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We keep what we can carry; the rest we learn to name.

— Sister Áine
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The night before the house became theirs, the front door refused to close.

Maeve shouldered it, tried the handle twice, then three times, the way Brigid always had — heel of the hand under the brass, little lift, twist, slam. The wood still caught, sulked, and bounced back on its swollen frame.

“Of course you would,” she muttered at it, breath fogging in the dark. “Everyone else has an opinion. Why not the door as well.”

From the street, the city watched without comment. A bus sighed somewhere two streets over. A fox rattled a bin. On the corner, the orange glow of the lamppost painted a badge of light on wet tarmac, a little medal the road had given itself for surviving another day.

Behind her, Oisín grumbled in his buggy, fists scrubbing at tired eyes. His crown — the cheap plastic one Brigid had insisted on from the pound shop, because “You’re three, pet, we mark it proper” — had slipped sideways and was now jammed between shoulder and ear.

“Don’t you start,” Maeve said, softening. “You’re on my side, remember? We rehearsed this. We’re moving in, not back.”

He made a small, outraged noise that might have been agreement. Or wind. Hard to tell at this hour.

“That’s the thing about doors,” Nolan said, coming up the path behind her with the last of the bags. “They don’t like change.”

She didn’t turn straight away. It had been a long day of not flinching where she used to flinch, of saying her name clearly at desks and counters and not waiting to be corrected. A day of signing forms that said things like primary carer and emergency contact, and looking at the boxes she didn’t have to tick anymore.

“You told me this hinge was fine,” she said. “You said it only stuck when it rained.”

He set the bags down, one on either side of the step, as if he were flanking the house. The porch light caught the smear of engine oil still on his thumb, the clean edge of his haircut, the tired humour around his eyes.

“In my defence,” Nolan said, “it wasn’t raining when I said that.”

“It’s not raining now.”

“Aye, well. Belfast remembered who she is. She’s always damp somewhere.”

He stepped past her, shoulder brushing hers, and bent to inspect the problem. The hinge was bent in on itself, years of being forced shut on swollen wood. The screws had pulled, the metal warped. It had the look of a joint that had been asked to do too much, too quietly, for too long.

“Bit like yourself,” Nolan murmured.

“Excuse me?”

“Door,” he said quickly. “I meant the door.”

She huffed, but there was a smile hiding in it. “You fixing it or marrying it?”

“Door, you, buses.” He straightened, bones clicking. “I’m an inclusive man.”

“Big talk for someone who’s had the keys for all of two hours.”

“Keys, singular,” he corrected. “You’ve got the spare.”

She thought of the spare key still warm from Brigid’s hand, pressed into her palm in the porch of the old house as if it were contraband.

“You’re not hiding here,” Brigid had said, voice fierce and low. “You’re living here. There’s a difference. He’s not the only one with a right to a front door.”

He. The word they still used instead of a name, because names had power, and his had already been given too much.

Maeve swallowed. The taste of the day — hospital coffee, bus exhaust, the paper tang of envelopes she hadn’t opened — clung to the back of her throat.

“You sure about this?” she asked, quieter now. “Last chance to say it’s a terrible idea and go back to your wee flat with your wee single man’s fridge and your three plates.”

“Four plates,” Nolan said. “Counting the one you keep leaving there.”

“Generous of me.”

“’S damn heroic, so it is.”

He nudged the buggy with his foot, gentle. Oisín stirred, crown wobbling. Nolan reached down and righted it without thinking, thumb smoothing a curl off the boy’s forehead.

“There we are, Your Majesty,” he said. “New kingdom, same crown.”

That was the thing. He said things like that as if they were nothing. As if everyone had always done that — made space in sentences for her son, in plans for their day, in futures for their lives.

“You can still back out,” Maeve said, because if she didn’t offer him the exit one more time, she didn’t trust herself not to cling. “I can mind him on my own. I’ve been doing it.”

Nolan’s mouth twitched. “You mind him on your own with who driving the bus?”

“I’ll get the train.”

“You’ll fall asleep on it and wake up in Dublin.”

“There’s worse fates.”

“There’s cheaper ones,” he said. “We’ve a mortgage now. Remember?”

The word sat between them like a new piece of furniture. Mortgage. Not his, not hers. Theirs, in theory, once the ink dried and the bank believed in them.

“Anyway,” he added, voice softer, “I’m not backing out. I’ve just got here.”

The street held its breath. Somewhere a dog barked once and thought better of it.

Maeve pressed the heel of her hand against the door and the day replayed in fast, vicious cuts.

The letter from London, thick paper and thin patience.
The solicitor’s office, with its rug that cost more than her first car.
The way Georgina Keane had crossed one leg over the other and said, almost kindly, “We just want what’s ours.”
Ours.

Maeve had felt the bruise of that word for hours afterwards, like a thumb pressed into her ribs.

Then Sister Áine’s office, neat as a nun’s conscience, where the nun herself had listened, head tilted, and then said in that razor-quiet way of hers, “We keep what we can carry. The rest we learn to name.”

“Name this for me,” Maeve had said, tired beyond manners.

“Fear,” Sister Áine had said. “And the way out of it.”

The way out, it seemed, involved paperwork, cameras on creche doors, a bishop who owed the nun favours, and a bus called Mercy pulling up outside a terraced house with a hinge problem.

“First true story line,” Amy had joked when Maeve told her the door wouldn’t close. “Judges love that. Make sure you survive it, though. Bit of a downer otherwise.”

Somewhere between the nun, the manager, and the mechanic, the plan had come clear. Not to hide. To document. To set boundaries so boring and solid that anyone trying to breach them would look unhinged.

“Stay with me in this,” Nolan said now, as if he’d plucked the words straight out of her head. Their words, years-old, from another night when she’d been sure the whole city was against her. “Say the bit that hurts. That’s the rule, isn’t it?”

“I’m not scared of a door,” she said.

“Good news,” he said. “I was talking about your ex’s family.”

She laughed then, despite herself. It sounded too loud on the quiet street, but nobody leaned out of a window to shush her.

“I don’t want them to have him,” she said. “I don’t want them to have anything of us. Not his name, not his photograph, not his school or his blood or his future.”

“Grand,” Nolan said. “We won’t give them anything.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s why we’ve a nun, a Brigid, an Amy, a Lana, a Noel, and half a parish watching the gate. You’re not doing this on your own.”

She looked back at the buggy. Oisín had fallen properly asleep now, mouth open, crown at yet another angle. One hand still held the little train he’d insisted on bringing. She’d tried to convince him to leave it at Brigid’s.

“What if you lose it?” she’d said.

“I’ll mind it,” he’d replied, solemn. “It’s my job.”

Now the train sat in his fist like proof.

“What if we lose him?” Maeve asked, the thought ripping out of her before she could pretty it up. “What if this is all for nothing and they still... find a way?”

“Then we’ll fight again,” Nolan said. “And again. And again after that. With the cameras and the creche and the bishop and the solicitor and your da and my ma and half of West Belfast behind us. We’ll make it boring for them to try.”

“Boring.”

“Aye. The worst thing you can do to people who like drama.”

He flexed his hands, rolled his shoulders, and put his weight into the door. It moved a fraction, metal groaning.

“Fine,” he told it, under his breath. “We’ll do this the stubborn way.”

Between the two of them — Maeve lifting, Nolan pushing — the door finally shut. The latch caught. The house gave a long, relieved creak, as if surprised to find itself cooperating.

“See?” he said. “Already learning boundaries.”

She stared at the door, at the fine crack in the paint where wood met frame. It wasn’t fixed. Not properly. But it was better. And there were cameras now, little black dots above the lintel and by the gate, their red lights blinking quietly.

“Mercy’s parked,” Nolan said, nodding down the street where the bus sat under the lamplight like a weary animal. “Brigid’ll have the kettle on. Sister Áine’ll be planning the next holy raid. Tomorrow we phone the solicitor and the bishop. Tonight we get the wee man into his bed in his own room.”

“His own room,” Maeve repeated.

The words felt strange in her mouth, like a song she’d written but never quite believed she’d record.

“You can sleep in tomorrow,” Nolan added. “I’ll get up with him. Let him run the trains from the hallway to the kitchen. I’ll do the breakfasts.”

“You don’t know how he likes his porridge.”

“I’ll learn.”

“He’ll unionise.”

“I’ll negotiate.”

“You’re very sure of yourself.”

“Somebody has to be,” he said. “You’re busy being brave.”

Her vision blurred suddenly, as if someone had dragged a sleeve over the world. She blinked hard.

“Hey,” he said, voice dropping. “What’s this?”

“I’m tired,” she said. “That’s all.”

“Say the bit that hurts,” he reminded her.

She looked at the sleeping boy, at the bus, at the door that had finally agreed to close.

“I don’t know how to live without expecting someone to take it away,” she said. “Any of it. Him, the gigs, you, the house. I’m waiting for the bit where I wake up and it’s all just been admin. A holding pattern till they turn up with a file and a smile and...” She stopped, jaw tight.

Nolan nodded, slow. “Okay,” he said. “Then we live with that. We don’t pretend you don’t feel it, and we don’t let it drive the bus.”

“And if I can’t do it?”

“I’ll remind you that you can,” he said. “And when I forget my own bits, you’ll remind me.”

She wanted to argue, to tell him he was ridiculous, that he couldn’t possibly mean all of it, not long-term, not when things got ugly. But tonight had already been full of men declaring ownership of things they didn’t understand. She didn’t want to add one more.

“Stay with me in this,” he said again, quieter now. “We can begin again, right now. That’s the deal.”

She nodded, once.

“Right,” he said briskly, as if they’d just agreed on a takeaway order. “Let’s get you lot inside before the street has to listen to any more of my wisdom.”

Inside, the hall smelled of fresh paint, new carpet, and the faint ghost of the last family’s dinners. The light switch clicked in an unfamiliar place on the wall. The radiator made a suspicious ticking noise, as if deciding whether to work.

Oisín didn’t stir when Nolan lifted him from the buggy, just collapsed against his shoulder, arms flung around his neck in an instinctive hug. Nolan’s hand spread wide across the small of the boy’s back as if it had always belonged there.

Maeve followed them up the narrow stairs, fingertips trailing along the banister. At the top, the little box room waited — new duvet, second-hand wardrobe, the train-print curtains Brigid had found in a charity shop and ironed within an inch of their lives.

Nolan laid Oisín down, eased the crown off his head, and set it on the bedside table.

“King of the small room,” he said softly. “Best job in the world.”

Maeve stood in the doorway and watched them, the weight of the day settling finally into her bones.

Tomorrow there would be calls, and letters, and the slow grind of systems turning in their favour or against it. Tomorrow there would be rehearsals and emails and Sister Áine’s calm voice on the phone, explaining diocesan policies like a battle plan.

But tonight there was this: a door that shut, a bus called Mercy asleep at the curb, a boy breathing easy in his own room, and a man standing between them and the world without making a speech about it.

She stepped back into the hall and listened. The house was still strange. It didn’t know them yet. But it was trying. The pipes rattled. The floorboard at the top of the stairs complained under her heel. Somewhere downstairs, the hinge on the front door creaked in its sleep, remembering the way they’d forced it into place.

“We’ll get you sorted,” she told it, under her breath. “You and me both.”

In the small hours, when the street quieted and even the fox had found better things to do, morning began to gather itself on the far side of the glass. It sat on the horizon like someone pulling up a chair, ready to knock without waiting.

By the time it arrived — by the time the kettle hissed, and the trains were back on the table, and Oisín demanded toast in the exact wrong shape — the house would have had one more night to practice being theirs.

“Stay with me in this.”

“Say the bit that hurts.”

***
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Morning pulled up a chair without knocking. The first sound was Mercy’s engine clearing its throat outside; Noel had arrived early, as men who love buses tend to. The second was Brigid’s careful steps and the third was Amy’s “Up! Up! Up!” like a one-woman reveille. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Maeve dressed in jeans and a sweater that had never seen the stage and would see it today and be forgiven. Nolan put on the navy jacket that made him look like someone who could talk a bus through a storm by looking at it. Oisín woke slowly, one eye and then the other, and when he realised the bus was outside he sat up so fast he surprised himself and laughed.

“We can begin again, right now.” The morning went into buckets: bag to the door, guitar in case, snack in pocket, scarf on neck. Brigid pinned a note to the fridge for herself about the chemist run and underlined it three times in a humourless flourish. Sister Áine texted three lines: WATER / SOFT THROAT / HARD BOUNDARIES. Pippa sent a dragon emoji and a heart and the word “Corkkkkkk” with too many k’s to be legal. “Look at me — no dodging.” On the pavement, Mercy’s door sighed open like a woman who knows she’s about to be asked to dance again and is tired but flattered. Noel tipped his cap at Oisín, who tipped his crown back with its own royal swagger because toddlers respect hierarchy when it benefits them. Roadkill had a paper bag of sausage rolls he swore were vegetarian and they all agreed to pretend. “Tell me what you want, truly.” “You two,” she said to Maeve and Nolan, pointing at the first bench, “sit and behave. I need you to arrive both gorgeous and not feral.” “Dream big,” Nolan said.

The bus pulled off with that shiver of possibility. Belfast slid past — shops, faces, the church gate that now made a dignified sound thanks to oil and insistence. Sister Áine stood beside it, arms folded, and nodded once at Mercy as if to say I know your owner, mind yourself.

“Stay with me in this.” Out on the road, the hedges put on their wet colour and the sky decided to be grey for a while to keep the sun from getting big ideas. They did the drive the way bands do: pockets of conversation, laughter that fell asleep and woke again at lay-bys, the ritual of passing crisps back with unreasonable detours. Oisín tried to name each lorry and got stickers for truthfulness. Maeve watched the land and breathed and caught Nolan’s eye and did that half-smile that has its own file in his brain now. “Say the bit that hurts.” At the service station just past Newry, they stopped because coffee, toilets, and a boy who had been vibrating for forty minutes. Nolan took Oisín to the tiny sinks and made hand-washing look like a military parade. Maeve bought grapes that would die in a bag and two bottles of water that would not. Amy returned with three pastries and news: “Promoter says there’s a lad from the paper wants two minutes. Not the rag that lied; the one that loves to think it’s better than everyone. We can give him thirty seconds and a photo if Oisín isn’t in frame and if he calls you Maeve (full stop) and not ‘our local girl’.” “I’m not going anywhere.” “Bless you,” Maeve said. Back on the road, Mercy settled into her hum. Noel glanced at Nolan in the mirror and said, “You should drive her sometime.” “We can begin again, right now.” “I’d marry her if it were legal,” Nolan replied. Maeve squeezed his thigh and said, “Get in line.”

Cork received them with that generous fatigue cities have — come in, do your noise, don’t litter, try not to break our feelings. The venue sat between a tiny record shop and a café that took coffee too seriously. Inside, the stage was the right size to lie to you about fame and the lights were warm enough to make you forget they’re electric. “Look at me — no dodging.”

Load-in made everyone the versions of themselves they liked best. Cian had his communion with the board. Tara negotiated with a stubborn stand and won. Mikey made the bass hum like a small planet. Pippa stuck a paper dragon on the side of a monitor and claimed it improved acoustics. Amy climbed the stairs to the box office like a woman going to collect tithes and came back with lanyards and a threatened smile.

“Tell me what you want, truly.”

The soundcheck was honest. Two numbers. The quiet one got less quiet in the right places. Nolan stood in the wings and watched the way a person watches someone they love do a dangerous thing well. Maeve sang like the day had prepared and she was just adding her piece, no heroics, no fear. When the last note fell, she looked to the left and he was there, two fingers lifted to her brow: you did it, and I saw.

“Stay with me in this.” In an empty corner, Maeve took a breath she didn’t know she’d owed herself. Nolan reached her; their fingers found each other like magnets that had learned good manners. “You alright?” he asked. “Say the bit that hurts.” “Alright,” she said, then, because she had planned to say it later and the room was doing the good echo, “When we get back — after Cork, after one good sleep — can we talk to the doctor? Just... make sure we can. If we want. About... the crew.” He didn’t flinch. He didn’t reach for a speech. He nodded once, something as simple and profound as a door opening. “Aye,” he said. “We can do that.” “I’m not going anywhere.”

She exhaled and laughed because her body needed to get rid of all its old noise. He leaned his forehead to hers, quick, untheatrical, and the room shrank to that one good square of space where wanting lives.

“We can begin again, right now.” Evening. The room filled. Cian’s board lights winked like saints. The chatter turned into attention, the way a flock becomes a single bird in the air if you let it. They walked on. Maeve took the mic in one hand and the crowd in the other, gently. The first song was for the town that had given them the river. The second was “Roadsky” because some temptations are commandments. Noel stood at the back next to Roadkill and nodded on the two like men who know where the floor is. Brigid sent a text that said: SISTER SAYS YOU LOOK LIKE YOU SLEPT. I TOLD HER SHE DOESN’T KNOW ANYTHING. P. S. HE ATE TWO CARROTS. “Look at me — no dodging.” After the set, the promoter tried to pay them in compliments and drink tickets; Amy accepted both and then insisted on money because art feeds on praise and people don’t. They packed just enough to be ready to leave when the adrenaline made them stupid. The woman from the paper said thanks and left fast in case she liked them more than was professional. A girl of twelve stood near the stage door pretending not to want to cry; Maeve went over and told her you can be scared and still take the mic and the child nodded like she’d just been sworn in. “Tell me what you want, truly.” In the tiny green room, they sat on cases and ate crisps and laughed, the weird laughter that comes after not messing up in front of strangers. Nolan’s hand found the small of Maeve’s back in that automatic way he has now. She twisted the lanyard around her wrist and felt the cheap cord and thought how many keys it could pretend to be. “Stay with me in this.” They rolled Mercy out into the Cork night. The air had that tired sweetness of cities that have agreed to sleep but not yet managed. Nolan took the first driving shift because his hands were steady and Maeve wanted to watch the road go under them like ribbon. In the back, Oisín slept with his head at an angle that looked illegal; Brigid adjusted him without waking him, the magic trick of mothers who’ve had practice. “Say the bit that hurts.”

Somewhere between the county line and the bit of motorway that forgets to be pretty, Maeve told Nolan about her dream — small feet on the kitchen tiles, a laugh in the hall, the sound of a new hinge making an old door behave. He listened and didn’t promise anything the night couldn’t give. He said, simply, “We’ll oil whatever squeaks,” and she believed him because he had made it true in a dozen small ways and that, more than anything, had taught her to trust. “I’m not going anywhere.”

When Belfast took them back the way a friend opens the latch at midnight, the house received them without complaint. Mercy exhaled in the lane like a woman relieved of her heels. They carried the boy, the cases, the cake tin Pippa had mysteriously refilled with scones. Inside, the kettle did its one job. The door shut the right amount. The hinge held.

“We can begin again, right now.” They undressed in the soft tired and got into bed with the same feeling you have when you walk into a room and remember where you left a good book. He said, “Tomorrow,” and she said, “Tomorrow,” and the word didn’t feel like a threat anymore. It felt like an address. “Look at me — no dodging.”

“Tell me what you want, truly.” The wind off Portrush had that salt-thick bite that makes every colour brighter. The sea was rolling in lazy, heavy swells, green-grey under a sun that hadn’t decided how long it was staying. On the sand, Oisín’s birthday crown — paper, gold, already bent in one peak from the bus ride — was slipping sideways over his curls. “Stay with me in this.” “Hold still, champ,” Nolan said, crouching down to straighten it. “King can’t have his hat looking like it lost a fight.” Oisín beamed up at him, cheeks wind-pink, fists full of damp sand. “I’m king!” “Say the bit that hurts.” “You are,” Maeve said, catching up with the thermos in one hand and the folded blanket under her arm. She leaned in to kiss his cheek. “King of the whole beach today.” Brigid, who had insisted on the blanket being wool (“plastic ones make you sweat and stick”), laid it out above the tide line and anchored two corners with their bags. She’d brought sausage rolls wrapped in greaseproof paper, cut grapes in a lidded tub, and the cake — chocolate with ganache so thick it could double as mortar. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Before anyone asks,” she said, lowering herself onto the blanket, “we’re doing lunch before cake. I’m not chasing any of you across the sand after you’ve filled your heads with sugar.” “Sound logic,” Amy said, unzipping her jacket and handing Oisín a tiny spade. “Here, build me a fort so no one steals my crisps.”

He took the job seriously, digging beside her with that fierce toddler concentration that shuts out the world. Nolan stood a moment watching him, then let Maeve slip her hand into his.

“We can begin again, right now.” “How’s he three already?” Nolan asked quietly. Maeve smiled. “How’s it only three? Feels like he’s been here forever.” “Look at me — no dodging.” They walked toward the shallows with their shoes in their hands, the cold rush of water over toes sending an identical shiver up both spines. Behind them, Oisín shouted, “Wave!” and they turned to see him waving his spade in the air, delighted with his own pun. “Tell me what you want, truly.”

Brigid called them back for sandwiches — ham for the adults, cheese for Oisín — and poured tea from the thermos into enamel mugs. The gulls began their hopeful circuit above.

“Stay with me in this.” “Eat up,” Brigid said, passing Nolan his mug. “We’re walking to the rocks after, and I’m not carrying anyone’s sulky self back.” “Not even me?” Nolan teased. Brigid raised an eyebrow. “Especially not you.” “Say the bit that hurts.”

After lunch came presents. Oisín tore paper with both hands, squealing over a new set of wooden trains from Amy, a bright yellow jumper knitted by Brigid, and a plastic dinosaur that roared when you pressed its belly from Pippa and the band. Nolan produced a flat box from their bag, lifting the lid to reveal a tiny set of golf clubs — toy-sized, but proper metal heads and grips.

“I’m not going anywhere.” “Golf!” Oisín said, trying to wrap his arms around the whole set at once. “We’ll start on the grass behind the house,” Nolan said. “Then maybe Portrush Golf Club when you’re big enough.” The word “Portrush” sparked something in Maeve, a memory of when they’d all come here as teenagers. She smiled at Nolan, who seemed to be thinking the same thing. “No more hiding.”

They had cake then, the candles sputtering in the wind until Amy shielded them with her hands. Oisín blew them out in one try, clapping for himself before anyone else could. Chocolate smeared across his mouth in a perfect grin.

“Come home.” “Make a wish?” Maeve asked, wiping his chin. He nodded. “More cake.” “We’re not done.” The tide had shifted when they started toward the rocks, the wet sand glinting in patches. Nolan carried Oisín on his shoulders part of the way, the boy’s hands in his hair like reins. Brigid and Amy walked ahead, deep in some argument about whether the best soda bread came from Ballycastle or Derry. “It matters to me.” On the rocks, they watched the waves smash white against the black stone, the spray kissing their faces. Nolan kept one hand on Oisín’s back, steadying him. “I hear you.” “Hey,” Maeve said quietly, “how would you feel if... sometime soon... we added to the crew?”

He glanced down at Oisín, then back at her, and his smile was slow, warm. “I’d feel like the luckiest man on this beach.” “Hold on.”

They lingered there until the shadows lengthened and the chill deepened, then turned back toward the car park. Nolan swung Oisín down from his shoulders, letting him run the last stretch ahead to Brigid.

“Be honest with me.” Maeve fell into step beside him. “So that’s a yes?” “Stay.” “That’s a yes,” he said, brushing his fingers against hers. The drive home was quiet, Oisín asleep in the back, his crown sliding into his lap. Brigid dozed with her arms crossed. The radio played something low and familiar. Nolan reached across to squeeze Maeve’s knee, and she covered his hand with hers, the sea still in her ears, the future opening in her chest like a new tide. “We’ll sort it.”

“That’s fair.” The house was still holding the Cork night like a warm stone. It had taken their footsteps, their laughter, the damp of the coats, and it had kept all of it without complaint. Morning came in on its toes anyway, testing floorboards, peeking through the gap in the blind to see who’d stayed. “Go on.”

Maeve woke to the low, steady rumble that meant Mercy was awake too. She slid out from under the duvet and padded to the front window. Down on the lane, Nolan stood with the bonnet up, sleeves shoved to his elbows, the familiar tilt of concentration in his shoulders. He had that way of talking to engines with his hands — knuckles describing where patience should go, thumb making a promise to bolts that had learned to sulk. Mercy answered in small, satisfied changes of note. The bus liked him. Everything that needed to last did.

“Alright then.”

Behind her, the hall rustled: Brigid, already halfway dressed, hunting her handbag by scent; Amy, muttering inventory into her phone like a prayer with bullet points; the hush of Oisín asleep and then not asleep, the small decisive sound of a child entering his day.

“Don’t let go.” By the time she made tea, Oisín had thumped to the kitchen in pyjamas with foxes and insisted on the dinosaur cup for milk. “Busy,” he reported, as if the house required a briefing. “We go bus.” “Talk to me.” “Not yet,” Maeve told him, passing the cup. “We go doctor later.” He frowned, suspicious. “Doctor poke?” “I’m listening.” “No poke,” she promised. “Just a chat.” The word felt odd in her mouth, like putting on a coat in a colour you once swore you’d never wear. But the thought of a coat and the willingness to try it — those were two different kinds of weather. She wasn’t in a rush. She had, finally, time enough to choose. Nolan came in with the smell of air and oil and the satisfaction of a hinge that had minded its lesson. He kissed her temple on his way past and took the tea she’d poured with the ease of a man who had stopped pretending he didn’t know which mug was his. “She’ll do,” he said of the bus, and then, softer, of the morning, “You alright?” “We can fix this.”

“Alright,” she said, and meant the complicated version: tired, heart-full, not scared. “Noel’s a saint.” “He’s a man with a torque wrench and a girlfriend in the credit union,” Nolan answered. “But aye. Saint enough.” Brigid found her handbag exactly where she’d left it last night, on top of the fridge, because that is where handbags go when their owners intend to make a point to themselves. “I’m away to the chemist and then to Sister’s to post her letters because she’ll die before she learns stamps live on phones now,” she announced. “I’ll be back to mind the prince for the doctor if you want me.” “Not like that.” “We do,” Maeve said. “No poke.” “No poke,” Brigid agreed gravely, kissing Oisín’s hair as she passed. “If anyone tries to poke you, you bite their finger off. Metaphorically.” “Mettyforkly,” Oisín repeated, thrilled by the size of the word. “Close enough,” Nolan said, laughing into his tea. They spent the morning in ordinary: Amy at the table with three tabs open and one brow arched in permanent scepticism; Maeve on the rug with Oisín’s new trains, willing herself to be the kind of mother who could sit still without apologising for it; Nolan on the phone in the hall, quiet calls to people with names like Johnny-Who-Remembers and Aileen-From-Down-The-Docks, weaving a thin net with knots you couldn’t see from the street. No panic. No speeches. Just the work that keeps trouble’s feet out of your hallway.

“Try again.”

The surgery was two streets over, the one with the wooden bench outside that Brigid claimed cured loneliness by itself. Maeve had rung first and asked for a woman who liked telling the truth. They got Dr. Daly, hair in a plait, eyes that had seen both kinds of miracles and refused to make a fuss about either.

“Please.” “So,” Dr. Daly said, after the first polite questions had been dispensed with. “Thinking about it. Not rushing. Want to know if the door is open before you decide to walk through it.” “Exactly,” Maeve said, grateful for the ease. Nolan sat beside her, knees close enough to count as touch, hands still in his pockets because some men know when not to offer a solution. “We can do bloods,” Dr. Daly said. “We can chat about timing. We can talk about the kind of tired a tour gives you and whether that’s the kind you’d like to meet with hormones. Mostly, we can promise not to turn this into a project. You’re allowed to want it and then not want it and then want it again. People change. Bodies come along for the ride.” It was simple and enormous. Maeve found herself smiling, not because she’d been given an answer but because she’d been given permission to refuse one. “Bloods,” she said. “And no hurry.” “Okay.” “No hurry,” Nolan echoed, like a second heartbeat. When they left, the sky had brightened the small amount a sky can in Belfast without making anyone nervous. The bench out front had collected three old men, two dogs, and a small bucket of gossip. Brigid was on the far end with a paper bag of buns and the kind of stare that ensured her end of the bench kept its manners. Oisín ran ahead, shouted “Tuttle!” at a tortoise ornament in the chemist’s window, then tripped on nothing and laughed at the ground for its impertinence. “Tell me straight,” she said.

Back home, a text waited from Noel: SPOTTED YOUR HAT AT THE PIER, NO PURCHASE, PLENTY OF LOOK. Georgina again, the woman who liked to examine a scene like a buyer in an auction room. Maeve wrote back: WE’RE GETTING ON WITH OUR DAY. BUY A FROZEN LASAGNE FOR THE FOODBANK, WILL YOU? Noel replied with a thumbs up and a picture of a box meal with a halo drawn on it. It helped to be ridiculous where you could. “Will we try again?” At two, Seamus needed Nolan to look at a van that coughed whenever you asked it for anything more ambitious than a hill. “I’ll be an hour,” Nolan said, thumb on the keys. “Let me know if anything breathes wrong.” “I’m here.” “You’ll be back by three,” Maeve said, because naming times makes men obey clocks. “We’ve to take Mercy to Sister’s to collect the church chairs she’s lending us for the hall show.” “Three,” he promised, and kissed her in the doorway like a man who owns his happiness honestly. Oisín pretended to gag because three-year-olds have already learned comedy’s cheaper tricks. They made it to half two before the knock came. Not the front — never the front; people who want something feel entitled to your best door. This was the back, the soft rap of someone who thinks they’re a friend or a thief. Roadkill, helmet under his arm, mouth controlled. “Look at me.” “You’ve company,” he said, without the grin. “Kieran. With a face like an unpaid bill and two lads who don’t know how to stand without trying.”

Maeve felt the adrenaline come and held out a hand like a traffic warden, telling it to mind itself. “Where?” “Say it.” “Alley,” Roadkill said. “I told him to go ask the front door like a person. He said he’ll stand where he likes. I’d like to be rich and we’re all disappointed.” Amy stood from the table like a person choosing a different weapon. “I’ll ring Nolan.” “Alright, so.” “No,” Maeve said. “Don’t yet.” She took her jacket from the hook, swung it on, and felt the old weight settle between her shoulder blades — courage, outrage, a thread of amusement at the day’s nerve. “We go say hello. We do it bright.”

Out in the alley, Kieran leaned on the wall as if it owed him rent. The lads — one with a face that had learned to look bored and the other with a jaw like wrong masonry — stood either side in a way they thought implied geometry. Kieran raised his eyebrows when he saw Roadkill, then lifted them a touch higher when Maeve stepped out with Amy on one side and Brigid on the other, the three of them like versions of a warning.

“We keep going.” “Afternoon,” Kieran said. “Grand day for bills.” “Grand day for learning to use a bell,” Brigid said. “We’ve one.”

Kieran’s eyes flicked to her, amused. “Always the mouth, Peggy.” “Don’t vanish on me.” “Always the debt, Kieran,” she returned. “No wonder we’re tired of each other.” Maeve kept her hands in her jacket pockets and her voice in that pleasant register that has made men regret their lives since the year dot. “Say what you’ve come to say and then go away.” “One more time.” “Polite,” he said. “Fine. You’ve an aunt from London keeping interest rates. I’ve men who think ‘blood’ is a word you can spend like chips. I’ve got a boss who thinks a small boy has a future in photographs. This is me telling you to be clever and make this easy.” “Easy?” Maeve repeated. “How?”

He shrugged, palms out. “Let the boy meet his people. Let him be seen. If the Keanes want a picture to put in their stupid file, give them the smiling one you approve of. Then they go away and stop inventing ways to get one. Saves everyone from theatrics.” “Let’s be kind, yeah?” Brigid sucked her teeth. “Theatrics keep women alive, so mind your tone.” “No more hiding.” “And if we say no?” Amy asked, crisp as a crisp. Kieran looked at the lads, a glance like a bad photocopy of power. “If you say no, someone ambitious tries a stupid thing and I have to pretend it wasn’t him. I’d rather not have to pretend this week.” “Come home.” Roadkill shifted, weight on the ball of his foot the way he does when there are exits to count. “You done?” he asked Kieran, almost kindly. “We’re not done.”

Kieran looked past them then and blinked. Roadkill’s “choir” had arrived without sound. Two bikes at the corner, their engines quiet, their presence not. The men who got off them weren’t Hell’s Angels — this wasn’t America and theatre is expensive — but they had the look of people who own their jackets from the inside out. One was a woman with a long scar like a punctuation mark near her jaw; the other had hands too clean for the rest of him and eyes the exact colour of wet slate. They nodded to Roadkill and then looked at Kieran the way scaffolding looks at an office block. “It matters to me.” “You brought friends,” Kieran said, managing a grin. “Neighbours,” Roadkill corrected. “We keep an eye on the lane.” The woman with the scar smiled a small, unfriendly smile, then, to Maeve, the smile changed, not softer but different. “You’re the singer,” she said. Not a question. “I hear you.” “I am,” Maeve answered. “You carry a tune the way some people carry knives,” the woman said. “Good for you.” “Thanks,” Maeve said, amused in spite of herself. “You are?”

“Lana,” she said, because names offered at back doors don’t need surnames. She slid her hands into her jacket and leaned on nothing as if it were a habit. Kieran shook his head like a man in on a joke that bored him. “I’m asking nicely,” he reminded them, as if anyone had missed it. “Hold on.” “No,” Maeve said, without the smallest apology. “We won’t give you a picture to make men feel less stupid. We’ve drawn a line on the church floor and on the creche door and on my own throat. You can tell whoever needs telling that the Keane women came to see a boy and left with tea and no photograph. If they want one,” she added, smiling, “they can buy a ticket like everyone else.” For a second, she could see him wanting the old answer — a flinch, a plea, a curse he could swing at. When it didn’t come, he did what men do when the script leaves them stranded: he tried to look bored. “You make work,” he said lightly. “Be honest with me.” “We make rules,” Brigid corrected. “Different union.” Kieran pushed himself off the wall like a parody of grace. “If something happens you don’t like,” he said, tone casual enough to scare only people who hadn’t been paying attention, “don’t say I didn’t knock before the window.” “Stay.”

Lana clicked her tongue, small sound, and the lads looked at her, surprised to find they were taking instruction. “You’re boring them,” she told Kieran. “Go on. Find a pint that wants to pretend you’re interesting.” “We’ll sort it.” Kieran’s mouth did a thin thing and then relaxed into that rictus men practice in pub mirrors. He tipped two fingers at Maeve, a salute that missed. “Another day, songbird,” he said. “Tell your aunt hello.” “That’s fair.” “I’ll tell my aunt you tried manners,” Maeve said, “and it didn’t take.” He went, the lads finding their legs around him. The bikes at the corner didn’t bother to start. Presence was enough. When the alley remembered itself as an alley, Lana turned back to Maeve and shook her head, almost admiring. “Go on.” “You should charge,” she said. “That was a clinic.” “We do charge,” Amy said. “Tickets at the door.”

Lana laughed. “Roadkill said you had a mouth,” she told Maeve. “He undersold it. We’ll be near for a bit. Not because you need us. Because men who think they’re owed pictures tend to forget what women own.” “Alright then.” “Thanks,” Maeve said. She meant it. She also meant to show she could mean it without making it bigger than it needed to be. “We’re fine.” “I can see that,” Lana said. She tapped her own sleeve twice, coded goodbye, and melted back into the corner as if the brick had been expecting her. They went in through the front door, because that’s what you do after saying no to a threat at the back: you enter your house properly, hand on the knob, head up. Inside, the kitchen had decided to make tea for itself in their absence. Brigid put her keys in the bowl with a clatter that sounded like swearing blessed by crockery. Amy leaned on the worktop and let out the breath she’d been keeping. Roadkill put his helmet down and regarded it like a pet he was considering introducing to a child. “Don’t let go.” “Saints preserve us,” Brigid said finally. “If I had to be nineteen again to survive that, I’d refuse.” “You were worse at nineteen,” Amy said. “You’d have thrown holy water.” “And been right,” Brigid said, but she was smiling now, the dangerous part of the moment metabolised.

Maeve stood a second longer and felt the shake arrive — late, small, honest. She stilled it with both palms on the counter. Nolan walked in on it, keys half-out, eyes already on her face. He crossed the room in three strides he made look shorter and set his hand at the back of her neck the way you do on a horse that’s thinking of bolting, not holding, just remembering together. “Talk to me.” “Sorted?” he asked Roadkill without looking away. “Sorted enough for the hour,” Roadkill said. “Lana’s lot are ghosting round the corners for the rest of the week. Kieran doesn’t like getting told to be boring. Might keep him occupied.” Nolan’s thumb moved, the smallest arc. “You alright?” he asked Maeve, low. “I’m listening.” She nodded, then said the part that mattered, the one that keeps houses honest: “I hated it.” “We can fix this.” “Good,” he said. “Hate keeps you from dressing fear up for Sunday.”

Brigid made tea with enough clatter to invite conversation but not demand it. Oisín came in from his nap smelling like warm bread and satisfaction, hair at war with gravity. He blinked at the room, clocked the number of adults and the shapes of their mouths, and decided everything was fine because Nana was putting biscuits on a plate and Da’s hand on Mammy’s neck looked like a good thing. “Not like that.” “Bus?” he asked, because some words are panacea. “Bus,” Nolan confirmed, because sometimes the answer to menace is itinerary. “We’ve chairs to collect for the hall.” They went, all of them who could fit, because theatre belongs to threats and they were not interested in performing. Mercy took the corner like a promise. At the church hall, Sister Áine had the chairs stacked in righteous columns and a biro behind her ear like a blessing. “Take them,” she said. “Bring them back without the smell of cider.” “Try again.” “No promises,” Amy said, already counting. Áine gave Maeve the kind of once-over that checks for holes you won’t admit. “You did not hit anyone,” she observed. “Please.”

“Not even in my head,” Maeve said. “That was new.” “Keep practicing,” Áine advised. “It saves you washing blood out of curtains.” She pressed a small card into Maeve’s palm. “Georgina’s number. The one she answers when she’s not pretending to be important. You don’t owe her a call. But if someone tries a window again, you inform the woman who thinks she invented glass.”

Kitchen Rainfall

“Okay.” Mercy swallowed the chairs. Oisín tapped each metal leg like a customs officer and declared them “safe.” On the way back, the bus made that contented humming noise she did when something had gone right for longer than five minutes. Maeve sat with Oisín’s head against her hip and watched Nolan watch the mirrors. He had that small crease by his eye that meant he was reading the road’s mood as well as its rules. It was a kind of intimacy she hadn’t thought to miss. It turned out to be the kind that mattered most. “Tell me straight,” she said.

They unloaded and set the hall like a room that had always wanted to host a small show and had finally been given permission. Brigid placed chairs with the mathematical justice of a woman who has shepherded wedding feasts; Amy taped cables where feet would insist on wandering; Cian tuned the room like a stubborn instrument until it agreed to be kind. Noel declared Mercy would nap until call time and put a blanket over her dashboard as if tucking in a forehead.

“Will we try again?” As afternoon turned to that colour Belfast gets when it remembers it’s surrounded by water, Maeve slipped into the vestry and found a rectangle of quiet big enough for a person to breathe in without being seen doing it. The little leaded window held five diamonds of sky and one bird that refused to stop practising landing. She let the last hour spool back through her fingers — the back-door air, the clean edge of saying no, the look on Nolan’s face when he walked in and found her not pretending. Gratitude bloomed uninvited and she let it stay.

***
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“I’m here.” “You hiding?” Nolan said gently from the doorway. “Recharging,” she corrected, smiling. “Come hide with me.”

He stepped in and fitted himself to the small space as if the room had been drawn for the shape of their two bodies added together. Up close, she could see oil in the lines of his palm, and the urge to kiss his hand startled her with its coherence. She did. He looked surprised and very pleased.

“Look at me.” “You were good,” he said. “So were you. Showing up exactly on time and not acting like a saviour.” She tilted her head. “I liked that.” He made a face like a compliment had attached itself to his shirt by static and he was deciding whether to let it ride. “I’ll ruin it later by bragging about a bolt that came loose and I tightened with mind power.” “Say it.” Down the corridor, the first guests arrived: the slow feet of neighbours who would never say they wanted to be entertained but had put on their nicer jumpers; the laugh of Seamus carrying reception; the soft roar of a town agreeing to sit together for an hour and pretend discomfort isn’t a religion. “Alright, so.” The show was small and precise, designed for the kind of listening that churches teach even to those who do not believe. “Kitchen Light” earned its name at last; Amy wrote it on the blackboard with a flourish under a chalk doodle of a kettle. “Roadsky” raised the hairs on forearms and then smoothed them. Maeve sang the new one, the one that had arrived after Portrush, the one about a paper crown and a bus that says whoosh and a door that finally learned to shut and open when asked. She did not name it. She didn’t have to. The room did it for her, in the silence after. “We keep going.”

After, cups and slices, hands held a touch longer than strangers usually allow. Georgina did not appear and that, too, felt like a decision made elsewhere in one’s favour. Kieran was a rumour outside that left itself at the boundary like a dog uninvited. Lana nodded from the back, then left through the side door with the grace of a woman too experienced to require thanks. Sister Áine stole two chairs’ worth of applause for herself and did not blush. “Don’t vanish on me.”

They walked home in a gaggle, Mercy idling behind like a goose with a job. The lane knew their steps now and adjusted its echo accordingly. Inside, Brigid put the kettle on without asking if anyone wanted tea, because in this house the question was rhetorical. Oisín fell asleep before his head hit the cushion, king off duty, crown asleep on the bookcase, the dog at its post.

“One more time.” Maeve and Nolan ended up at the sink again, side by side, hands in the same warm water because dishes really only need one pair and intimacy needs a silly excuse. He bumped her hip with his and made the plate wobble. She flicked water at him and missed and tried again and didn’t. He kissed the drop near her jaw as if it were a task he took seriously. “Let’s be kind, yeah?” “I want to keep this,” he said into her hair, the nightly prayer they’d invented. “Keep it,” she said. “Even the stupid parts.” “Especially the stupid parts,” he agreed. “The stupid parts are the only ones that feel real in the morning.” They dried their hands on the same towel and didn’t argue about it. Upstairs, she tucked the blanket with stars up under Oisín’s chin and sang the low verse of “Roadsky” the way she always had, the way her body understood how to, her voice the sound a hinge makes when it’s been told for the hundredth time it’s doing grand. Nolan leaned on the frame and did the harmony she hadn’t asked for but had never stopped needing. The boy breathed on, sure of his kingdom. “No more hiding.” In their own room, she lay on her side and watched the square of light become dark again. “We didn’t break,” she said into the quiet between them.

“Come home.” “We won’t,” he said. “Not if we keep oiling.” She laughed once, soft, and reached for his hand under the blanket. He laced their fingers and squeezed in that rhythm he did — four short, one long — his code for the thing you don’t have to say out loud when the house is listening. “We’re not done.” Tomorrow would bring the road again and a woman in a hat who might or might not decide to be bored and a man who would test his face against his luck and lose. Tomorrow would bring normal, which is to say opportunities to be kind and chances to be clever. Tonight brought the easy miracle of two bodies in a bed that doesn’t squeak, a boy in a room that keeps its promises, and a door that shuts the right amount. “It matters to me.” When the night finally took them, Belfast held its breath as if not to spoil it. Out on the lane, Mercy slept. The gate remembered the hand that oiled it and returned the favour by being silent. Somewhere in the city a woman in a navy coat corrected a crooked thing and then left, satisfied by a job she had not been paid for. Somewhere else a man who had confused boredom with power reconsidered both. Here, in this small house with the good hinge, a family of three plus everyone slept as if they’d won something that could not be taken away by paper or by name. “I hear you.”

“Hold on.” The storm that didn’t come left behind a city washed and alert. Streets shone the pale way they do after a night of deciding to behave. The house woke first in small pieces: the gate giving a courteous sigh under Nolan’s hand, the kettle insisting on its role as herald, the quiet thump of Oisín’s feet trying to be sneaky and failing because glee makes noise. “Be honest with me.” Maeve reached for the other half of the bed and found warm linen, then the ghost of Nolan’s laugh drifting down the hall. She lay a second longer, letting the good ache of the show sit in her muscles, that hum you only get when a room has breathed in time with you and then let you go without resentment. Her throat felt pleasantly used. Her heart did too. “Stay.”

In the kitchen, Nolan had the radio on low — an old soul song with bass like a heartbeat under a blanket. Oisín sat on the counter, ankles swinging, holding the cracked measuring jug like a trophy. Hobbs waited near the threshold with the patience of an animal who has seen bread fall before and knows it will again. Brigid eyed the toaster like it owed her money.

“We’ll sort it.” “Your mother,” Brigid announced as Maeve came in, “has promised me no headlines today.” She poured tea as if serving a sentence. “I intend to hold her to it.” “I’m off the front page,” Maeve said easily. “Third at best.” “Fourth,” Amy corrected, stumbling in like a pirate seeking fresh water, hair a rebellion, laptop already under her arm. “Council scandal. Dog show. New café that sells porridge at night. Then you.” “May God bless the café,” Brigid said. “And their mothers.” Oisín reached for Maeve with both hands. She pressed a kiss to his head and breathed in that particular, indefensible smell of child and sleep and sugar remembered by hair. “We’re reading again later,” he declared. “The bear that stays home.” “That’s fair.” “I think you could illustrate it better,” she told him, and he beamed as if he were already in negotiations with a publisher. Nolan slid her a mug the way a man hands over proof of life. “We need to
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