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EPILOGUE

For the hands that mend—
and the hearts that stay.

“Some love is built—stitch by stitch.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Start Here

Rain beads on the school’s long windows like a metronome, more steady than the noise inside. Orla Ní Ríain stands at the edge of the assembly hall, palms warm, lemon hand cream lifted by the damp. She checks the sightlines, the fluorescent buzz, the principal’s mouth. She maps the room: the back doors propped with a fire extinguisher and a stack of lost-and-found jumpers; the sea of uniforms stitched with names; the single aisle the caretaker left like a runway. The mic pops. A teacher’s laugh ricochets off the rafters.

“Good morning, everyone,” the principal says, tapping the mic as if it could feel. Orla lifts her hands and shapes the greeting into air, that soft welcome sent to each corner, to every student who needs it and, truth told, to the ones who don’t know they do. A few kids sign it back with shy pride. A small hand in the second row signs with the ease of a first language.

Alva O’Shea sits near the front, legs hooked around the chair legs, plaits lopsided, ear defenders bedazzled with star stickers. Today her hearing aids sit in a small case in her pocket because she woke cranky with the rain and chose quiet, and that, the family agreed, is her call. The defenders tilt when she grins up at the stage, already holding someone’s joke inside like a biscuit not yet eaten.

At the side wall, a man in a hi-vis jacket—dark hair damp, face salt-browned—sits with a coil of cable at his boots and a small torch balanced on his knee. He looks like weather could happen around him and he would simply widen his stance. He doesn’t look at Orla, not properly; he looks at the work. She registers him the way she registers any variable: a visiting adult, likely the safety talk, likely good with wires and jokes. She files him as “unknown quantity, low risk,” then forgets him in favour of the twin duties of clarity and care.

“We’ve a very special visitor next week,” the principal continues, “from the lighthouse service, to show us how the harbour lights help boats find their way home.”

A ripple runs through the hall—boats! lights!—and Orla lets her hands sketch the idea: light that lives on a tower, light that points, light that says safe. Across the front row, Alva’s chin lifts, and Orla sees the concept land the way a gull lands, certain and neat.

The principal goes on about kindness week. Orla translates the words for the room; she also translates the pauses, the energy, the gentle nudge that kindness is logistics as much as feeling. Share the bench. Hold the door. Check the stairs. Ask before voice. The list runs through her as familiar as her own to-do: drop soup to Dad at eleven, call Owen at half one, don’t take on anything that smells like fixing.

A hand shoots up—small, freckled. The principal smiles. “Alva?”

Alva stands, tips her head, and signs with great formality: EXCUSE ME. WHERE DO LOST JUMPERS GO WHEN THEY’RE FOUND AGAIN?

A beat. Then laughter as Orla voices it clean and dry. Even the caretaker laughs, which is a mercy because the stack of jumpers is his pride and daily despair. Orla keeps her face composed in case the humour rolls away from someone who needs clarity; her hands repeat the shape for a boy three rows back who watches her mouth to match his meaning. On the side wall, the man with the cable looks down—Orla can see his mouth crease—then up again, careful as if laughter is something you hold, not fling.

Alva sits and leans into the friend at her elbow. Pride flares in that small shoulder. Orla’s chest answers with its own small light, the one that comes when language meets a room and both sharpen a little. She keeps breathing with the principal’s cadence. The rain plays the windows. The hall remembers it is a hall and not a storm.

When it’s time for certificates, the microphone squeals; the man in hi-vis stands without fuss, steps onto the stage, and adjusts the cable. The squeal dies. He checks the line, pats the mic’s neck the way you might soothe a nervous animal, and nods to the principal to try again. Orla feels the shift—the room steadying around competence—before she thinks it.

“Grand,” the principal says, relieved. Orla turns the word into a thumbs-up inside the phrase, a small cultural flourish she knows will read. The man’s eyes catch hers then, just for a second, not a flirt, a check—Are we good?—and she gives the smallest nod. Signal check. Green.

The certificates pass with clap and grin. A student council announcement tangles with a timetable change; Orla untangles it on her hands, anchored by the old rhythm she learned under dull library lights for exams and under brighter ones at hospital family meetings. She makes the room legible. That’s the job. That’s the relief.

When the last applause runs out and the rows begin their migration back to classrooms, the man with the torch waits by the side exit, letting children stream past his boots. The collie that belongs to one of the teachers—Smudge, local celebrity, eyebrows like punctuation—has found a gap in the folding screen and padded onto the stage during certificates, lying down as if employed. Children stroked him as they went by. Nobody stopped it because Smudge knows his worth and the children know joy when it arrives.

In the corridor’s quieter light, Orla signs THANK YOU to the principal, who sighs the sigh of a person whose day began at five. Orla’s phone buzzes—Dad’s chair rota has rearranged itself again, he’ll want to show her the new labels—and she pockets it. She keeps her distance from the man with the torch because she does not meet visiting adults as a person; she meets them in-role. If they speak to her, she answers as the job. If they ask for something outside it, she refers. She has a little wallet of cards for referrals and boundaries.

“Thanks for the save,” the principal tells the man. “Dara, is it?”

He nods. “Dara O’Shea. I’m only around today—checking the external lights before next week—there’s a fault in the east corner.” His voice is a Kerry shoreline: soft cliffs, clear drops. Orla doesn’t turn to him. The professional trick is to make your presence so useful it vanishes when it should.

“Good to meet you.” The principal recites the line into the air politely enough for the entire corridor. “We’ll sort permissions for photos if you’re bringing any equipment for the talk.”

“No bother.” Dara clips the torch back to his belt. He angles himself so a tangle of third-classers can pass. “I’ll keep it plain. No strobe effects. Just lamps, batteries, safe distances. What the light does, not a circus.”

Orla feels the grain of that. Not a circus. She files it in the column headed “people who do not make a show” and finds her shoulders loosen a fraction.

Alva appears then with her class, hand in her friend’s hand, defenders slightly skew, the star stickers catching the corridor light. She signs HELLO to Orla with operatic volume because it’s fun. Orla returns it with smaller hands and the neutral smile that says, I’m working. Alva grins wider as if she’d expected exactly that and is pleased by it. She catches sight of Dara and her whole posture lifts.

DA, she signs, the sign quick as a blink.

Dara’s face, which had been set to “work in a primary school corridor without knocking anything over,” shifts into something that can only be called soft. He signs back, tidy and fluent: HI, LOVE. LUNCH LATER?

Orla interprets nothing because nothing is asked of the room. She watches for need and finds none. Alva signs YES as if yes could be a confetti cannon. Then she glances at Orla, and for a second the three of them exist in a small, precise triangle: the adult who shapes the world, the adult who keeps the light on, the child who trusts the light. Orla acknowledges the geometry and steps out of it, back into the corridor’s ordinary movement.

Outside, the rain has sharpened to a fine mist that finds the skin without theatrics. Orla crosses the yard to her car, scarf up around her ears, the old wool holding the smell of Dad’s house, soap and toast and his insistence on open windows. She stows her interpreter badge, rolls her shoulders, checks the afternoon in her head: soup for Seamus, call to Owen, email three agencies to remind them she’s back in Kerry for a bit with limited capacity. She will write “limited capacity” twice so nobody tries the tone of the day.

The phone rings. Seamus. “I’ve rethought the chairs,” he announces when she answers, in lieu of hello. “The one by the dresser is now the hip-friendly chair. I’ve put a label on it. Also, do we have more tea bags?”

“We always have more tea bags,” Orla says, smiling at the sky because the sky can take it. “I’ll be there in ten. Make sure you sit in the labelled throne and not on that rickety thing you won’t let me throw out.”

“It has character,” he says, which is the exact defence he once made for a dangerously old ladder. “And I’ll sit wherever the rota tells me. We have a rota now.”

“I know,” she says. “You sent a photograph. Three photographs.”

“Organisation is care,” he says, pleased with himself. “Drive slow. The road by the pier is slick. I’ll have the kettle on.”

“Tea first,” she says, and hears his sigh answer like relief.

Back at the school door, voices rise. Orla glances over her shoulder and sees Dara kneeling to tighten Alva’s shoelace. He speaks with his hands and his mouth at once, the words easy, the signs accurate, the whole exchange unhurried. The collie trots past with a mitten in his mouth, eyebrows fierce with purpose. Darling chaos, ordered by labels and ritual. Orla feels the burn-edge of her old life—phones, travel, the way people pressed their emergencies into the shape of her body—blunt a little under the rain.

She drives to Seamus’s, the wipers steady, the harbour a smear of pewter and possibility. The house is exactly as she left it: the small hallway with the peg for Dad’s cap, the kitchen with the chair labels taped to the seat backs, Seamus himself in a jumper that has survived multiple eras. He stands with a wooden spoon and says, “Sit there, interpreter,” pointing to a chair that reads ORLA’S HIP-POLICE in bee-pen letters.

“You’re meant to sit there,” she says, hanging up her scarf. “You’re the one with the new hip.”

“A rota is a rota,” he replies, already pouring tea into a mug he’s labelled COURAGE. “And anyway, you’re policing me.”

She kisses his cheek and takes the mug. The kitchen smells of onions, wet wool, and a life pared to the useful and the kind. On the cork board by the clock, the tide table curls with the damp. Seamus has pinned a small card above it: SMALL & SOON. She didn’t give him that card. He made it himself.

“You’re staying?” he asks, trying to sound offhand and not managing it.

“For a while,” she says. “As long as you need. As long as I can do the work without setting myself on fire.”

“That’s my girl,” he says. “No martyrdom here. We’ve lamps. We’ve lists. We’ll keep it tidy.”

They drink in quiet. The kettle ticks as if approving. When her phone buzzes with an email from the council asking for availability for a grant meeting, she sets it face down. The name on the project catches her eye anyway—lighting upgrades along the harbour path—and she files the detail with the rain and the man with the torch and the child with star-stickered defenders. Then she lets the filing cabinet close.

“Soup at eleven,” Seamus says. “Then a stroll to the pier. If the wind behaves.”

“Deal,” she says. “Signal check?”

He grins. “Green.”

Out on the road, the rain grows gentle, as if even the weather knows when to lower its voice.

They leave after soup when the rain lifts into a fine, almost generous mist. Seamus insists on locking the back door twice, then checks his pocket for the folded rota as if it might escape. Orla takes his arm without patronising it and lets her pace match his; he makes a joke about being grander than he is and then, the joke having done its job, rests into the support. The street smells of slate and bread. Someone somewhere is frying onions. The harbour is all soft noise—ropes nudging wood, gulls arguing in vowels only gulls can pronounce, the slow thud of a hull greeting itself against the pier.

At the corner by the tide table board, a small queue has formed at Mr. Ahmed’s van. Mr. Ahmed, tall and spare and fond of calling everyone “boss”, is placing paper bags into hands with the solemnity of a ceremony. The bags come stamped with tidy words in blue ink: BRAVE, KIND, TRY AGAIN. Today he is beaming at a child who has returned last week’s bag flattened, as if keeping the courage in its shape.

Seamus nudges Orla. “We could be brave,” he says. “Or kind. I’ll settle for both.”

“Kind first,” she says. “Brave as needed.”

They join the little line and in minutes carry away warm brioche that burns pleasant into their fingers through greaseproof paper. The stamp on theirs reads NO DRAMA. Seamus snorts.

“That’s for you,” he says, nodding at the words.

“It’s for the house,” she answers, and tucks the bag into her coat so it will still be warm with tea later.

Down on the pier, a man in hi-vis is kneeling by a junction box, the rain making a neat gloss along his shoulders. Smudge has installed himself at his side, head cocked to watch the ritual. The torch from the assembly sits on the ground beside a coil of cable, its body labelled in tidy, practical handwriting: TRUTH.

“Of course,” Seamus murmurs, amused. “Of course his torch is called Truth.”

“Truth is useful,” Orla says, mostly to herself.

The man looks up when they come close. Up close, the salt and weather on him are not roughness but a patina—used, not ruined. He stands, wipes his hands on a rag, and offers his palm to Seamus first.

“Dara O’Shea,” he says. “Harbour lights, among other bits. If the east corner looks smug later, that’ll be my doing.”

“Seamus Ní Ríain,” Seamus says, his grip firm in the way of people who’ve known good handshakes and bad news. “This is my daughter, Orla.”

“Nice to meet you.” Dara’s glance touches Orla’s face and then settles with courtesy on her shoulder. His hands move with his voice: NICE-TO-MEET-YOU. The grammar’s sound. The shape of it has been practised at home, not merely learned in a class.

“You too,” Orla says, speaking and signing together without making a show of it. The motion sits in her body like breath. Smudge brings her a glove he has stolen from somewhere (the teacher will discover its loss later and be reassured by an honest note on the staff room board). Orla thanks him gravely and lays the glove on the rail for its owner to find.

“You’re doing a demo?” Seamus says, nodding towards the school. “We heard there’ll be lights and no circus.”

Dara smiles, small and even. “I’ll keep it plain. I’ve a model lens and a battery pack so they can see the glow without me setting off the alarms. We’ll talk distance. We’ll talk respect. We’ll talk what the light is saying and how to listen.”

“Listening to light,” Seamus says, delighted. “We used to call that watching our mothers.”

Orla feels the conversation tip toward a place she knows and likes. “Do you need anything from the school side?” she asks. “I’m on their freelance list for assemblies and the like.”

He shakes his head. “We’ve got the paperwork. The principal says she’ll do photos without faces and we’ll leave the room happy. If anyone needs support, we’ll ask. Signal check?”

It’s out of his mouth the way a person trained by weather is trained to ask the sea if it’s decent. Orla answers without thinking, a small beat of her hand. Green.

Seamus has already befriended Smudge, who accepts the relationship with grace. They stand a while, watching Dara test a connection and fasten back the box. He works with a steadiness that presses the world into coherence: cable here, screw there, tap, check, close. Orla feels the tug of admiration amounting to relief: the relief of someone who knows what it is to be the person people look toward when the sound cuts out.

“Right,” Dara says at last, rising. “If I’ve my way, there’ll be no children tripping on the corner this winter. The lamp was a touch low. We’ve lifted it. It’ll mind them.”

“Work that minds,” Seamus says. “That’s a phrase.”

Dara tips his chin in thanks, as if accepting a benediction from a church he still likes because it taught him not to be an eejit. He looks at Orla once more, the same professional check he gave in the corridor. “Do you need anything?” he asks, not as a line, as a habit.

“I’m grand,” she says, and she is, for the moment. “We’ll get out of your way. The van’s brioche says no drama. It’s legally binding.”

His laugh is quick and quiet, like a wave agreeing with a rock. “I’ll try to obey.”

They walk home slow, Seamus adjudicating puddles, Orla carrying the brioche with a sense of occasion. After tea and a photograph of the chair rota sent to her aunt group chat (captioned: THE THRONE IS A PROCESS), Orla sets up her laptop on the kitchen table and does her admin: invoices with clean lines, three referral emails queued for agencies she trusts, a check of her calendar that she closes again before the old anxiety can tip her fingers into busywork. When the council email pings—Lighting Upgrades: Harbour Pathway, Site Visit and Stakeholder Meeting—she reads it twice. Her name is in the CC with three others. She looks up at Seamus, who is labelling a jar SUGAR as if sugar might forget itself.

“I’ve been CC’d on a meeting,” she says. “Harbour path lights. Likely an interpreter booking. I’ll say yes if I’m available. If—” She pauses. “If the applicant is the man we met, I’ll refer it. Conflict.”

“Boundaries, interpreter,” Seamus says lightly, but the pride under it is not light at all. “You wrote me a label about them once. I kept it.”

“I wrote you a label that said throw out the ladder,” she says. “You ignored it.”

He makes a face like a child told no. “It was a good ladder.”

“It was prehistoric. Drink your tea.”

He salutes her with the mug marked COURAGE and does what he’s told.

The next morning brings a sky the colour of wet zinc and a wind that keeps the harbour honest. In the school hall, the caretaker has set out a trestle with the model lens and battery pack Dara will use, a neat array, the torch sitting like a friend among friends. Orla stands at the edge of the carpet with her hands tucked warm into her sleeves. She checks the visual field: no glare, no flicker, paths between benches clear. The class comes in like the tide, with noise and pattern both.

Dara sets the tone with a joke about the microphone being shy if you shout at it. He taps the stand gently and asks, in both languages, “Signal check?” Orla repeats the shape of it and the phrase lands with satisfying clarity in the room. Children try it on their tongues. They try it on their hands. Green.

He shows how the Fresnel lens gathers light and sends it. He does the safe thing with the battery and the distance. He tells a story about a storm and a boat and a lamp that did exactly what it was meant to, and the story is not about heroics; it’s about systems that work and men who mind them. Orla keeps pace, rendering difference and distance into sense. The room, oddly, feels calmer for the talk of wind. Alva raises her hand and signs HELLO again for those who haven’t learned it yet; Dara steps back as she leads, pride an uncomplicated line in his face.

“Light says come this way,” he says near the end, signing COME-THIS-WAY with careful path moves. “And light says not that way, mind yourself, rock there. We listen. We mind. That’s the whole job.”

A boy in the second row asks if lighthouses get lonely. Dara answers with the matter-of-fact reverence of a person who has met loneliness and not made an altar of it. “They’re never really alone,” he says. “They’re in a chain. They speak to one another by what they do. Like us, if we’re doing it well.”

When the questions thin and the principal does her tidy wrap-up, the sky hammers the windows and the older classes cheer. A note arrives from the office: the ferry is delayed. There will be a staggered release. Hot cocoa appears in the canteen like a miracle that has learned scheduling. The hall begins to empty into an afternoon that is not anxious but prepared.

Orla cleans the edges of the moment: a word for a shy parent, an explanation for a baffled teacher. Out in the canteen, her hands warm around a paper cup, she watches weather make a show of itself and be ignored by people who have work to do. Alva and her friend share a biscuit with a seriousness that would shame courts. Smudge sits under a table as if considering offering legal representation to crumbs.

Dara approaches with a nod that is neither presuming nor remote. “Thank you,” he says. “You made it sound like what it is.”

“It is what it is,” she says, pleased to be understood. He doesn’t take the bait of small talk in the gap that follows. She doesn’t offer any.

“Thank you,” she says, because he stopped. “Referral is better. I’ve sent three good names to the council inbox. If they try to ring me directly, I’ll tell them the same. No dual role.”

“Grand,” he says, visibly relieved. “And... thanks for saying it clean.”

“Clean is kinder,” she says. “Small and soon.”

He smiles as if filing that. “Small and soon,” he echoes, as if trying it on his tongue for use later.

Mr. Ahmed appears at her elbow like a beneficent ghost and presses a paper bag into her hand. The stamp this time reads BRAVE. “It’s the second stamp of the day,” he says, pretending confidentiality. “You can swap it if it feels like pressure.”

“It doesn’t,” she says, and it doesn’t, because brave here simply means name it.

Outside the canteen the storm lets go of its drama and becomes weather again. The ferry gets its act together. The principal does the quiet choreography of a school that has done this before. Orla tucks the bag into her pocket for later and returns to the corridor where parents stand in small huddles, coats dark with rain. She does three more translations for small conversations; she deflects one attempt to book her privately for an evening meeting with a clean hand to referral without shaming anyone. She is tired in the good way that follows work done within fences.

By late afternoon the lights flicker—not theatrics, just a grid doing sums nobody likes. The power drops a breath and comes back. In houses up and down the hill, people light lanterns not because they need to but because they are the sort of people who prefer not to be surprised. Seamus texts: LANTERN WALK? there’s a moon under it, as if appealing to her sense of ceremony.

She walks back with her hood up, the Brioche of Courage still warm in her pocket, the streets full of half-known faces that make up the texture of home. Children’s voices spill from doorways. The sea looks like iron with a memory of silk. By the time she reaches the square, small circles of neighbours have gathered with battery lamps and old hurricane lanterns, lighting them against nothing much as practice for maybe. A torch’s beam lays a golden line along the pavement, steady and sure. It’s Truth. She knows it before she turns.

Dara stands a little apart from the crowd, checking a lantern wick for a woman who insists her hands are “all thumbs today.” He shows her slowly, no rush, the motions speaking as loud as the words. Alva is with her mam, Maeve—warm coat, paint on her cuff, eyes that hold weather and art both. They are a unit, practiced and decent, the sort of co-parents that make the phrase earn its keep.

Orla nods hello—not work, just person—and Alva signs HI with her whole face. Maeve’s reply in ISL is easy, the mirroring of a language lived in a home.

“Lantern walk?” Seamus says, appearing with two headlamps like a man prepared to ascend Croagh Patrick in the dark. He tries one on and immediately has it pointing at his ear.

“You’ve put it on sideways,” Orla says, laughing with her voice muted so the joke stays in the family.

“It suits me,” he says, which is true in its way. “Come on now. We’ll do the loop and check whose steps are slippy.”

The walk snakes up the hill and down, voices low, lamps bobbing. Smudge trots in and out as if auditing the lot of them for compliance. Someone tries to start a sing—one of those tunes everyone knows the chorus to and nobody the verses—and the group does what groups always do: they harmonise around the gaps and call it good. At the corner by the east lamp, the new installation throws its light with a quiet that feels earned, as if arriving at the right height and angle took negotiation. Seamus taps his cap as if at a Mass.

By the time the loop returns them to the square, the power is fully back, the lamps unnecessary in the best way. People peel off in twos and threes and fours, carrying away the comfort of being part of a chain in which light speaks sense.

“Tea?” Seamus asks.

“Tea,” Orla confirms. “Tea first.”

They are nearly at their gate when a shout behind them snags the air—the not-quite-fear of someone who has discovered their own misstep before it becomes harm. Orla turns. A small boy has lost his grip on his scooter and watched it spin toward the curb like a statement. Dara is there before anyone—the difference between first and only being practised—one boot pinning the scooter, one hand up in a greeting that doubles as don’t-panic. He meets the boy’s eyes, keeps his voice level, signs OK? out of habit, and returns the scooter with a word that sounds like you’re grand and means you’re safe.

Orla feels the little click of something that is not yet longing but knows its shape. Competence is a warm coat. She does not take it off yet; she notices it on the peg and names it.

Back inside, Seamus puts the kettle on and then, with the grand air of a man presenting a relic, pins the stamp from the brioche bag to the cork board under SMALL & SOON. The word BRAVE makes a new square of sense alongside tide numbers and chair labels. Orla stands with her mug and breathes. The house holds.

Her email pings. The council again: Interpreter confirmed for Harbour Path Meeting, Tuesday 10:00; thank you for the referrals. A second line: Stakeholder pack attached. She downloads it and scans the names. D. O’Shea appears on page two next to Harbour Maintenance Team Lead. She feels the impulse to concoct a way to keep herself in the room. She lets the impulse pass. She writes: Confirmed I will not be interpreting this meeting due to conflict; pleased you’ve booked X (name), who is excellent. She presses send. The quiet after is not empty. It’s space.

The night settles in good and square. She texts Owen: back in work, within boundaries; Dad is labelling furniture; small & soon list tomorrow? The three dots appear, then his reply: proud of you; small and soon is tea, a walk, and going to bed when the clock says so. She grins and writes YES, interpreters sleep, then switches off her phone for the first time before ten in too long.
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The morning gives them wind that tugs playfully at the bins and a sky trying to remember blue. She does two school hours with the junior classes, a clinic appointment translated in a room where a child’s agency is given the most inches, and a sandwich eaten leaning against the back step like a teenager so the smell of onions won’t live in the curtains. She says no twice to work she cannot do without running past her own fences, and yes once to something small and clean. She stops, at noon, because the list said stop at noon. The mind still tries to walk a few steps beyond the gate; she says, gently, inside, small and soon, and the body obeys.

By late afternoon the sky adds drama again because it can. The ferry posts an orange warning and then a red. At the school, parents gather in clusters, making decisions that look like common sense and are. Orla helps with two calls, translates one conversation about a child whose hearing aids need new tubing (“tomorrow,” she signs, “tomorrow is fine; you’re doing grand”). She is about to go when the principal leans in, cheeks pink with briskness.

“We’ll have staff stuck till the last bus,” she says. “Can you spare a half hour to help me make cocoa a health-and-safety success?”

“Yes,” Orla says, because this is not interpretation; it’s making something legible. “I’m very qualified to ladle.”

They open foil lids and pour hot chocolate into the small cups meant for school assemblies and miracle cures. Dara appears to lift boxes and stack them at child height. He looks up once, checks her, and gives the small nod that means the puzzle has its corners. Signal check. Green.

“What’s your rule for pouring?” he asks, amused, as they judge the halfway line in a hundred tiny cups.

“Tea first,” she says. “Everything else second.”

By the time the last child has sticky hands and the storm decides to show off again, the building feels like a ship that will not sink simply because it knows how to be itself. The principal leans on the counter, relief crinkling her eyes. “We’ll do,” she says. “We’ll do fine.”

“Grand,” Orla says, and puts the last cup on the tray with ceremonial precision.

When the worst squall passes, she pulls on her coat and steps into the corridor. Alva and Maeve are by the noticeboard, heads together over a flyer for a student art show, hands moving so fast it’s like watching sparrows. Alva sees Orla and signs THANK YOU with the flourish of a person who knows thank you is a door you hold and not a debt you claim. Orla returns it, small.

Dara is at the far end, packing the battery into a plastic crate. He glances up, then away, then up again like a man checking weather twice before trusting it. He doesn’t call. He doesn’t need to. The room sits between them like a friend.

On the way home she takes the long route by the harbour and watches the red light at the mouth move from something in the corner of her eye to something she can hold. She stands a minute too long in the rain and doesn’t mind. Smudge, appearing from nobody knows where, trots beside her as far as the corner, then peels off with a professional air as if to say, patrol ends here.

At Seamus’s she sheds the wet and the day and the habit of being available. They eat simple—soup and the second half of yesterday’s brioche—then fold into the soft rituals that turn a house into a body. She lights the small lantern in the window because her grandmother did and because symbols are how you tell your own story back to yourself. Seamus writes tomorrow’s rota with a flourish that makes Orla run a line with the bee pen: NO DRAMA. He leaves it there without arguing. They watch the weather entertain itself. It tires, as everything does.

Her phone, face down on the dresser, stays that way. She puts her palm to the cool glass anyway and says, out loud and quiet, “Ask before voice.” The room holds. The lamp clicks. She thinks, not in language, of hands that said you’re grand today, and a torch named after a thing you can feel in your bones, and a child who insists on hello.

The next days fall into a rhythm that feels like living instead of coping. Morning work; afternoon soup; early evenings that aren’t just the hours when people email their emergencies. The harbour meeting arrives, and she does not go. She walks Seamus to the chemist for his prescription and then they sit on the low wall by the pink shop and share a packet of crisps while the gulls conduct a town hall. Later, she reads the minutes posted to the public noticeboard; there’s a photograph with no faces and the word APPROVED under a list of lamps. Someone has written in the margin, in the tidy hand of a person who thinks with their pen: TRUTH AT CORNER, PLEASE. She smiles, and because she knows the difference between coincidence and community, she takes a picture and texts it to nobody, saving it for the memory box she keeps instead of making her phone the whole of her brain.

That evening, as the light goes the colour of mercy, she takes the long way home by the headland. The wind has stopped pretending and leans into its own self. The path bends and there, ahead, a figure in hi-vis is checking a fixture, shoulders set against the breeze as if that is the bargain. Alva is two steps away, holding the bag of fixings like a squire. Maeve studies a paper map with pencil notes in the margins that look like seaweed and words. They are, all three, part of the shape of a life that declares itself without permission from any story but its own.

Orla lifts a hand. They lift theirs. No spectacle. No declaration. Just the light making its quiet case and them, standing in it, listening.

The morning after holds itself like breath before a laugh. The harbour sits up straighter, the sky flexes its blue, and even the gulls sound less scandalised. Orla runs through her checklist—badge, notepad, referral cards, pen with enough ink to finish a meeting—and pulls on her coat. Seamus is already at the table with the chair rota spread in front of him and a strip of masking tape stuck to his palm like a promise.

“You’ll do the council,” he says, as if the council were a load of turf to be carried in. “Don’t let them feed you biscuits till you make bad decisions.”

“I’ve my own tea,” she says, patting her bag. “And a spine.”

“Two spines would be handy,” he says. Then, soft: “Signal check?”

“Green,” she answers, and feels it land.

In the community hall, the chairs are laid out in rows that never sit quite straight. Posters for the tidy-town campaign fight with notices about composting and a bake sale. She signs in at the desk, shows her credentials, and takes her place near the front where sightlines make sense. A Deaf couple she knows from years back—Mags and Fionn—arrive with a sheaf of notes and the sort of calm that has weather under it. Orla greets them with her hands and their shoulders drop that small inch people don’t know they were carrying. She is here for them. She’s here for the room insofar as it needs sense made of it. Nothing else.

The councilors shuffle papers and perform priorities. The harbour agenda item arrives with the scrape of a chair and the clunk of a projector that will never work on the first try. The principal from the school smiles her hello; the fishermen settle into a shape of posture that reads ready to argue but willing to be convinced. Dara stands near the side wall, not yet at the lectern; he checks a cable, gently wolfs down a yawn that he’s earned, then glances at the exit like a man who knows where the fire assembly point is for every building in his life.

The projector sulks; the projector relents; the room breathes. A councillor attempts a speech about budgets and heritage that tangles itself like poor twine. The first disagreement lifts its head—should the new lamps be this height or that, should the path by the pink shop be lit at all, will this light drift feed the gulls or blind the seals? Orla translates the phrases that matter, trims the ones that don’t, keeps pace with her eyes and hands and old, old training.

When the voices tangle to a pitch that edges toward heat, Dara steps in with a torch. He doesn’t wave it. He sets it on the table and clicks it on, beam neat and controlled against the community-hall wall. In marker on the barrel, a word: TRUTH. He adjusts the angle with tiny movements, the way a person might hush a baby with a fingertip. The beam climbs, falls. He shows the difference between a glare and a glow. He sets a chair at one height to show what throws shadows, and at another to show what minds ankles and prams. He names the distances. He uses the phrase safe path more than once, as if the words themselves had weight.

“We’ll mind the night,” he says, neither humble nor grand. “We’ll mind the houses. We’ll mind the sea. But the babies and the old knees—” he taps the chair with the back of his knuckles—“we’ll mind them most.”

A fisherman with arms like a history book scratches his jaw. “Right,” he says. “If it stops my Nora going flying at the corner by the butcher, you can put a lighthouse in my front garden.”

“You’d hate it,” someone says, laughter breaking like a shoal.

“They’re noisy feckers up close,” another offers.

“Only when you’re unkind to them,” Dara says, deadpan. The room smiles and remembers it is a room, not a fight. Orla shifts the rhythm in her hands to match the temperature dropping, the sense returning. She can feel the moment when a meeting becomes a plan: it’s a click in the air, the minuscule give of a bolt coming flush.

Mags asks two pointed questions about light temperature and glare shields; Fionn wants the maintenance schedule pinned on the board so people can plan their evenings. Orla gives them back their questions clean and gets their answers clean. The councillor who likes to hear his own voice hears it less. A small boy on the edge of the hall—someone’s tagalong—passes Smudge a biscuit; Smudge, a professional, accepts with due gravity and no crumbs.

Afterwards, the room drifts toward the urns and the plate of biscuits that could have started a war in the 80s and didn’t. Orla tucks herself to one side with Mags and Fionn to triage three personal bits of admin the meeting will never touch. When she looks up, Dara’s over by the stack of chairs, winding a cable with the same steady competence as if the cable were watching and would be offended by slapdash. He doesn’t look her way. She is grateful. Ethics are easier when nobody is trying to charm with their eyes.

Outside, the weather has rethought itself. The wind carries a promise and a warning. Seamus texts: TIDE HIGH AT FIVE; SOUP AT HALF PAST; DON’T ARGUE. She replies with a photograph of the stamped brioche bag pinned under SMALL & SOON. He answers with a heart as lopsided as a real one.

By late afternoon the sky decides on drama. Rain arrives sideways, the kind that finds the threads between woven cloth. The ferry posts an update that includes the words unfortunate and delay. The bus schedule shakes its head. The road out along the headland grows thin at the edges in the way of roads built by stubborn cattle and then blessed by a council, and Orla makes the mistake of trusting the weather app over her own bones.

The first rush of water across the tarmac makes a sound like a gasp. The second reaches her tyres. She pulls into the tiny lay-by by a B&B that has seen forty winters and therefore qualifies as a PhD in kindness. The sign on the gate reads VACANCY in letters that have been touched up with the sort of paint that knows its own business.

Inside, the proprietor—white hair set, jumper thick enough to stand alone—eyes Orla’s damp and says, “You’ll stay. We’ll ring whoever needs ringing. You’ll be dry before you’re clever again.”

“I’ve a Dad,” Orla begins, then recognises fuss from safety and yields. “I’ll ring him. I’ll pay. I can—”

“You can sit there while I put the kettle on,” the woman says. “We’ll have you sorted. If anybody else gets stranded, you can share the lounge like civilised people. The rooms are small, and I’ll not have strangers playing musical beds.”

Orla rings Seamus. He answers on the first ring because he was looking at the phone, because he knows the particular scrape of worry that lives under rain.

“I’m in at Mrs. O’Callaghan’s,” she says. “Headland’s mush. I’ll stay and come home bright and cocky in the morning. You have the kettle.”

“And the rota,” he says, brave. “And Smudge has put in for a night shift outside the butcher’s for scraps. I’ll throw him out if he snores.”

“You wouldn’t,” she says.

“Not twice,” he says, and she can hear in it that he will sleep because she told him to, and because the lantern is always lit in the window, and because the house has learned the habit of being fine.

She’s in the lounge with a towel under her hair and a cup between her hands when the door opens again and the weather walks someone else in. Hi-vis, salt, a crate of fixings under one arm. Dara. He stands just inside like a man who always asks the room’s permission with his posture.

“Road’s sulking,” Mrs. O’Callaghan declares, hands on hips. “You’ll stay. Hang that jacket or it’ll drip to Valentia.”

“Yes, Mrs. O’Callaghan,” he says, which tells Orla more about this town than any tourism brochure ever could. He peels off the jacket and the jumper with practical modesty and hangs them with the care of someone who has owned clothes he could not afford to ruin. Underneath, a T-shirt gives up the map of his day in salt and rain.

He sees Orla then. Not drama; recognition. His mouth tips. He lifts a hand. Not a wave. A signal check.

She answers, small. Green.

The B&B has two small rooms left—each with a bed that could be measured in adjectives rather than numbers, and the promise of hot water if you sing to it. The lounge will be closed at nine because Mrs. O’Callaghan is not a hotel; she is a person with laws. Orla calculates, quick: lounge until nine, then room alone, text to Dad, sleep. She does not make space in the plan for anything that smells like story.

An hour later, the story knocks anyway. A family comes in at eight fifty-five with faces like weather—two children, one parent, another adult who might be grandad or neighbour, all of them carrying the particular guilt of people who left when they should have left and still were caught. One child cries the soft, exhausted wail that means we’ve done our best and it’s still too much.

“Lounge is full,” Mrs. O’Callaghan says, sympathetic but small in her resources. “I’ve one room with a double and a single, and one box room with a double, and that’s the lot. If anybody is minded to be generous—”

“Take my room,” Orla hears herself say, hand already getting her bag. “I’ll share the box room with—” She looks at Dara because his stance says ready to be the sort of person who yields. “—with him, if we put a line down the middle and leave the door ajar like we’re teenagers. Or—” She knows another option and hates it immediately because it asks more work of Mrs. O’Callaghan, not less.

“You’ll not sleep in the lounge,” the proprietor says with brisk love. “We’ll do the line. I’ve tape. I use it to teach people about towel borders.”

“I will pay you extra for the tape,” Orla says.

“You’ll eat a scone and call us square,” comes the decree.

Dara only nods. “I’ll take the floor,” he adds, already half-offering the apology for being alive that decent men in crisis learn too young.

“You’ll take the bed on your side and mind your own elbows,” Orla says, a smile in it so it lands as ease, not bite. “I won’t have you getting up with a back like the angel on the church roof.”

Mrs. O’Callaghan appears with a roll of masking tape like a priest with a sacrament. She puts down a crisp line between the two halves of the room, then places a towel over the lamp to soften the bulb’s temper. “Door stays on the latch,” she says. “Each of you can see out, and nobody in this house will be thought badly of. If anyone is foolish, I’ll know before they do.”

“Understood,” Dara says, not at all foolish.

They do the choreography of strangers who are determined not to become a spectacle: backs turned for changing, toothbrushes at opposite ends of the sink, a small negotiation about which side wants the window (Orla—she likes to hear what the night is doing; it tells her what she can let go of). She stands with her towel and her lemon hand cream and breathes in the old B&B smell—soap, old books, stubborn clean—and feels her shoulders come off her ears.

“Small and soon?” Dara says from his half, a smile in the check.

“Small and soon,” she echoes, and pulls the duvet up.

They lie there in a pool of window light that the towel has turned into a hymn. The tape line glows like a lane marker on a lake. Rain fingers the sill. Somewhere down the corridor, a child’s hiccuping tears turn into sleep.

“What do you call that torch?” Orla asks into the half-dark, surprising herself.

“Truth,” he says, amused and mild.

“And what do you call this,” she says, gesturing at the tape and the towel and the door on the latch even though he can’t see the gesture.

“Home practice,” he says after a moment. “If it were home.”

Something in her chest lifts its head like a fox at the edge of a field, considers, and curls back down. “Signal check?”

He shifts, only the sound of cloth telling the tale. “Green. Amber if you need silence.”

She thinks about it. “Green with an amber edge,” she says, pleased by the accuracy. “Talk until the next rain passes.”

“All right,” he says, and they talk in the way that’s easier in the dark: data points that make a person without prying them open. He tells her about learning the coast by its moods; she tells him about learning people by their first five words. He names the three worst ladders on the peninsula and his professional hatred of them. She names the three professional hats people try to put on her head and her refusal to wear any that cut off her air. They compare lists—the kettle brands that don’t give trouble, the pens that don’t smudge on damp paper, the old storms the town still talks about. He tells a gentle story about Alva winning an argument at five with a label maker. She tells one about Seamus labelling the freezer drawers in both languages because the nuggets kept ending up in archaeology.

The rain does its part and passes. Silence stretches out between them, not awkward, a good blanket.

“Goodnight, Orla,” he says, not soft, not heavy, just accurate.

“Goodnight, Dara,” she says, and sleeps because the room and the tape and the towel and the latch and the talk arranged themselves into something that can hold.

In the morning, the world has been washed and left to drip-dry. Horizon in a clean shirt. The headland road is open again in the particular way roads open after storms—reluctant but available. Mrs. O’Callaghan feeds them scones and tea and a look that says don’t make me come after you with common sense. Orla pays her, refuses to be paid back for the nocturnal room shuffle, and pockets a spare roll of tape pressed on her by a woman who understands the life-saving properties of clean lines.

They step into air that smells of iron and bread. Smudge appears from the corner of the yard with a glove he absolutely did not steal from the inside of someone’s pocket; he presents it to Dara like a medal. “Hero,” Dara tells him, and the dog, capable of shame and pride in equal measure, beams.

At the bend by the gorse, they pause. The day has that lucid mercy of a sky that spent itself and came back honest. Orla looks at the sea until the old latch inside her—where alertness has lived on a sprung hinge too long—lets go one more notch. She could put a label on this moment: not happiness, not relief, but the thing you get when you stop bracing for a noise and it doesn’t come.

“I’ll see you at—” Dara begins, then stops. “I won’t see you at the meeting,” he corrects, and the care in it makes something low in her stomach say yes. “I’ll see you around, if seeing is what is happening.”

“Seeing is happening,” she says. She picks a small phrase carefully and sets it down between them like a well-built lantern. “Ask before voice.”

He grins. “May I carry the fixings as far as the square?”

“You may,” she says, and hands him one of the two small bags she’s somehow ended up with, a habit as old as the urge to lighten a load.

They walk the first part of the road in the sort of silence that counts as talk. At the square, the town is already rebuilding its rituals—sweeping, nodding, checking, laughing at what broke, naming what held. Mr. Ahmed’s van is open for business with a sign that reads SOGGY PEOPLE GO FIRST. Seamus stands by the tide table with a pen at the ready, prepared to annotate as if the Atlantic sent its intent via post.

“You’re wet,” he announces, entirely satisfied as if Orla had handed in homework. “But not drowned.”

“High praise,” she says. “Tea?”

“Tea,” he says, already turning toward home, then spots Dara and raises his pen like a salute. “You kept the light on,” he says, which in this town is the same as a medal.

“That’s the job,” Dara says.

“Good job,” Seamus answers, and the praise from him lands like rain on drought.

The day finds its shape. Orla keeps to her fences and discovers there’s a garden inside them large enough to live in. She buys a new towel for the house because last night made towels holy. She labels a drawer PAPERWORK (JOY) and puts the ferry ticket stubs in it because people are allowed to change the story of what ended in a queue. She sends Owen a message: small & soon went well; slept eight hours with a latch; not a metaphor; felt like one anyway. He replies with a thumbs-up and a short list: tea / walk / one thing you like that is not work. She writes: labels / light / a child’s hello.

In the following days, they stitch the next length of living. Orla and Seamus do the chemist, the big shop, the small argument about whether the hospital appointment should be at ten or half ten. The school adds an ISL beginner club and Alva takes a leadership role like a person given a steadier chair. Orla stands at the hall’s edge and watches her not need her, and the pride in that nearly undoes her. She breathes through it and eats a biscuit like a professional.

On a Tuesday that smells of peeled oranges, Orla’s laptop screen fills with Owen’s face for telehealth. He wears his therapist cardigans like armour someone knitted. “Small and soon,” he says, gentle and pleased when she reports. “Windows open. Lanterns first. Say the things early so they don’t trample your house like cows.”

“Not a public image,” she says, smiling despite the metaphor. “But I’ll take it.”

“What’s one thing you will not say yes to this week?” he asks.

“Anything with ‘urgent’ in the subject line,” she says. “Unless it’s the chemist saying Dad’s prescription is ready or the ferry saying we’re doing a special gentle sailing for anxious dogs.”

“Excellent,” he says. “And one thing you will ask for?”

She thinks. The asking place in her chest is not as dusty as it was. “I will ask—” She pictures a flash of hi-vis and a torch beam that behaves itself. “I will ask for help carrying the big lamp if it needs carrying. I won’t pretend it’s light.”

“That’s a poem,” Owen says. “We’ll have that.”

After the call, she finds the bee pen and writes NO DRAMA in large, patient letters for the fridge, then adds under it ASK BEFORE VOICE, then under that SMALL & SOON. Alva, coming in with her jacket half-on and her defenders around her neck like a necklace, nods solemnly at the list as if she has just witnessed the constitution of a family.

Later that week, in the home that is not yet theirs and already is, Alva sits on the floor with card and marker and drafts a HOUSE SIGNS poster—HELLO, THANK YOU, GREEN, AMBER, RED, SMALL, SOON, TEA—each in careful shapes, each with a small drawing that makes sense to her. Maeve drinks tea at the table, the artist in her circling the risk of beautifying a thing meant to be useful and choosing function as the higher aesthetic.

“Will you put this up?” Alva asks, holding the poster with both hands like a tray.

“We will,” Maeve says. “And we’ll put it where the light hits it in the morning so we see the rules at their best.”

“We’ll put it in our house too,” Dara says, kneeling to her level. “And we’ll put it in a frame so the cat can’t eat the corners.”

“You don’t have a cat,” Alva says, derisive and affectionate.

“We’ll get a cat purely to keep you humble,” he says. She considers this with the seriousness it deserves and then laughs with her whole face.
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CHAPTER 3
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On a Friday that remembers to be soft, Orla finds herself on a do-nothing walk up the hill and down to the pier, not because anyone needs anything, but because she wants the sound of the harbour being itself. She passes the gallery where Ash has begun to pin up Polaroids for a harbour-photo night—hands and lanterns and the immodesty of blue hour—and pauses at the window to watch a woman in a yellow cardigan audition frames against a wall. Rory is there too, testing a small spotlight, and May toddles by in a tiny raincoat, Tayto the dog plodding faithful beside her. Orla keeps going without asking the scene to bend around her. Cameo as weather, not plot.

At home, Seamus has labelled the hook by the door HOOK because some days you need things to be exactly themselves. “You’ll approve,” he says, and she does.

That night, light spills into the square for Alva’s small showcase—the ISL club recites a poem in their hands, and Mags signs a piece that makes the hair on the backs of necks stand up in that good way. Orla watches from the side and lets the pride tear go where tears go; Dara stands with a headlamp slung around his neck like a medal, eyes bright, not minding that he’s crying in public because this isn’t intimacy; it’s community, and tears belong to shared rooms too.

After, someone hands her a Polaroid with a stamp that reads FIND ME IN THE LIGHT, and for a second she thinks: I will. There’s a photograph taken without faces that holds three hands—hers, Dara’s, Alva’s—in the act of signing HOME. It looks like a decision. It looks like a practice. It looks like a life.

When she gets in, she pins the Polaroid under the tide table, because if you’re going to be sentimental, you might as well do it with a system. The kettle hums in its bass note. The lamp clicks its small sermon. Smudge snores from the mat as if confidentiality has been sworn over biscuits.

She texts nobody; she writes nothing down; she lets the scene live inside her at its own size. Consent in two tongues. Ask before voice. Home is logistics—with you. It isn’t a spell. It’s a habit. She can keep it.

In the morning, the Polaroid on the cork board looks like a promise that doesn’t rush. Seamus runs a fingertip down the tide table and mutters numbers to himself, the catechism that keeps the day honest. Orla pours tea and tucks the bee pen behind her ear. Maeve texts to say the clinic rang with a cancellation; Alva’s audiology check can be moved up if today suits. It suits. It suits because they’ll make it suit, the way people do when the point is the child, not the calendar.

The clinic waiting room has two posters and one plant that refuses all metaphors by simply thriving. A television whispers captions. Someone has left a puzzle with two pieces missing and nobody pretends otherwise. The receptionist smiles with the exact degree of attention that allows privacy to have its stern place. They sit—Maeve with a sketchbook half-open; Dara with a shoulder that still carries the day; Orla with her hands ready and her badge in her bag, not on her chest.

Alva has her defenders hung round her neck like a medal and a label maker in her pocket because this is how she likes to meet new rooms: with tools. She signs CALM? and Maeve taps the laminated card on her clipboard: YES. CALM ROOM THERE. The clinic has a small side room with softer light and a bench; the plaque on the door reads QUIET ROOM, but Alva peels the back off a neat sticker she made and presses it underneath: CALM ROOM. The receptionist looks up, then nods as if to say, agreed. The sticker stays.

The audiologist is the sort of person who understands chairs as much as ears. They greet Alva first, then the adults, and state their plan the way you lay out ingredients for soup: we’ll check fit; we’ll check choices; we’ll make sure you’re boss of your own ears. Orla interprets in her head out of habit, then doesn’t move her hands because nobody needs her hands, and being unnecessary in a room where the child is at the centre is the cleanest kind of joy.

“Choice,” the audiologist echoes, and writes on the care plan in big, readable print: CHILD CHOICE FIRST.

On the way out, Alva puts another sticker on the discharge form with glitter pen letters that read THANK YOU. The audiologist laughs like a bell someone tuned properly. Maeve squeezes Orla’s arm, not because Orla did anything but because she’s there. Dara signs PROUD in a way that makes the word look like a small, warm wave.

At the pier later, Ash is stringing fairy lights with the severity of a foreman, and Rory has his head in a fuse box like a pilgrim. Tayto leans against Smudge as if the dog is a sofa. The soup rota migrates from WhatsApp to the actual world—names on a chalkboard, ladles trading hands, bread arriving with the precision of a handshake. Mr. Ahmed delivers brioche stamped with TRY AGAIN for the people who forgot their spoons and KIND for the ones who remembered extra napkins. Someone passes around a set of Polaroids from last night, the corners still warm from being held. Light lands on faces like approval; nobody looks straight at the camera; everyone looks held.

In the afternoon, a boat hiccups. Not a crisis, not even close, just a cough and a sulk five minutes from the harbour mouth. The outboard thinks about mutiny and decides to try it on. Dara sits, because sitting is what safety looks like when the first fix is to slow. He checks his breath, then the fuel line, then the sky. Orla feels her ribs try for a run and does the opposite. She grounds her feet. She watches Alva’s eyes.

“We’ll play green things,” Alva decrees, the boss of a small kingdom. “Name ten things that are green.”

“Sea,” Maeve says, smiling at being commanded. “Except sometimes it isn’t, so: seaweed.”

“Your jacket,” Dara adds.

“The crisps in Dad’s pocket,” Orla says, looking at Seamus on the pier, who is pretending he doesn’t have crisps.

“Envy,” Maeve says with a wicked little grin.

“Stop,” Alva signs, laughing. She means don’t be too clever. She means be useful. They name ten greens. The engine listens, considers the company it’s in, and decides to behave. By the time the boat kisses the pier, the game has a dozen answers and a new rule: if you run out of green things, you repeat tea.

Back on land, the chemist prints a small sticker for the discharge note because glitter pen is not rated for soap. Orla files the note in the box labelled PAPERWORK (JOY), which Seamus pretends not to understand for the pleasure of being explained to. Later, she catches him adding to it when he thinks she isn’t looking: a ferry stub, a Polaroid of the lanterns, a label that reads STOOD IN RAIN AND DID NOT MIND.

The next week, they drive to Cork on a day that smells of pencil shavings and wet stone. Co-parent summit, Maeve’s studio: walls that remember colour, a kettle that understands its place in the order of things. They sit at a table that has known paint and bread and grief and good jokes. Maeve pours tea into mugs that don’t match; the deliberate choice to let nothing match is its own kind of matching. They do the business—school, clinic, holidays, rides. They write their north star on a card in two languages: SMALL & SOON; ASK BEFORE VOICE; CHILD CHOICE FIRST. Alva signs it with three flourishes and a sticker that reads YES. They put the card in a frame because they have learned to protect what’s delicate by making it official.

“Thank you,” Orla says to Maeve when they’re washing cups, and means precisely the shape of thank you that is respect and not apology. Maeve nods without gilding it.

“She’s herself,” Maeve says, drying a cup. “That’s the job. You don’t get in the way. You make the way.”

“I know the work,” Orla says quietly.

“I know,” Maeve says back, and that knowing isn’t a gate, it’s a path.

The night of private becomes itself without a speech. Alva is with Maeve because her studio has a spare bed and a project that needs a small assistant with a label maker. Seamus has a poker night with neighbours and a hard exit time on the rota: HOME BY TEN (NO SHENANIGANS). The house is quiet enough to hear the kettle thinking two rooms away. Ghost light from the street lays a stripe on the hallway; the lamp by the sofa waits, patient until the switch.

Dara arrives with a bag that could contain a tool or bread; it contains bread. He has his headlamp around his neck because he forgot to take it off, and the sight of it makes Orla smile in a place that doesn’t show. He takes off his boots at the door without being told because he is the sort of person who does, and the affection that rises up inside Orla at the sight of sock feet is not prudent but is kind.

“Signal check?” he asks, standing in the kitchen doorway with the bread like an offering you don’t have to accept to be loved.

“Green,” she says, breath easy, shoulders down.

They do the dinner with competence standing quietly beside them. He chops vegetables like someone who has sustained himself. She seasons like someone who has cared for people who think salt is personality. They talk about nothing heavy and nothing thin. He asks before voice: may I ask about your day? She says yes and keeps the answer small on purpose. They do dishes and she remembers she is allowed to be helped.

When she touches his wrist to move his hand near the towel, the spark that travels up both their
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