Unfortunately,” he shook his head, “we must insist that you get her professional help to temper her outbursts before we can permit her to finish her curriculum.”

“Professional help?” retorted the mother, her wounded look accompanied her words.

The Dean handed her a paper. “We are recommending that she see a therapist to discuss her behavior. This particular one comes well-recommended, and all expenses for her sessions will be covered by her tuition.”

He glanced once more at Kaetlyn.

“I am sorry, Kaetlyn. I really am. You are a very bright girl, and I suspect that one day I will be reading about your accomplishments in the newspaper. But right now, your attitude presents a problem for our school. We should be more progressive in our ways of seeing things, but this is Bantry. We are a small community and people still hold to Catholic conventions, so when you repeatedly assert your views without regard for the perspectives of others, it offends them and us.”

Harry stood. His face black with repressed anger.

“And how long is she expected to see this shrink?”

“Until the therapist’s recommendation shows that Kaetlyn can function within the realm of the school parameters. Then she will be reinstated to her classes.” He paused. “I highly doubt that her temporary absence will adversely affect her grades anyhow – but her behavior could certainly influence the results of her Leaving Certificate.”

3  

“Hello, Kaetlyn, my name is Serena Bohannon.”

Kaetlyn lowered herself into the armchair with a cautious aspect.

Her first impression was that Serena did not fit her expectancy of a shrink, that is, the image she had of the stereotyped psychologist.

She was quite pretty, with bright blue eyes, milky skin peppered with freckles and long sienna-colored hair, a package that would certainly bewitch any man, she thought. 

A framed certificate on the wall announced that she was a graduate of UCD’s - School of Psychology. 

It had taken her mum several hours to convince her, after the news of her temporary suspension from school, that the only road back to admittance was with a clean bill of health from the therapist, and now, reluctantly, she sat there watching the woman, who politely smiled back at her, no doubt, trying to disarm her growing anxiety. 

“Can we get to know one other just a little?” asked Serena.

Kaetlyn shrugged. “Sure.”

“Tell me about yourself.”

“I just turned eighteen last month.”

“Well, I am twenty-nine. Do you feel comfortable talking to someone older?”

“You’re not that much older than me.”

Serena grinned. 

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” she answered with another disarming smile. “I’m told you don’t think very highly of my profession.”

Kaetlyn raised a brow. “Told by who?”

“I spoke with your school psychologist. He said you called him a drug pusher when he recommended Ritalin for you, and that later, you openly referred to him as just another cultist.”

Kaetlyn’s head bobbed. “He is part of the cult of pharmaceutical drug pushers. You call yourselves authorities on the mind, but when you cannot figure out what is really wrong with folk, you subscribe psychotropics – right?” 

Serena fixed her eyes on Kaetlyn. “Harsh words.”

“Hard truth?” 

“You seem angry, Kaetlyn.”

“At least we agree on something.”

“What are you angry about?”

“For starters, I just got kicked out of school based on someone’s false idea of acceptable behavior.”

Serena raised a brow. “How do you know it’s false?”


Kaetlyn tipped her head at the other. “Seriously?!”


Serena raised a brow. “I’m not challenging you, I’m just curious why you think it is false?”

“How about this. A society that advocates war, that is destroying the planet we live on, that engages in racial profiling, that objectifies an entire religion as being terrorists, where the one-percenters own most of the wealth while the rest of us struggle to make a living - how does that society set the bar for acceptable behavior?” Kaetlyn’s jaw crimped tight as she shook her head. “You sit there and judge me based on some benchmark of normality that someone taught you – but who defines that normality? The people starting the wars? The ones destroying our planet? The one-percenters who have a vested interest in protecting their hoards?”

Serena offered up a smile. “May I offer a suggestion?” 

Kaetlyn shrugged. 

“Choose your battles, Kaet. Despite your passion and sensitivity, you simply cannot fight everyone on every front. That is not a good strategy for winning a war,” she paused. “Clearly, you have strong views about things, and you assert those, and I wouldn’t for a second suggest that you stop speaking up – but there is wisdom in being prudent about where and when to swing your sword.”

Kaetlyn was silent for a time, her eyes fixed on Serena. “I’ll take that on advisement.”

Serena leaned back in her chair, satisfied that they had reached the first rung of the ladder they must climb together. “So, tell me, why do you think you are here?”

“Apparently, I offend people’s sense of propriety. Too much truth bruises their minds.”

“Do you?”

Kaetlyn rolled her eyes. “If freedom of expression is a sign of a rebel, then I am guilty of that.”

“From what I understand, you have opposing views to the school curriculum.”

“That’s an understatement.”

“Tell me more.”

“Where do I start?” she shrugged. “For me it is the difference between teaching us Fifty Shades of Grey or a Brief History of Time by Stephen Hawking. One is soft porn and does nothing to increase our ability to think for ourselves, the other actually expands our minds and teaches us to think and to question the world around us.”

“So, you’re saying the curriculum is poor?”

Kaetlyn nods. “Why do you think I’m sitting in front of you?” She raised a brow. “I do not want to learn about the same old box, I want to know how to stretch the edges of it, or better yet, how to build a better one. Why must we be stifled by an education system that only tests our ability to parrot back what teachers and textbooks say? How is that supposed to lead me to a successful life that really taps all my potential?”

“Do you consider yourself different from others?”

Kaetlyn flicked a brow. “I’ve always felt out of place.”

“Why?”

Kaetlyn pointed to her skin. “For one, I’m Black, and most of you are white as fook’n cream.”

Serena nodded. “How long have you felt this way?”

“As long as I can remember.”

“And how far back would that be?”

Kaetlyn grinned. “Pretty much the day I popped out of my mother’s vagina.”

Serena grinned. She was beginning to like this girl. Her candid approach was both refreshing and feisty, moreover, something about Kaetlyn intrigued her. She had read the brief by the Dean of the school, as well as the one provided by the school psychologist; but it was one thing to read words on a page based on the interpretations of others, and quite another to hear it from the person.

“Are you saying you can remember having conscious thoughts that far back?”

“I can tell you the details of the hospital room where I was delivered, even how the doctor looked and his dialect.”

“Impressive.”

“Why is that impressive?”

“Most people I’ve dealt with don’t remember their early childhood, let alone birth.”

“Well, I do. I remember everything. I can tell you that the chairs in your waiting room outside are made of black leather, that you graduated UCD two years ago in April, you are left-handed and that you are slightly myopic.”

“How do you know I have myopia?”

Kaetlyn nodded at the pad balanced on her knee. “By the way you squint when you glance at your notes.”

Serena leaned forward in her chair, her eyes probing the other. “Do you remember what your first thought was after you were born?”

Kaetlyn’s eyes drifted for a moment. “I remember thinking that the room felt cold. The womb was so warm and cozy – but a tad bit constrictive for my liking.”

Serena grinned. “Anything else?”

Kaetlyn was silent for a time as her mind probed its vaults. She drew in a breath and exhaled before answering. “I remember thinking, why am I here?”

Serena’s face screwed up. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither did I,” she said, clearly exasperated. “And, I still don’t.”

Serena leaned closer. “What do you mean by that?”

Kaetlyn appeared confused as she stared at the floor before answering. She looked up at Serena. 

“I’ve never felt comfortable in my skin, like I don’t belong on this planet.”
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The old man had trekked over the same craggy slopes, navigating a narrow, barely visible footpath, for nigh on eighty years now. 

His hand-carved walking stick had accompanied him the entire time, its age reflected in the dings and worn grip. 

On every outing, he donned his favorite raincoat, a Henry White forest-green tweed and matching cap, both of which his late wife had given him for their 50th anniversary.

Carefully stepping over stones and avoiding the spiked brambles and their thorny bite, conjured up the memory once again, that of the first day his father had taken him along this very trail. 

It was the morning of his fifth birthday. His father woke him up before the sun had risen. They performed their usual chores in silence, fed the cattle, sheep, and chickens, collected up some eggs for mum to cook-up for breakfast, and then, his father handed him the walking stick – the very one he still used to this day.

“Carved it m’self,” he proclaimed with a proud smile. “You’ll be need’n this where we’re goin,’ lad” said the man, and without further ado, he turned on his heel and headed off with his son in tow. 

The trip took well over an hour, he well recalled, because his legs were tired, and his stomach screamed for something to fill it.

As they emerged from the thinning tree line, a brisk gust cuffed him in the face with the taste of sea salt. It was the first time he had seen the Old Man, as they called the Celtic Sea. 

He remembered the sense of awe, the feeling of being mesmerized by the sight as he stood there on the cliff overlooking an endless expanse of grey, where the sea and the sky melted together on the distant horizon.

The voice of his father broke the enchantment.

Turning, he saw him disappearing through a cluster of tall firs. He found his father sitting atop a moss-covered rock, pointing his walking stick to the precipice a stone’s throw away.

“This here’s called Witches’ Tit, son.”

“Why’s it called that, father?” 

“I’m ya look over that edge,” he pointed, “you’ll see two bulges in the escarpment to the right, looks like someone carved a woman’s breasts in the rock.” He chuckled at the confused look on his son’s face. 

“You’ll appreciate it when you get older, son” he said as his hand emerged from his coat pocket with a small package wrapped in butcher’s paper. The boy lowered himself tiredly to the ground as the father handed him a pork sandwich. 

He promptly devoured the sandwich as his eyes searched the small enclosure. 

“Father, what is this place?”

“Old ruins, I imagine - found it a few years back.”

“Is it a magical place?” asked the boy, now noticing the arrangement of large stones forming a circle around them, most of them canted and worn by age.”

“Could be, don’t reckon I know for sure.”

“Why’d you bring me here, father?”

The man tilted his head toward the sea, his eyes fixed on a dim spherical glow where the sun hung, obscured by thick clouds. “Ireland’s a magical place, boy, with plenty of hidden secrets and treasures just wait’n to be found,” he turned and looked at him. “This here’s a special place, and someday, if you keep look’n, you’ll find your own treasure.”

His father’s words echoed in his mind, even now, eight decades later. He had planted the seed for a young boy who started to romanticize the prospects of making his own discovery someday and he never lost that passion – as if his father had set him on a mission so many years before.

From the age of five, until now, on the cusp of his 85th birthday, he had searched these cliffs, but his age had caught up with him, demanding precedence over his dream, and all the while his special treasure had not revealed itself.

Today, his legs were not what they were as a young boy. Back then his walking stick was something to poke and bang against trees and rocks, whereas today, he could barely climb small rises or descend rocky slopes without the stick to support his creaky frame. 

Standing there on the cusp of the steep precipice, one he had visited more times than he could remember, and yet, one which never failed to dazzle him, he gazed out at the churn of the Celtic as whitecaps pounded into the pebbled beach far below with a distant crash that thundered upward. He braced himself against the cold and shrieking October wind – its call reminding him that soon enough he would have to cash in his ticket.

Trouble, his Irish Setter, just as old in dog-years, settled at his feet. Trouble’s fur was looking mangier these days – and his slow gait betrayed the pain of time-worn joints.

His eyes wandered over the face of the escarpment below – a sheer wall of rock that opposed its adversary, a sea that relentlessly carved away at it, wearing it down, eroding its exterior, increment by increment, in a battle for dominance.

As he pulled his gaze to the right, the odd displacement stopped him dead.

“What the shite is that, Trouble?” he squinted and pointed with his stick, wondering if the light was playing tricks on his old eyes. 
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Serena paused their talk, offering Kaetlyn a drink to keep her occupied. 

Leaving her in the interview room, she went to her office and pulled up the notes she had received from the school psychologist and refreshed herself on the details of her case.

There was no doubt about it, Kaetlyn O’Sullivan was an interesting person, but was she delusional, hyperactive, or passive-aggressive, various labels the school counsellor referred to in his brief – that was not clear.

Moments later, they were back at it.

“Do you remember your last Catechism – what you said to the teacher?” she asked, glancing at her notes.

Kaetlyn shrugged with a slight smirk on her lips. “Oh, you mean when I told her that Jesus could not possibly have walked on water.”

Serena nodded. “What happened?”

“She got very offended, told me I wasn’t supposed to question the Bible, that I was supposed to believe it.”

“And what did you say?”

“I told her I didn’t believe things just because I was supposed to,” she paused to gather her thoughts, “In fact, I remember saying that the whole story about Jesus was an elaborate fiction filled with hyperbole designed to deify him as the son of God, just to give the narrative more power over the minds of people.”

Serena restrained from smiling. Not being particularly religious herself, she found the perspective refreshing to hear in a land where many of her Irish brothers and sisters still retained an unswerving faith for the Biblical stories taught to them from the very earliest ages.

“What happened after that?”

“She asked me to leave the class. Later, I was informed by the headmaster that unless I was willing to learn the Catechism, there was no point in my returning to that class.”

Serena nodded. “Did that upset you?”

Kaetlyn shook her head. “Fook, no! I was relieved. Besides, I’d wager anything on the fact that there isn’t an organization in the world, looking to hire me in the future, which would give a shite as to whether I got credits for attending Catechism, unless of course it was the Church itself.”

Serena flicked a brow. “Why did you agree to be here today?”

“It wasn’t my choice – I assure you.”

“So, you don’t think there’s anything to be fixed?”

Kaetlyn’s head rocked back and forth. “I’m not mentally ill, if that’s what you mean?”

“Did someone say you were?”

“Is that a trick question, because the last time I checked, that’s exactly what the school administration and psychologist alluded to.”

“Just to be clear, Kaetlyn, I make up my own mind about my patients.”

Kaetlyn eyed her for a moment before continuing. “Just because my views don’t fit mediocrity doesn’t make me a freak or mentally dysfunctional.”

“These views, as you say, are they random – coming on the spur of the moment?”

“Yes and no.”

“Is it like voices in your head?” asked Serena.

Kaetlyn rolled her eyes at the other. “Seriously, you are playing that card already. No, there are no voices in my head, and I do not hear things. It is more like a cognizance, like I suddenly know something without having studied about it...” she paused, “... as if some part of me is woke up and is trying to say something meaningful.” She sighed. “And, frankly, I do not a do very good job of relating what I think. My mouth gets away from me sometimes.”

“Do you care what others think?”

“It means shite to me what others think about me. What bothers me is that my situation is affecting my parents.”

“In what way?”

“Mum worries a lot about me, a lot more than she lets on. I see it in her face. My suspension was a blow to her, and I know she cried her heart out over it that day.” She paused. “My dad, on the other hand, he just locks it all up inside, but I know he’s pissed.”

“You think he’s angry at you?”

“No. I think he’s mad at the community for rejecting me.”

Serena leaned forward. “Do you think any of these ideas you have are delusional?” she asked, testing the waters to see her reaction.

“Absolutely not. I do not understand where they come from, or why I have such a conviction about them, but they are not delusional.”

Serena offered a consoling smile as she shifted tactic. “Not everything we know is taught to us, Kaetlyn. There is such a thing as cognitive intuition, as well as cognitive dissonance.”

Kaetlyn offered a crooked grin. “Really? That sounds a bit hypocritical coming from you.”

“Why?”

“Your entire profession is predicated on the whole gray-goop theory – that our brains are the source of everything and that we’re nothing more than the net sum of the interchange of chemicals and synapses in our heads?”

“That’s an over-simplification.”

Kaetlyn shook her head. “Maybe, or maybe that’s your delusion,” she said with an impish smile.

“Tell me more about these ideas you get.”

Kaetlyn paused before answering – reticent to expose herself to more criticism – because it seemed that anytime she opened her mouth, people felt entitled to pass more judgement her – as if it was a national pastime.

Serena saw her hesitation. “You are not on trial, Kaetlyn, if that is what you are worried about. I just want to understand what is going on.”

Kaetlyn exhaled, “Since the day I can remember, I have seen the world around me more like a glass-bowl, as if I was standing on the outside, looking in – like I don’t belong.”

“Belong where?”

Kaetlyn looked at her, her brown eyes almost pleading with the other. “I told you already – I don’t feel as if I belong here, and I don’t understand why.”

6

Not much happened in Kilcrohane, a small hamlet located on the remote southwesterly tip of Ireland – a place where tourists sometimes outnumbered the local population.

Old man O’Brien, or geezer as most called him, sat in his small kitchenette, romancing a cup of hot tea while trying to shake off the pervasive cold which afflicted him more than he cared to admit. The old house, which his great grandfather had built, hewed of stone and timber from this very land, creaked to the pressing hand of a brisk wind that swirled and besieged it, like Indians circling a wagon train.

Across from him sat Finn, his grandson and only living heir on this Earth. Death had come far too easy to his family, losing his children to disease, his wife to old age, leaving Finn alone in this world.

“How was yur walk, grandad?”

O’Brien shrugged. “Blustery as fook’n hell out there, but a fine autumn day nonetheless.” He sipped on his tea as he patted Trouble. The old dog seemed more interested in sleeping than anything these days. “Saw sometin’ out by Witches’ Tit.”

Finn raised a brow, his interest suddenly piqued. “Like what?” 

The old man’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t know, to be sure. Somethin’ was stick’n out from the escarpment. Didn’t look right to me.”

Finn pushed his phone aside and looked at his grandad. “You seen it before?”

“Nope!” the old man’s head shook. “I been to that lookout since Jesus was a born, never saw it once. I think the recent rains must’a exposed it.” He fixed a look at Finn. “I was plan’n to go back there, but I’m feel’n a bit out of sorts today. Maybe you can take a gander.”

Finn nodded.

“Take my binoculars,” he pointed to a nearby shelf, “and take Trouble with you. The old shite needs the walk.”

Finn stood, plucked up the binoculars and blew off a layer of thick dust. Trouble creaked to a standing position and rubbed up against his leg.

Old man O’Brien tipped his head at his grandson. “You know, I been look’n for sometin’ out there most of my life, so ...” he teased him with a wink, “you be sure an’ let me know if it’s a treasure, sometin’ special, sometin I can say is mine before I let go of this carcass, I’m drag’n about.” 

Finn was pretty sure it would turn out to be nothing at all, but he humored his grandad whose days were numbered, smiled at him, and then stepped into the arms of frigid wind.

7

Kaetlyn sat leaning against the headstone.

The inscription carved into it read: Norbert Finnigan. April 12th, 1861, to 28th July 1914. 

Her mind never stopped working on the details of things, even now. It was either a gift or a demon, she was not sure which one.

Nonetheless, puzzles were meant to be solved, mysteries delved into, and impossibilities made possible – that was how she saw the world. 

She questioned everything, challenged the mediocrity, and never accepted conventions, driven by some sonorous desire to know the bottom line, the truth, and not “sanctioned” versions based on collective thought. 

While others her age were engaged in socializing and developing relationships, she was usually found with her nose buried in a book, or researching the internet, or simply sitting alone, here, with Mr. Finnigan, listening to the wind or watching the stars materialize in the night sky.

Why did she feel so different, she wondered? 

Why couldn’t she just be happy with finding normality in life, like others seemed to be able to do? 

Why was it that every time she sat alone, something inside taunted her, poked her, scratched at her soul, like a ghost from her past?

She had read countless books about the mind and the soul, in the hope of connecting the dots about who she was; but nothing answered the questions, nor the mystery about the haunting that came calling to her most every night in the form of a dream, a nightmare, a specter from somewhere.

Was it just dreaming? she thought.

Or, was it something else? 

Was it a sign, a voice from somewhere, some awakening deep inside her – something trying to escape?

She sighed as the answers eluded her for the umpteenth
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