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The Wheel of the Year

  



I
winter solstice
21 December: The longest night
  



1
THE RAIN AGAINST THE windshield is relentless. It buckets down from the heavens as if somebody or something is angrily and deliberately attempting to wipe them all out, like a demonic toddler with a watering can over an ant hole. 
Enya can’t see a thing beyond the violent movements of her windshield wipers and the blurry slurry of rain which is making outside seem like a mirage, or melting hot wax. Everything dripping, dissolving and slowly becoming undone. 
She takes her foot off the accelerator as she whips around another corner she didn’t see coming. Her stomach heaves at the sudden lurch and her heart pounds, her shoulders are tense as she grips the wheel for dear life and her jaw aches as she clamps down her teeth. She slides around the narrow winding roads through the Cruagh and Kilmashogue mountains, lined with stone walls, and conifer forest. The slopes are rugged, scattered with granite boulders transported during the Ice Age and dropped erratically; none of which she can see on this darkest of dark nights and the shortest of days, but she knows it’s there. She grew up in this neck of the woods, the Dublin mountains, and home-schooled by her mother, there were no classrooms but fields of lessons. Education was something you touched, tasted, smelled, felt. 
Even with her knowledge of the roads she knows she should stop, pull in and wait for the rainstorm to subside. Surely the rain can’t keep up like this for much longer. Her headlights occasionally take a snapshot of rapidly racing water down the roadside, running away like a mischief of rats. Ireland will disappear, fade away as if none of them were ever there. A small island in the Atlantic Ocean finally so saturated, it plunges to the ocean floor to lie like a deep water sponge; bubbles on the surface of the water the only thing to give away the sunken soggy civilisation. 
She moves her body closer to the steering wheel, her back hunched around it, moulding to take its shape, grips it, her knuckles tight. Despite the physical tension, and her attempt to concentrate on the job at hand, her mind is wandering. Headlights dazzle behind her, lighting up the interior of her car, it’s far too close to her, dangerously so. She eases her boot from the accelerator, to send a message to the driver. The driver honks their horn and overtakes her dangerously on a bend, and races on. Her heart pounds as she watches the tail-lights disappear into the distance, like blurry, dripping blood spots on her window. 
Her phone rings. She hits the answer button on her steering wheel and her sister, Flora’s voice fills the roller-coaster car.
‘Hi,’ Enya says, having to shout to be heard over the rain. She eases her boot from the accelerator a little.
‘Where are you on this sodden Sunday?’ 
Enya and Flora Considine; maiden names before their respective marriages. Irish twins with only eleven months between them. Products of their free-spirited mother who was ahead of her time, an advocate for all women, revering the feminine divine, outspoken newspaper columnist, activist for women’s rights and who home-schooled her two children to think and be for themselves. When Enya was twelve years old her mum waded into the Atlantic Ocean for her weekly swim, suffered a heart attack and drowned. 
‘I’m driving,’ Enya says, slamming on the brakes as she rounds a corner. 
‘In this weather? Be careful.’ But Flora continues anyway. ‘Despite the weather we all went to Newgrange.’
A storm wouldn’t keep Flora away from the megalithic tomb in County Meath where they used to go every year for their annual pilgrimage to the Hill of Tara, the ancient once-upon-a-time seat of the High Kings of Ireland. They would gather in the early hours to watch the sunrise on a cold winter day with the longest night and the shortest day with their mother, the light-seeker. Flora has followed her mother’s footsteps and has succeeded in raising joyous light-filled curious children too. Enya hasn’t returned since her childhood, and wouldn’t even consider bringing her husband and son on the freshest of days, never mind on a day like this. 
Enya swerves, heart pounding in her chest. She didn’t see the curve in the road, she had been headed straight for a stone wall. Her mouth is bone dry, she’s been holding her breath. Her headlights highlight a winding road sign and she readies herself for another fusilli freefall. 
‘The reason I’m calling. The seating plan saga continues. Cormac and Jane broke up and he’s alone for Christmas so we’re inviting him for dinner. If I put him down the end of the table with the kids they’re going to have a walk-out protest because he does aggressive tickles and if I put him beside Ultan, they’ll start arguing about that plot of land again.’ 
‘I’ll sit beside him.’
‘But I want to sit beside you.’
‘Put him on my other side.’
‘Dad is on your other side.’
‘Put Cormac beside Dad,’ Enya says, pressing the defog button to clear her windshield. The fan is too loud for the conversation and she shuts it off again. 
‘Dad won’t speak to anyone, you know that. He’ll have his good ear close to the television.’
‘Maybe that’s just what Cormac needs. Who wants to talk to anyone the first Christmas after a break-up?’
The road is slippy, her brakes are slower to react than usual, the windscreen wipers are working in demented synchronisation, and failing to clear the window. For a dizzying moment their raving back and forth movements are all she can see and nothing else beyond. 
‘But Lugh has to sit beside his granddad. They do this thing where Dad steals his brussels sprouts and Lugh doesn’t want to miss it.’
‘He’s sentimental like his mother.’
‘He doesn’t like brussels sprouts like his father.’
‘Put Xander beside Cormac,’ she says, feeling the spite rise up. Her husband doesn’t like talking to people he doesn’t know. He’s utterly charming on the outside but on the inside she knows he’ll be dying at the effort it will require him to make. 
‘He’s beside Finn.’ 
‘And who else?’
‘No one. He’s at the end.’
Flora knows her family dynamics well.
Enya feels in the way when she’s around her husband and son, she is in the way when she’s around her husband and son. It’s like they’re singing a song she doesn’t know the words to. Like they’re deliberately choosing a song that she doesn’t know the words to. 
She left her husband at a dinner party at their friends’ house playing a silly game with two pairs of equally silly couples. She despises dinner party games, they make her cringe, along with the smugness of these particular people’s academic heads. She left the party – politely, she was called away – when it was Xander’s turn to answer, If you could come back to earth as a punctuation mark what would you be? Xander had launched himself into the joys and versatility of a semi-colon, because he sees himself as a ‘connector’. She’d never found him more unattractive. Liar, she’d wanted to yell out and spoil his nonsense game. At home he is not the man everybody else sees, at home he fails to bring the three of them together as a unit. He connects with one and pushes the third out. She’s not sure if he was always like that or if she has become more aware of it over time. Now it’s all she can see. 
The rain continues to pelt down. Nothing in the country will ever be dry again, not for a thousand years. The people will be sodden, will rear sodden babies, and speak sodden words. Rocks will crumble like Rich Tea and trees will dissolve like Hobnobs. 
‘If I move Dad, you could sit beside Orla,’ Flora says, and Enya can tell she has the seating chart before her and is analytically imagining every positive and negative scenario as she moves names around. 
‘No,’ Enya says abruptly.
Orla is their half-sister. Enya’s not sure which half of her, certainly not the part with her heart. After their mum and dad’s marriage ended, their dad very quickly married and started another family. A large family so full it eclipsed theirs, making theirs look like a remnant, or a half-thought, making Enya and Flora feel like the crumbs of their once family. 
When their mum died they moved in with their dad’s family but merging never felt like completion, nor did it ever feel like home, not in all the six years that Enya lived with them. She moved out at eighteen years old to study Medicine in Trinity College Dublin. Flora met Ultan at seventeen, married young and had lots of babies. They’d both escaped in their own ways. Neither of them had lived at the merged house without each other. It would have been unfathomable. 
‘You’re so good for doing this,’ Enya says. Despite the stress and anxiety of fusing their families on Christmas Day, she appreciates her sister’s efforts. If it was left up to Enya, nothing would ever happen. It would be just her and Flora on their own and a bottle or three of wine.
‘I wish she was here,’ Flora says suddenly. ‘I wish I was setting a place for her at the table.’
‘Why don’t you? It could be like Gráinne Mhaol.’ 
Their mum loved telling that story, she re-enacted it, character voices and all. 
Gráinne O’Malley, famous in Irish legend and known as the ‘pirate queen,’ was denied a place at the table in Howth Castle by Lord Howth. Because the denial was a breach of the Irish traditions of hospitality, she kidnapped their child, the heir, and he was only returned on the promise that the gates never be closed at the dinner hour and that they would always lay a place at the table for unexpected dinner guests.
Enya drives too close to the edge, trees brush her car. Flora’s voice in the car with her gives her the confidence to keep going. 
Flora says, ‘Why didn’t I think of this before? I need to rearrange the seating again. Oh Enya, I’m excited. Mum is coming to dinner!’
Her mum.
Enya pictures her wading into the sea. Cupping the sea water with her hands and bathing her arms in it to acclimatise to the temperature.
She would have loved gathering on Christmas Day with her girls and grandchildren. She had been the very essence of life, and to her, life had been a celebration. As the rain pelts down on Enya’s windowpane she imagines, not for the first time, the panic and agony of her mother’s last minutes. The waves crashing over her, the salt in her eyes, in her mouth, the current pulling her down. The roar of the water, waves chomping at her, icy waves biting into her flesh. How the pain in her chest would have stopped her from fighting. The storm sounds like a violent sea. Enya feels like she’s being pulled down too, as if she’s alongside her mum. 
Enya brakes suddenly and stops the car in the middle of the road, her chest heaving up and down as though she has personally run the distance herself. 
‘I want to sit beside her,’ Enya says, heart pounding.
‘Me too,’ Flora says. ‘I’ll rearrange it all. I’ll go and let you concentrate on the road. It’s getting worse out there. Be safe. I love you.’ 
‘I love you.’ 
Enya’s windscreen is like a watercolour painting that has run. Her heart is beating in her throat, she can hear her pulse in her ears. Anything could come along the road behind her and plough into her, though the car that overtook her is the only car she has seen on the road since she left her appointment. Her engine is off, her lights are too, her wipers have stopped. The rain continues to batter the land, washing everything away. 
She’s surrounded by black all around. Not a light from a house or car to be seen, an isolated spot in the mountainside. 
The sky flashes and a second later there’s an almighty crash and rumble of thunder. The earth is angry. It seems to yell at her, pull her from her trance, dragging her out of the water and to shore. 
She starts the engine. 
She spends the next few minutes cautiously winding her way slowly round the roads. She’s trying to see as much as she can in the time it takes the wipers to clear the window before it’s covered again. These mountain roads feel endless and treacherous. Up ahead she sees two red lights flashing. Hazard lights.
Someone is in the middle of the road waving. 
Enya lowers her window, the inside of her car instantly saturated by enormous fat heavy cold droplets. 
A man comes to her door, too close for comfort, she puts the window up a little. He’s absolutely soaked through. He wears a baseball cap, which has no value whatsoever in weather such as this, the peak is saturated and water spills from the tip, and onto her. 
‘There’s someone on the road. He’s injured. I’ve called an ambulance.’ The panic in his voice sounds real.
She turns off her engine and grabs her raincoat from the passenger seat. The man runs back to the front of the minivan where his headlights are on full. She can make out something on the road not far from a stand of trees. 
Before she gets out of the car, she gulps down water from her bottle, and grabs her doctor’s bag. 
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THE RAIN SEEMS TO be coming from every direction.
Splashing upward from the ground, rebounding wildly and soaking her legs, somehow finding a way into her boots, through her tights, cold against her skin. The wind pushes it sideways so that a hood is pointless, it blows back off her head immediately. An umbrella has no chance of survival. 
At the side of the road an impromptu river runs swiftly down the hill. Enya runs to the front of the eight-seater taxi, and finds the driver on his knees, partly in the rain stream, over a body.
She bangs her bag down to the ground, giving him a fright.
‘You’re a doctor? Oh thank God,’ he says, relieved. 
She can’t answer or acknowledge him until she properly gets a look at the face. The sight of the body has scared her; it looks so like her own son, it’s uncanny.
He’s crumpled in a heap like a load of wet washing waiting for the tumble dryer, clothes and fabric everywhere. She’s familiar with the clothes, they’re the same uniform of so many teenagers in Ireland. A Nike Tech fleece tracksuit, a black North Face puffer coat, trainers. It could be Finn beneath the rubble of clothes, buried in expensive designers. 
She falls to her knees and lifts back his hood from his face. She has a flash of relief from the shock of red hair on his head that it’s not her son, but then feels guilty as the blood comes away with her hand. 
‘I found him like this,’ the taxi driver says, quickly, concerned. 
He’s worried she thinks he hit him, which hadn’t even occurred to her. Until now. 
‘Is he talking?’
‘No, nothing. He has a pulse though,’ he says.
‘Can you get my umbrella from my car? It’s in the boot.’
A large golfing umbrella might have some hope of surviving these gales. 
Eager to be of help he sploshes back to her car, his cotton tracksuit bottoms heavy and soggy, particularly the hems where they drag on the road. 
‘Sweetheart, my name is Dr Enya Pickering. An ambulance is on its way. I’m going to help you, okay? You’re going to be okay, my love.’ 
She finds his hand beneath his sleeve and gives it a comforting squeeze, thinking if this was her son she would want him surrounded by love and care, but she would also want him in the hands of a competent doctor, one who didn’t waste time and made the right decisions from the very beginning. Every second counts, every decision at this point could be the difference in saving his life or losing him. She checks his vital signs. 
His eyes are closed. The skin at the back of his neck is unsurprisingly cold and wet. His pulse is faint.
She hasn’t noticed the taxi driver returning and standing over her with the umbrella. The umbrella is large and thick, strong enough to survive the wind. The taxi driver battles to keep it upright over them and to shield them from the rain. She carefully rolls the boy over onto his side into the recovery position. The blood runs from his head into the rain stream that’s racing by, turning the water pink under the harsh headlights.
‘There’s blood,’ the taxi driver says, panicked.
She places a hand on the boy’s head and gently tilts his head back. She checks his breathing.
No air. No breath.
She moves her face close to his mouth and waits for his breath.
She feels his pulse again, which is no longer there.
‘No, no,’ she says, moving him onto his back. ‘He’s not breathing.’
‘Oh God,’ the taxi driver whimpers. ‘Oh dear God.’
Enya unzips the black North Face coat, finding a Nike T-shirt beneath, one with the same red tick in the centre that Finn has. She checks his face again to make sure it’s not him. Everything about this teenager feels so familiar to her. She wishes she knew his name.
Thirty chest compressions followed by two rescue breaths, she works hard to restore his blood flow. 
‘Keep the umbrella straight,’ she snaps at one point, as the icy rain gushes in on them. 
‘Sorry, sorry. Tell me what to do.’
‘Look out for oncoming traffic, both ways,’ she says. They’re in the middle of the narrow road, after a turn in the road, it’s dangerous for all of them.
She tilts the teen’s head, lifts his chin up with two fingers, she pinches his nose, seals her mouth over his mouth and blows steadily and firmly into his mouth.
The sky lights up again with lightning, five seconds later the thunder rolls. Not ideal to be lying in a stream of water. Or holding an umbrella. Not wanting two patients on her hands, she instructs him to take the umbrella down – which he drops to the ground as if it’s on fire, before feeling the boy’s neck and wrist again for a pulse.
‘There’s a pulse.’
‘Thank God, oh thank God.’
She doesn’t celebrate, who knows how long it will stay that way and the torrential rain is soaking them all to the bone. ‘Where’s the ambulance?’
‘Will I call them again?’
‘Do you know his name?’
‘I don’t know him at all. I just found him like this,’ he says, defensive again.
‘Do you have a blanket?’ 
‘I don’t know,’ he says, barely able to think. He pinches the bridge of his nose and focuses. ‘No.’ 
Enya uses her body to try to block the rain from falling on the boy as much as possible, but it’s useless, she’s dripping all over him. She removes her raincoat and lays it over him. 
They wait in silence. 
‘I didn’t hit him,’ he repeats. ‘I found him like this.’ 
The thunder rolls again. Lightning flashes. She grabs the umbrella and opens it, holds it over the boy. Tries to create a safe, dry world for him. 
‘Should you be doing that?’
She watches him, silently pleading, urgently praying, as if he’s her own. 
She hears sirens in the distance and she’s so relieved, and checks the teenager’s vitals again, to make sure she’s done everything she can for him. Her mouth dry, she slips her hand into the pocket of the coat that’s lying over the boy, and she pushes a peppermint chewing gum out from its packet and pops it in her mouth. She works hard to break it down quickly, feeling the cold sting of the peppermint in her mouth.
Cold fat drops of rain fall on her head. She looks up and it’s the peak of the taxi driver’s cap as he stands over her, watching her, taking in her every move.
‘I’m Oscar.’ 
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‘I FOUND HIM,’ OSCAR says to the paramedics as they arrive on the scene. He’s practically shouting at them. ‘He was lying on the road when I was driving. I stopped just in time. I could have run him over but I didn’t. I didn’t hit him.’
Oscar’s panic and self-defence is the paramedics first impression of the scene, before the calm and measured Dr Enya Pickering steps in and calmly introduces herself.
‘I’m a GP. I checked his vitals. I’ve been here about fifteen minutes. He had a pulse at first but then it stopped, I gave him CPR and mouth-to-mouth and his pulse is back.’
A curt nod and they lower themselves to the ground to assess him. 
‘He’s bleeding from the head. He was on his back when I arrived.’
‘I didn’t touch him,’ Oscar says again to them, ‘I called 999 straight away.’
‘Let them do their jobs,’ she says quietly to him, trying to guide him away from their orbit before he talks himself into the police station. 
They stand back as the paramedics take over, Enya suddenly feeling the ice cold of the December night, the longest, darkest and what now feels like the coldest night of the year. 
The paramedics place the teen on the stretcher and carry him to the ambulance. The gardaí are on the scene, they consult with the paramedics who are eager to leave and they speak first to Oscar, who is far from calm, loudly repeating in a rather panicked but firm manner that the boy was already on the road when he arrived.
After Oscar has been grilled by the male and female guards, it’s Enya’s turn. She tells them about finding Oscar in the middle of the road, him waving her down, his minivan headlights on. The boy on the road in front of his taxi. She stays professional, tries to keep calm. She doesn’t tell them about her relief that it wasn’t her son; the terrible guilt that followed. Somewhere, soon, a mother would be getting the worst possible news. 
She’s shivering badly now, her teeth are chattering, her lips must be blue. She has done her best to maintain her professionalism but as the professionals take over and she takes a back seat, she acknowledges she is likely in shock. She’s soaked to the bone. Her thick black tights were no protection against the hard cold road and she realises she has his blood on her hands, and under her fingernails. 
Oscar sits in his taxi watching them as if he can hear every word they’re saying, which he couldn’t possibly. Not over the wind and rain, the heater that’s no doubt blasting in his vehicle. The intensity of his stare unnerves her. She turns her face away from him slightly so she’s not head on, so he doesn’t read her lips. 
‘Where were you coming from?’ Garda A asks. 
‘I was at a patient’s house. In Roundwood. I’m on E-Doc duty tonight.’ The out-of-hours urgent GP care. ‘I live in Enniskerry and I was called out at about eight p.m.’ She rattles off the address and the name of her patient, trying to be as helpful as possible. 
Oscar watches her intensely through the window. It’s off-putting. She shudders and looks away. Garda B reads her body language. 
‘What was he like when you arrived on the scene?’
‘Naturally distressed. He’d already called the ambulance and emergency services. He seemed relieved to have my help. He didn’t know what to do but he wanted to be useful. He wanted to help.’
‘He said he didn’t hit him. Did he mention this to you?’
‘Yes. Yes he did. I believe him. It’s a traumatic thing to come upon, there is no usual way to behave. I’m a GP and I arrived after him and even I was distressed.’ 
‘Thankfully for the boy you were able to be composed under pressure,’ she says, scribbling something else down. ‘You might have saved his life.’
‘I hope so. I have a son his age.’ Her voice trembles and her hand goes to her mouth. She feels sick. She feels a rush of maternal love for the boy on the road, as if in an instant all of her memories of Finn are replaced with his face, the two are blended and have become one. ‘I desperately hope so.’ 
But the gardaí closed the road and Enya knows that’s professional speak for a possible fatal accident. 
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ENYA HADN’T BEEN IN a rush to get home and now she is. She needs to see Finn, she needs to hold him. She needs to kiss every inch of his face and breathe him in and tell him she loves him, and never let go. She’s relieved to turn down the lane into her home in Enniskerry, but despite her aching desire to be with her son, as soon as she sees Tonlegee House behind the tall iron railings of the electric gates, she feels a queasy compulsion to turn around and leave again. 
Set in an idyllic location with views over the countryside, the listed Victorian manor house has been in Xander’s family for generations. His mother had left it to him in her will, a move considered shocking to his siblings who believed they would have equal shares. His siblings contested the will, they had only ever wanted to sell the home and share the proceeds, but knowing her baby son would keep and live in the house, and pass it on to the next generation, Mildred Pickering had altered her husband’s will. Enya didn’t believe the fallout with Xander’s brothers and sister was worth it, plus she had been perfectly happy living in their own home, but Xander had persisted in the name of his mother. He hasn’t spoken to his siblings since. 
Enya had fought against the move, for Xander’s family and for her own. Their first home was a new build, she had chosen the tiles, the fireplace, the door handles, the kitchen. She had decided the drawers for the pots and pans and the shade of the grouting. She had thought deeply about the paint colours, the curtains, the use of every single space. She had made it their home. She had loved Finn’s nursery next to their bedroom, she had sneaked out of their bed on many nights to slip into bed beside him, to listen to his breathing, his sweet breath, his butterfly heartbeat. It had been her home, with her son and husband.
It would be too easy and overly sentimental to say that they lost themselves as a couple when they left the home they built together, but in moving somewhere without a trace of who they were, without the ability to put her own stamp on it, Enya believes that’s when they began to lose their essence. She feels at times they are as contradictory and inoperative as the items in the grand house; as dumb as the dumbwaiter, as disconnected as the old telephone switchboard in the dining room, as unreadable as the protected books and as useless as the empty antique bookshelf that can no longer carry the weight of anything. 
The house is furnished in exactly the same way as it had been when Xander’s mother lived here, and her mother before her. The furniture consists of writing desks, spindly chairs, and endless sideboards in heavy woods, dark musty items that take up space and that are never used. They’re more like museum pieces than functional storage. The floors creak and dip in places, there is an unusable servants’ staircase that is comparable to the Leaning Tower of Pisa.
The lights in the library tell her Xander’s home. She imagines him in his chair drinking a brandy and flicking through old car magazines or reading his mother’s favourite novels. He’d picked one up, curious to see where she disappeared to, and discovered he loves salacious gossip and historical romance though he’d never admit it to anyone. Enya’s not snobbish about his reading habits but she is squeamish about his constant desire to bring his mother back to life all of the time, living as if she is still with them. It is more of an exhumation than joyful remembrance. Since Enya was twelve years old she has lived with the cold hard fact that her mother is gone. 
It’s just a house, what should it matter, but moving into it caused a crack. They exist in the house; she’s not sure if they live in it. 
Enya readies herself and hits the button for the electric gate. 
After parking, she sits in her car for a moment, breathing deeply, trying to let the adrenaline of the evening leave her body. Tonight she is returning to her son – somewhere out there, there is a mother whose life will never be the same again. She hopes their last moments were memorable, she hopes they hugged and told each other they loved each other. She tries to think of how she said goodbye to Finn when she left; it was the usual shout over his music, through his locked bedroom door. She sees lights behind her in the rearview mirror, recognises the silver blue minivan taxi, and realises that Oscar has followed her home.
She gets out of the car and half walks, half runs over the loose gravel of her driveway back to the now closed gate, expecting the ferocity of her stare to scare him away. Instead Oscar sees it as an invitation and gets out of the car. With the engine running, and his headlights on, he stands like a dark shadow at the open door. 
‘You followed me!’ she says, trying not to raise her voice, but sounding shrill. 
Enya’s house is down a remote laneway in the Wicklow mountains, but she has one neighbour she wouldn’t want to give the satisfaction of knowing an ounce of her business.
‘I’m sorry,’ he says, hands up in defence. He steps out further, clearer now that he’s away from the glare of his headlights. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you. I just wanted to know what the gardaí said.’
‘I’m sure they asked you the very same things as they asked me.’
‘And what did you say?’
‘I told them what happened.’
‘They breathalysed me though. They didn’t breathalyse you.’
She could be imagining his tone, perhaps her paranoia is hearing the accusation in his words. 
‘Is everything all right?’ Xander says suddenly from the front door. 
The security lights go on. He walks across the gravel in his house slippers. 
‘Yes. He’s leaving now.’ She says quietly to Oscar, ‘Please don’t come to my home ever again.’
‘This isn’t over,’ he says, nervously. ‘It’s a crime scene now. They’re going to investigate. We’re tied together in this. You and me.’
She walks away from him, meeting Xander halfway, placing her hand on his waist and trying to turn his body away and lead him back to the house.
‘Come on, let’s go.’
He remains rooted to the ground. 
‘Come on.’ She tugs him. ‘I’ll explain it to you inside.’
He finally budges and moves along with her, not without looking back at Oscar and giving him the worst glare he possibly could. Xander has never been particularly intimidating, not one to be possessive or get in arguments. He usually is haughty until he whimpers away, more likely to send a solicitor’s letter. Kind of gormless and weak when it comes to it. He’s good at turning his cheek to other people’s injustices.
Xander is neat, tidy, manicured. He doesn’t get his hands dirty. Enya can’t imagine him in some of the situations they find themselves in at the surgery. He has delegated most of the unpleasantness to others: a nurse who takes an office twice weekly; one day for cervical checks and another day for blood tests. Though they work side by side in their surgery every day, she can’t imagine Xander doing any of those things; he abhors smells and anything distasteful, though he does come at her in a rather medical way when he’s down there under the sheets. Moving things around as though he’s a fussy child who won’t eat their vegetables. Nibbling at the parts he likes. A prissy prudish examination. 
She senses his dissatisfaction and she can’t enjoy it. She wants to be devoured, pips and all. 
‘What was that about? Who on earth was that?’ he asks, removing his slippers and turning them upside down to empty the garden gravel into his cupped hand.
Enya is still shivering and though she desperately wants to find Finn she sits down in a spindly chair, wishing it didn’t feel like she was sitting on a bag of bones, and tells Xander the story of her evening. She isn’t too numb to pick up how he tenses as she tells him about administering CPR, how his brow furrows, and his jaw tightens, at the fact his wife rescued someone, and it wasn’t him. The jealousy is in his blood, like a poison. 
‘Why didn’t the guards arrest the taxi driver?’ 
‘Because he didn’t do it.’
‘You don’t know that.’
‘He arrived after the boy was hit.’
‘So he says.’
She doesn’t want any more drama around the night. She wants to forget it. The blood on the boy’s head. The Nike T-shirt that reminded her so much of Finn. The taste of his lips when she gave him rescue breaths. 
‘Why did you give him mouth-to-mouth?’ he asks, looking a little appalled. ‘Hands-only CPR is as effective.’
‘I was more concerned about him dying than about me catching COVID.’ 
‘That’s not what I meant. You went further than you needed to.’
She kicks off her boots, discarding them at the door. She can’t wait to peel her tights off. Despite having the car heat on full blast, her feet still feel like blocks of ice. The adrenaline has worn off and now she feels a heaviness, exhaustion, cold, a migraine and the beginnings of a wheeze in her chest. She peels off her tights, her legs are red raw. She throws them in the bin, never wanting to wear them ever again.
‘He reminded me so much of Finn. Similar age. Identical clothes. You know the black Nike Tech fleece tracksuit …?’ She feels a wave of nausea again. ‘The poor boy,’ she says, her eyes filling. She closes her eyes and recalls the moment. ‘The whole time I just kept thinking of my son.’
‘Our son.’
She opens her eyes. ‘What?’
‘Our son. You said my son.’
‘I meant that I was thinking of the boy’s mother too. I felt linked to her. He was her son, but I kept thinking of my son.’ She looks at him hoping he can make the distinction. ‘Where is Finn?’
‘Upstairs in his room.’
It’s an old house, the floorboards creak as she starts to plod heavily up the stairs.
‘How was the baby?’ Xander calls after her. 
‘What baby?’
‘The baby you went to see. The one with the high temperature that you urgently had to rush out of the dinner party for.’
‘He was fine,’ she says, wanting to move on, desperate to avoid another argument. ‘First-time parents. They were panicking.’ She continues on the stairs.
‘You didn’t have to call to their home. It was hardly an emergency.’
Is she being sensitive or is he trying to stop her from getting to Finn? She pauses again. 
‘Remember what you were like with Finn as a baby? Carrying a thermometer to each room so he wouldn’t get too hot,’ she smiles. She’s pretending really, to make him calm down, and it works. It was anything but a fun time, Xander as a new father was so intense he made those first few weeks more stressful than they should have been. She wasn’t so much as overruled but he took the lead and so, tired of objecting and tired of being tired, she eventually followed, thinking he would ease off. He hadn’t. Now here they are. He is still trying to stand in the way of her getting to her son. 
He smiles and relaxes. He runs a hand through his hair, like an older male model for a Head and Shoulders ad. He’s handsome. She doesn’t always see it, but when he relaxes, slivers of the man she met shine through. She wishes he wouldn’t dye his hair. He points out her greys when they appear, he thinks it’s helpful to her.
‘I’m going to check on Finn and take a bath. I feel like I’ll never be warm again.’
She continues up the two flights of stairs to the attic which they converted just for Finn. He occupies the entire top floor, he has little reason to ever leave his space and join them downstairs, and while Enya was happy to be able to make something of this house his own, she regrets that her renovations pushed her son further away from her into his own lair. He comes home on weekends, spending Monday to Friday at boarding school, but she barely sees him when he’s home. 
In the evenings they all go to their far corners of the house. They don’t even eat together. Or at least that’s what Enya thought until she caught Finn and Xander eating dinner together on the couch while watching TV. There would be such an easiness to them, to their relationship and conversation, nothing awkward or forced. Nothing polite either. Xander doesn’t have to watch what he says around Finn, he doesn’t try to keep the peace as Enya does. He doesn’t act like he’s trying to win Finn over like Enya does; walking on eggshells so she doesn’t say the wrong thing to the human who grew inside her.
She’s heard them laughing, commenting casually on a football match, a language of secret communication that eludes her. It’s the silence she longs for too, it’s not uncomfortable. No one feels the need to fill it. 
Her presence, her sheer trying energy changes the vibe. It pops the bubble, breaks the spell. She has tried to sidle in, sneak quietly just to sit with them, feel a part of them, absorb the bond, but inevitably it becomes stifling for one of them. Finn will go quiet and self-conscious, Xander will get irritated with her. 
She’s tried to think of things to do with Finn, days out, hobbies she thinks will interest him. They all seem to repulse him. More time with her specifically seems to be the thing that repulses him. She has to mould herself around them and their interests. 
Unlike her mother. 
Her mother was her own shape and form. Fearless and feisty, opinionated and unquiet, thoughtful and hearty. Until she wasn’t. 
She knocks on Finn’s bedroom door. 
‘Hi honey. Can I come in?’
‘No. I’m not dressed. I’m just out of the shower.’
It’s late for a shower – after midnight – but she doesn’t comment. He’s home for the Christmas break and his usual schedule is knocked off. She imagines late nights and long lie-ins will be on the agenda. She feels a rattle start to build in her chest and anticipates a chest infection for Christmas.
‘What do you want?’
‘I just want to make sure you’re okay.’
‘I’m fine. Why?’
She places her forehead on his door. So close but always an obstacle between them. 
‘I was on the scene of a car accident tonight. A boy your age was hit. I resuscitated him and …’ she takes a shaky breath. ‘He was so like you, I just got worried about you.’
He’s quiet for a moment and when he speaks he’s right next to the door.
‘I’m fine,’ he says, in a deep voice sounding like a man. ‘Is he okay? Did you save him?’
She covers her face with her hands, feeling nauseous again. ‘They took him to hospital. Can I at least see your face?’
He opens the door a crack. Peeks his head out and sticks out his tongue cheekily. 
‘Can I hug you?’
He groans and pulls the door open. She steps into his world. It smells of him; a concoction of aftershaves he has been experimenting with. She wants to stay in there with him, just cocoon together as they used to, but he barely wants her to look around. One foot over the threshold will have to do. He allows her to hug him, and after a moment she feels his arms tighten around her as he hugs her back. She’s surprised he has reciprocated but she’s grateful. It’s the nicest hug they’ve had in a very long time.
‘Thank you,’ she whispers. ‘I love you so much.’
‘Bath is running!’ Xander announces, standing at the bottom of the stairs, and Finn quickly lets go of her and the door closes over, and she just about manages to move her foot away in time. 
She sighs, and makes her way downstairs. Her legs are shaking so much she grabs onto the railing. 
‘Thank you,’ she says quietly, passing Xander by. 
While the bath is running she retrieves a folder from her home office. She was always silently critical of Xander’s desire to read his mother’s books, but lately Enya has taken to reading the last columns her mother wrote for her newspaper magazine supplement in the year before her death. She needs her mother tonight. She needs her words. If she were here today, she would call her, she would race to visit her. All she has now are her words, her thoughts, her insights. She digs for meaning and solace in them. She balances the folder on the toilet seat and reaches for it once she’s in the bath, to read her mother’s entry from today’s date, 21 December 1988. 
Letting the Light In
By Brighíd Ní Braonán
Every year, for the past twelve years, I’ve been making the pilgrimage to the Hill of Tara in County Meath for the winter solstice. As the seat of power of Irish High Kings of Ireland, I have always felt the force of that particular earth beneath my feet. Walking on the soil the great clans, kings, queens, and chieftains ruled, surrounded by monuments dating from the neolithic period to the Iron Age, to the megalithic period, I can feel the power of our Celtic roots coursing through my soul. Whether it’s to hike the pilgrimage, or to watch the sunrise, absorbing the land steeped in history and Irish mythology has always been a place of healing and nourishment for me.
This year I was fortunate to be invited along with a handful of lucky others, to witness the immense wonder of Newgrange Passage and Tomb; a megalithic tomb older than the Great Pyramids of Giza. Newgrange reveals its sophistication on the winter solstice, the day of the year with the least sunlight and the longest night. 
I was there to witness it with my plus one, who were in fact two little ones, both huddled so tightly as if to be one. On the morning of the winter solstice, a beam of light penetrated the roofbox above the entrance, and it travelled up the passage and into the chamber. As the sun rose, the beam widened so that the whole chamber became illuminated. 
We have all learned about what happens, in technical terms, but what happened inside me was most life-changing. The seemingly miraculous light had an equal impact on my heart and head as it seeped into the dark chamber like honey to claim its space. It felt like more than light that was seeping into the chamber, or perhaps it was light at its most concentrated best that gave it such a powerful healing energy. I felt we were standing in the heart of the tomb, it was alive and beating with light. 
The light lasted in the chamber for seventeen minutes but it will live on forever in my heart. All of us left the tomb with a little piece of magic within us. It was an extraordinary gift, and I can only hope my two little girls, Enya and Flora, can take the show of light that we witnessed together, and carry it with them into their adult lives and beyond. 
Enya holds on to the feeling her mother’s words give her as she feels her body dissolve into the hot water filled with bubbles. She longs to feel cocooned in that chamber with her mother again. Holding her hand, huddled to her body while the excitement and nerves race through her of what’s to occur in the tight and crammed space. Her mother’s words give her warmth but it’s not enough; she needs more of a connection to her. The moment she had experienced earlier that night in the car, when she felt like she was drowning with her mother, was the closest she had felt to her in a long time. 
Brigid had drowned, but it had never given either her or Flora a fear of water; it was the heart attack that had rendered her unable to swim, not the water itself. Not unless watching the sea on a particularly wild and stormy day when it feels predatory does Enya think of it as the thing that took her mother away. Not until tonight in the car when she stopped in the middle of the road, when the raindrops had felt like they were fighting to get in and attack her, like waves over her head, had she felt like that. A moment of connection to the last moment of her mother’s life had sent her trembling. 
She shoots up suddenly from under the water in the bath, sending water whooshing out over the rim and to the floor. She makes a sound as she gasps for air, her hand feeling around for the towel on the floor beside her. Enya had only managed to count twenty seconds under water. How long had it taken for her mother to die?
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ENYA’S HANDS SHAKE SO much she needs to hold the tongue depression, aka the popsicle stick, with two hands. One hand on the stick, the other to steady her own as she places the popsicle stick in Ken Duffy’s throat. He’s trying so hard not to retch that he doesn’t take notice of her trembling hands. 
She’s faced with a fat white hairy tongue and a strangled song. 
‘Ken,’ she says, with a smile. ‘Don’t worry, it’s not a singing exercise. I need to see the very back, your oropharynx. It should be an awww sound.’
‘Awww.’
‘There it is, that’s the best Adam’s apple I’ve seen all day.’
He laughs. Usually, she feels relaxed doing the thing she knows how to do, doctoring, but she can’t stop the tremble that has taken over her body. As soon as Ken Duffy leaves, she knows she has to take a minute to gather herself. 
Once upon a time it used to be fun to see Xander at work. Once upon a time there was flirting and banter. She’d be watching the clock to see when she’d bump into him again, when she could take her next break to see him. Now she’s irritated, disappointed when he comes into the staff kitchen and steals her one moment of peace from her. Her one moment of not having to listen to anyone. Because Xander usually talks. He always has a piece of gossip he wants to share. If patients knew how much the charming, caring, attractive and charismatic Dr Alexander Pickering splurged everything to her about the most intimate and private aspects of their lives then they’d change surgery altogether. 
He has the appearance of being deeply understanding, but there’s an awfully bitchy side to him. Xander enters the kitchen when her head is in her hands, her eyes closed.
‘Guess who’s getting a vasectomy without his wife knowing,’ he sings in a childish way, opening the cupboard and reaching for a mug. He looks inside it and not liking what he sees, probably a coffee stain, abandons it in the sink. He expects somebody else to wash it. Nobody will. It will go straight back into the cupboard where it will wait for him to do exactly the same thing the following day. 
Because Enya doesn’t swoon at his titillating piece of information, he turns to face her. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Not really,’ she says, shakily, unable to hide the fear from her voice. ‘I can’t stop shaking.’ She unclasps her hands and holds them out in the air for him to see how they tremble. 
It’s not just her hands, her insides feel exactly the same. 
‘What is it?’ he asks, coming closer and looking down at her hands, not touching them. 
She could do with his touch to steady her, but instead his eyes unnerve her. 
‘It came on me last night.’ 
The bath was supposed to relax her but instead she felt like she’d dipped herself in liquid anxiety. Her sleep had been fretful, she kept dreaming she was rally driving around the narrow roads, over and over, on a loop. 
‘How’s your speech?’ he asks, coming down to her level, his knees cracking. ‘Any slowed movement, rigid muscles, impaired balance …?’
‘You think I have Parkinson’s?’ she asks, annoyed by the ridiculous leap, and she realises he was trying to be amusing. 
‘Possibly, though I thought the dementia would get you first.’
‘We shouldn’t joke about that,’ she says, tucking her hands under her armpits, trying to hold them in place. ‘I feel so cold, as if it’s gotten right into my soul, and I can’t get warm.’
‘A chill in your soul,’ he says, making an eek face. ‘You were outside in the storm for a long time last night.’
He places a hand on her forehead to feel her temperature and she flinches at his touch, which doesn’t make sense because she wanted his touch. She wanted someone to fold her in their arms, something stable to steady her. Not him evidently.
‘I’m not hot.’
‘That would add up because you’ve been acting coldly for months now.’
‘Right. Nice.’ She sighs. For once she wishes he could be in her corner. He can never seem to sense when she needs him. Or perhaps he does sense her moments of vulnerability, and that’s exactly when he likes to knock her. 
‘You should go home and get a rest. Maybe you’re in shock.’
‘I don’t want to go home.’
‘It’s not as though you want to be here.’ 
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she asks, irritated, raising her voice.
There’s a knock on the door.
They’re immediately quiet. They never argue at the surgery, it’s a workplace for others – their receptionists Betty and Veronica, their nurse Lauren – and they don’t want to make their colleagues uncomfortable. Betty pops her head in, looks to see if it’s safe to enter and when she does she looks a little shaken.
‘Sorry to interrupt but the gardaí are here. Two of them.’
She smooths down her creased dress over and over, looking at them back and forth before she delivers what she sees as a hard blow.
‘They want to speak with you, Enya.’
Xander looks down at Enya. He seems so enormous and far away to her now. Beyond her reach in so many ways. He gives her a long X-ray of a look, as though he’s seeing all of her fractures. 
‘Thank you Betty,’ he says, and she nods and leaves. 
He tilts his head to the right, as if seeing something new and curious in her. She feels herself opening up under his gaze, just a crack, maybe she can pour out everything that has been troubling her after all. She doesn’t have to do this alone. Then he puts his hand on the door handle and before he opens it says, ‘Pull yourself together, Enya.’
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WHAT ENYA THOUGHT WOULD be a short moment with the two gardaí who were on the scene last night, because that’s what they said it would be, turns into an hour-long meeting. She has had to send her patients to an already booked-out Xander and she can feel the surgery scrambling around her to realign itself. 
They sit in the two plastic chairs by the bed, she sits in her usual doctor’s chair at her desk, spinning her chair to face them. Usually she has the upper hand in this room, she’s the confident one holding court, but she couldn’t feel further from that now. Her room is now their room; their badges give them permission to own spaces that aren’t theirs. They introduce themselves again, because she was unable to remember their names last night; the female Garda Gillespie and the male Garda Conroy, but the one name she will never forget is fifteen-year-old Ross Cullen, who is the boy hit by the car.
Ross. Ross. Ross. It rolls around in her head. Suddenly the boy who has been living inside her since last night has a name and the name causes him to fill out. Ross pours himself out to take up more space in her. 
‘How’s he doing?’
‘He’s in an induced coma,’ Garda Conroy says. ‘He has a fractured skull and a bleed on the brain.’ 
Enya imagines the impact of the car on his body. The pain, the shock. The poor boy. 
The shaking hasn’t gone away, it’s coursing through her body as though she’s had too much caffeine. An inner rattling. She clenches her hands into fists to hide her trembling fingers, and releases again. She does this three or four times, trying to work it into her hand gestures to discreetly hide it. Finn used to do something similar. He struggled with public speaking at school, to the extent he’d pretended to be ill on presentation days or when he knew he’d be asked to read aloud. She’d been through it with him, they’d gone to see someone to help him with his nerves, and now she is trying to recall the tip about redirecting nervous energy into your hands. But she’s not nervous, she’s something else. Sad, perhaps. Exhausted, definitely. It’s difficult for her to concentrate on her in and out breath with their all-seeing garda eyes on her.
‘Why was Ross walking on that road at night?’
‘He had been out with friends but we’re working on the finer details of that,’ Garda Conroy says, while Garda Gillespie watches her hands. 
Enya opens them and leaves them palms down on her legs. They’re sweating despite feeling cold, then she stands and, with shaking knees, moves to the cabinet in her office to refill her cup from the water dispenser. She blocks her shaking hand and cup with her body, then leans on the counter while she downs the contents of the plastic cup. 
‘Are you okay?’ Garda Gillespie asks. 
‘Yes, thank you,’ Enya says, trying to compose herself. ‘Actually no. I’m sorry. I’m a doctor, I should be used to these situations but last night rattled me. I thought Ross was my son,’ she says, voice breaking. ‘He looked so like him. His clothes, his trainers. Everything about him was so like Finn, I got such a shock, I don’t think my body has forgotten the part where it wasn’t him. I didn’t get very much sleep last night and today I’m just …’ she tries to shake it out. ‘I actually think I’m coming down with something, after being out in the cold and the rain for so long. I probably shouldn’t be here.’
‘We understand,’ Garda Conroy says. ‘Take your time.’
But Garda Gillespie doesn’t have time for Enya’s sensitivities. Ross is fighting for his life in hospital and she’s fighting for his life outside. ‘We’d like to discuss the events of last night again with you, maybe there’s something else you remembered that could give us more information?’
Enya goes over the events of the night before, trying to remember everything about the scene on her arrival, what she had seen, touched and done while waiting for the ambulance. She speaks firmly, feeling in control when in her doctor role, using her language, going through the procedures she took and why. They are particularly interested in Oscar’s positioning when she arrived, and his minivan. She can’t think of anything extra today that she didn’t tell them yesterday, other than when probed she remembers the one car that had overtaken her dangerously on the road, though she had been unable to make out the make or year of the car due to the weather conditions. This is the point she feels the absolute opposite to her professional self; unhelpful and vague, mixed up and uncertain. 
‘Thank you for your time. We know you’re busy so we’ll leave you at it,’ Garda Conroy says casually, standing. ‘If there’s anything else you think of, give us a call.’
It’s as though Xander is standing with his ear to the door because as soon as they move towards it, it opens and there he is. 
‘Did you tell them about the man who followed you home last night?’
‘Xander, no, I …’
‘No? That’s one of the first things they should know. The taxi driver who “found” the boy on the road,’ Xander says ‘found’ in an accusatory tone. ‘He followed Enya home in his taxi last night. Shouldn’t he have been in custody?’
‘He followed you?’ Garda Gillespie says, seeming angered by this. 
‘Wait now, I don’t think he hit Ross. He followed me because he wanted to know what I’d told you. He was afraid you suspected him.’
‘I bet he was,’ Xander says. ‘You know the boy’s name? Ross who?’
‘Ross Cullen,’ Enya says.
‘From St Enda’s boarding school?’
‘That’s correct,’ Garda Conroy says. 
‘Do we know him?’ Enya asks Xander, in surprise.
‘He’s in Finn’s year. Dad works at KPMG. Mother is a solicitor?’ he looks to the gardaí for confirmation.
‘That’s them,’ Garda Conroy says.
‘Horrifying,’ Xander says, seemingly hit hard by that. ‘We should reach out to them. You would have met them at the rugby last month.’
Enya’s mouth is in an O-shape. She can’t remember who he’s talking about, she is always too busy at the practice to get close to school mums, but she doesn’t have the capacity to think rationally now either. 
‘What did Oscar want exactly?’ Garda Gillespie asks bluntly. 
Enya feels a flash of pity for Oscar. She doesn’t think he is responsible for Ross’s injuries but he’s not helping himself. ‘He wanted to know what you’d asked me and what I’d said about him. I asked him not to contact me or come to my home again.’
That’s enough for Garda Gillespie. ‘We’ll follow up with him, and we’ll make sure that doesn’t happen again.’
‘Thank you,’ Enya nods, nervous as to why it has been brought up at all. Xander didn’t need to mention it. 
‘You’ll be appealing to witnesses to come forward?’ Xander asks.
‘Yes.’
‘And searching for footage. Oscar must have a dashcam in his taxi. He must have filmed what happened.’
‘We checked that last night,’ Garda Conroy says, and Enya wonders how she missed that. ‘The SD card was worn out and hadn’t been changed.’
‘Convenient,’ Xander says. ‘What about around the area?’
‘We were back there this morning,’ Garda Gillespie says, not really answering the question but Garda Conroy is less discreet.
‘No houses, no shops, no lights, no cameras. It’s a remote area.’ 
‘We’ll get on,’ Garda Gillespie says, with a firm nod, putting her notepad away. End of conversation. 
‘And we’re grateful to you for it,’ Xander says, jauntily, changing the tone and leading them from Enya’s office to the front door. Always concerned with aesthetics, he makes a smart comment to Mrs McDaid sitting in the waiting room about being under arrest, and everyone laughs and there’s great excitement in the waiting room. Enya remains in her office. 
Xander returns to her. He seems so confident, so assured, he’s got this under control for her. He closes the door to her office, she’s grateful for him. She’s expecting a hug, he comes right at her like he’s going to wrap his arms around her but then at the last moment she thinks he’s going to hit her. 
‘Why does E-Doc not have a logged phone call of your callout last night?’ His pupils are big and black, his face a picture of anger, nostrils flared, teeth showing. 
Her heart races. She sits down, her legs are like jelly. It’s just one thing after another. Where is the carefree woman of last night, before this all happened?
E-Doc is an out-of-hours GP service. When a patient calls, a call-taker will take their details and then a triage nurse will call the patient back. If the problem is serious, the exceptional case of a house call will be decided and the GP summoned. 
‘You called the centre to check on me?’ 
‘I was right to, wasn’t I?’ he says, face too close to hers. ‘Because that’s exactly what the guards will do. And they’ll discover there’s no record of a phone call, was there? Where were you, Enya? When you left our friends and your husband last night, where did you go?’
‘I told you already, I went to see a patient. The call didn’t go through the centre. I have a few patients who I tell to call me directly when I’m on night duty. I visit them after-hours. As do you.’
She swings her chair to face her computer. She’s tired of these questions. She’s feeling shaken, nervous, and, with the rising temperature in her stuffy head, she now knows she’s ill too. What she needs right now is comfort, and sleep. She hadn’t expected the worst interrogation of all coming from her husband. She squeezes her hands tighter to stop the trembling.
‘It makes you look suspicious.’
‘How can it make me look suspicious when I’m the one who arrived on the scene after Ross was hit?’ she yells now.
He’s confused.
‘I didn’t mean you’d look suspicious to the police.’
Eyes black. Staring at her. 
‘Who is he?’
‘Who’s who?’
‘The patient,’ he growls. 
‘I told you. Three-month-old baby Bobby, do you want to phone him up and ask him?’ she says, but she barely gets the chance to finish her sentence, he has left and slammed the door, which she’s sure the entire surgery has heard.
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‘HI LOUISE, HOW ARE you?’ Enya asks forty-five-year-old Louise as she steps into her surgery. 
Louise just has to hear the sound of a concerned voice, just to be asked how she is, to dissolve in tears.
‘Oh dear,’ Enya says, closing the door behind her. She reaches for the box of tissues, pulls three tissues up in regular rhythmic pulls, and hands them to her.
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Don’t be.’
‘I just can’t stop crying.’
‘That’s okay. It helps with weight loss.’
Louise stops crying for a moment, and looks at her in surprise. ‘Is that true?’
‘No.’
Louise smiles and blows her nose, snots everywhere.
‘How’s your sleep?’
She shakes her head.
‘Did you go see the therapist I recommended?’
‘She just makes me talk about how sad I feel, I cry for an hour and leave feeling worse.’
‘Have you been looking after yourself? Food? Exercise? Sleep?’
‘No.’ 
They can’t help it but both laugh. 
‘So how can I help you?’
‘I’ve had a cough for four weeks and it won’t go away.’ On cue, she barks. 
‘It was Mum’s birthday last week and I swear she died all over again. What is it about birthdays? It’s just a day. Why did no one ever tell me that grief can feel like a slow and tortuous death of your own?’
Enya pauses. Louise keeps blowing her nose, tissue after tissue. Because Enya feels a little stunned, she doesn’t know what to say. She reaches for the bin and lifts it up for Louise to drop the tissues in. Louise’s words have acted like a trigger, stirring a sudden and very specific thought. 
‘And my knee thing has flared up again and between the pain of that and the pain of everything else I can’t get comfortable, I can’t sleep, I can’t go for walks. I swear if I didn’t have anyone else to look after I’d pack my bags and leave. I’d just wander off to a secluded area, alone, and just die. Don’t tell my therapist I said that, she’ll probably report me. What’s the point of therapists if they have to report every damn worrying thing you say, isn’t that the point of saying it all out loud? To get rid of the thought. Are you okay? Did I say something wrong?’
Enya pulls some tissues for herself. ‘Sorry, no. I’m just a little under the weather. I probably shouldn’t have come to work today … excuse me …’
She leaves her office, feeling stunned by the revelation that Louise has unknowingly roused. 
When they’d moved to Tonlegee House they’d been able to keep their former home as their practice. They’d put their hearts and souls into building their medical practice, working all the hours they could. It was good, in a sense that they were tucked away from all those patients they saw every day; it is never a comfortable moment meeting someone you’ve just treated for ingrown toenails at the cheese aisle in the supermarket, but this is where Enya’s precious memories are based. 
This is where Finn used to play. The garden isn’t tended to as it used to be, but it still feels more like home to her than ten years in Xander’s family home. She sits on the bench and stares at the abandoned washing line. A broken peg on the grass, one remaining on a rusted wire. Cobwebs have made a home where their belongings once hung. Clinical waste bins for infectious waste collection, empty, wet and rotten boxes from old deliveries, broken chairs from the waiting room. The commercial aspect of their lives has crept into their family home, seeped out into the garden like an oil spill, where Finn once crawled around the garden, cooled down in the paddling pool on summer days, buried his toys and teddies in the soil, terrified worms and wildlife. They’d had family gatherings and birthday parties, barbeques. Early mornings and late evenings with her little boy, the sun on her face, the breeze in her hair, his sticky fingers on her, his little voice babbling a mile a minute. All the questions he had. Does he not question things anymore, or does he look for answers elsewhere? She watches him in her mind’s eye, waddling around the garden in a loaded nappy, wellies and a watering can, until he fades. Maybe the unmanicured forgotten yard is a perfect representation of what they have become as a family, of who she has become. They have nurtured neglect. 
Who is she?
Off the rails, the unwise driving on the mountain last night is not the half of it and it has been happening for months. Two months. She can pinpoint it exactly now, thanks to Louise’s words.
On Enya’s forty-sixth birthday she could barely get out of bed. Xander had made plans for them but she hadn’t wanted to go, she hadn’t wanted to move. She’d felt heavy and sluggish, and stayed in bed for three days, only getting up because doctor duties called. She couldn’t explain it to Xander, she’d pretended she was feeling ill, but she wasn’t, not physically anyway. Any talk or thoughts of her forty-sixth birthday in the months leading up to it made her chest feel tight. 
Enya’s mother had died when she was forty-seven. 
She’d waded into the sea during high tide as she’d done every week for so many years of her life, a fit, responsible, assured woman who knew her own mind, and she never came back. Enya had been a stable, balanced, fully functioning woman, but ever since approaching and eventually reaching forty-six years of age, she has felt like there’s a ticking time bomb to her next birthday. She can keep checking her heart and all the symptoms for a heart attack, she can know that she’s not in the same unnoticed and unchecked medical position as her mother, but she can’t seem to fix her head. She feels as though she’s reaching an age where the cliff path she’s walking on is suddenly going to fall away. It’s already disintegrating beneath her. 
It’s difficult to put a logical explanation to it, as it is not a logical feeling, but she considers two clear aspects: one, that reaching an age her mother never reached, to Enya, feels like losing her all over again. The sense of loss is building at just approaching it. Even though Flora has been dead for thirty-five years, Enya has been following in her mother’s path, her mother leading even from afar. When she reaches her mother’s age, she will have no one to follow. She will be in front. Alone. 
The grief she suffered as a child has returned and is now overwhelming her as an adult. 
Secondly, it is the death age. She can’t see her own life beyond forty-seven. She can’t see life with Xander, Finn is drifting too; she feels intensely, and instinctively, that she is nearing an end. 
While her findings are alarming there are healing advantages to such a mental awakening because for the first time in a long time she is having lucid thoughts that aren’t circular, looping and frantic. 
Feeling numb, she goes to the kitchen. She’s back to a decade ago, walking around her home, so caught in an old routine that she’s surprised to find Betty, their receptionist, in her kitchen. 
‘What are you doing in here?’ 
The utility room is filled with medical equipment, her kitchen has aged, the wear and tear of a staff kitchen. And Xander, looking older, not like the Xander she wished to see, instead it’s this Xander, the one she battles with, the one who exhausts her. And just like that, as though a hypnotist has snapped his fingers before her eyes, she’s back to this life again, the one with the ticking time bomb. 
Xander had been in deep conversation with a concerned-looking Betty, but they end it immediately and fix her with the kind of look you don’t want to be given by family and friends, the kind of look that’s just before a weighty talk. The kind of look and the kind of talk she doesn’t want. 
Enya knows immediately what she has to do. She found answers, not necessarily solutions, in the garden and for the first time in months her next steps have become crystal clear. 
‘Thanks Betty, I’ll take care of it,’ Xander says. 
It.
As Betty leaves he smooths down his hair, preparing himself. 
Enya boils the kettle, and reaches for a mug. She sees the coffee stains inside, a mug that Xander would discard, and she chooses it. 
Xander hasn’t said anything but she senses him staring at her. She knows he wants her to look at him. She spoons the coffee grains into the mug. He prefers the Nespresso machine, she’s fine with instant. She pours the boiling water in and takes her time stirring the grains until they dissolve. 
He’s still staring at her. 
‘Where have you been?’
‘I went outside for some air.’ She looks out the window, expecting to see a playhouse, a scooter, footballs and discarded toys. A blanket on the grass from a picnic. A paddling pool on a hot day. The small yellow slide Finn used to push his teddies and toy cars down. The lopsided rusted rotary line stands like a skeletal tree in the centre of the once lush grass. There’s a room full of people in their once-upon-a-time living room waiting for them, coughing. Not guests, but patients. They sit on the dining chairs of her dining set, the fabric faded, the wood chipped. Xander’s house will always be his mother’s and this isn’t her home anymore either. 
‘We’ve been looking for you. Calling you. You’ve three patients waiting. Louise O’Donnell said that you left her in your office. Apparently you were crying. I’m sorry to say this, Enya,’ he says, pushing his hand through his hair again. His ageing neck doesn’t match his time-capsule hair. He looks tired, and older and not at all sorry to say whatever he is about to say. ‘She’s not the first to complain about you over the past few weeks, she’s not even the second or third.’ 
‘Let me guess, is she the fourth?’
He fixes her with a steely look.
‘The gardaí arriving here at the practice, your abandoning a patient during an appointment, I thought maybe you were in shock after last night, but maybe it’s more. You’ve been off for a while.’ He studies her as if he’s examining an apple to decide where to bite next. 
She shifts her weight to her other foot under his gaze, self-conscious before the man who has seen every part of her. Or who thinks he has. She feels like she’s sitting with a stranger for a midway evaluation. They’ve never been to counselling, she guesses it would feel like this listening to him talk about her weaknesses. He would have a detailed descriptive list, along with examples of each. 
She doesn’t want to stick around to hear it. 
‘Xander,’ she says, her voice confident, not a hint of the tremble that has racked her insides since last night. ‘I sense you’ve plenty to say but I’m sorry but I can’t do this anymore. I have to leave.’
He’s thrown by the disruption. He looks at his watch to check the time. ‘I’ll see if I can get Bronagh in to cover your afternoon appointments.’ 
‘No, I’m leaving our marriage. I can’t be your wife.’ 
He looks at her in surprise. Eyes wide, mouth open. Pure shock.
‘Dammit!’ he yells. He reaches out his arm and swipes the contents from the surface of the counter and sends his inadequate mugs flying to the floor. She feels a piece splinter and pierce her leg.
When he talks, his mouth spits in a venomous rage. ‘If you’re leaving me, you’re leaving Finn, too.’
‘I’m not leaving my son.’ Her voice trembles. 
‘Oh yes, you are. Crazy, unstable mother. Finn doesn’t even want to be around you. What do you do for him? Nothing. I do everything for him.’
‘For the past two months …’ she interrupts. 
‘Yes and where have you been?’
‘There were plenty of times, Xander, where I’ve had to step in for you when you weren’t … yourself … we all have the right to have a moment.’ She is shaking so much she can’t find the eloquent words. 
‘A moment?’ He looks at her in an over exaggerated fashion, as if she is speaking a different language. As if she has lost her mind. He folds his arms and sits back, ready to enjoy the crazy ride. ‘What are you talking about? When have you ever had to step in for me?’
She’s frazzled, she can’t think straight but he’s human, he’s had his ups and downs too. They’ve been together for so long. Twenty years of gravity shifting the soil beneath their foundations. Maybe they had settled too much. ‘When your mother died, for one—’
‘When my mother died!’ He laughs as if that’s the most preposterous thing he’s ever heard, but the laughter doesn’t reach his eyes which are dark and wired and she knows she has touched a nerve. 
‘That was ten years ago! And you’re weaponizing my grief?’ 
‘I’m saying that at times in our relationships we’ve had to cover for each other, it’s not all one-sided and the last two months was my turn. I was overwhelmed, I have been overwhelmed, I’m …’ She gives up, hand flying to her temple which is throbbing. She squeezes her eyes shut. She doesn’t want this argument, she doesn’t want any. There’s nothing left in her to give. She’s just giving him more ammunition for whatever he’s going to throw at her. She has enough friends who’d divorced, not to mention the stressed-out patients she’s had to see, to know how nasty it can get. She can only imagine what Xander’s capable of, and the depths he’ll go to, to ruin her and placate himself. She’s suddenly tight-lipped, wants to say the bare minimum. Simple, to the point. 
‘I’m leaving our marriage but I am not leaving my son.’
She waits for him to correct her. Our son. He always corrects her; not just jealous of actions but of words and ideas too.
Instead he yells, ‘MY SON! MINE! You are not taking him from me!’
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BODY RACKING WITH FEAR, sadness, terror, Enya trips as she gets out of her car later that day, her foot getting caught in the seatbelt, her hands go down to the gravel to catch her face from smashing against the concrete. She hears a childish whimper squeeze out of her and her sister, brother-in-law and two nephews run towards her. She would ordinarily laugh off such an embarrassing slip, get to her feet, not that she ever falls, but she doesn’t have it in her to even get up.
‘Lugh, go inside, good lad,’ Flora instructs her youngest son, and suddenly Enya feels a hand under one armpit and another under the other and she’s being pulled to her feet by Flora’s eldest son Cairbre and her husband Ultan.
Enya’s sobbing. Ultan and Cairbre guide her, practically drag her, and prop her up as she forgets what to do with her jelly legs, while Flora leads the way opening doors and kicking objects out of the way to clear the floor for them. 
Flora picked up where her mother left off and even went one better by living in an eco-sustainable house like something from Grand Designs, where they live with their five boys Cairbre, Fergus, Conán, Blaine and Lugh, names straight from the Fianna cycle of Irish mythology. Enya’s nephews have quite the opposite lifestyle to Finn’s, driving ride-alongs from the age of five, making jam from freshly picked berries, keeping bees and not bothering with suits, swimming in lakes and leaping from trees like lemurs. To Enya they are five beautiful black-haired blue-eyed home-schooled wildlings. She worried about them and yet it is her sixteen-year-old privately educated son who has become more rude and obtuse than her kind, strong, polite nephews. Xander would rather keep them apart, they’re not exactly his kind of people, but Enya knows that time spent with his precious cousins can only enrich Finn’s soul and is time better spent than with any of his friends. If Xander has his way, he’ll keep Finn away from everyone, pickled in brine like everything else in his house. 
Inside, shoes off, on the couch, a hot brandy and port on the side table, Enya’s grazed palms are out in front of her, and Flora is rubbing in an ointment, definitely homemade because of its porridge-like texture. As a registered herbalist, she always looks to the earth first before modern medicine. Witchcraft, Xander always joked, and Enya would never laugh.
A witch is what people would have called her mother, if she’d lived in those times, before they became more polite with their ‘free-spirited’, and Flora would have been burned alongside her. The suggestion, Xander’s inference, was that Enya wouldn’t have. But he’s wrong, Enya would never have stood there and watched them burn, she would have jumped in and joined them. Go one, go all. Despite their differences, she finds herself more connected to her sister and understood by her than anyone. 
When they were younger, their current roles were reversed. After their mother’s death, Flora was restless and reckless. Questions, accusations, midnight rows with their dad, she had opened up every single line of questioning and can of worms in an effort to figure it out. Had Brigid deliberately drowned? Had he threatened to take them away from her? That was Flora’s favourite idea, Enya thinks Flora liked to give her mother some kind of control in the tragedy. 
Back then, Enya hadn’t felt the torture that Flora felt, her only way to deal with it was to move on, not look back. It got her through her teenage years. It got her through most of her adult life to date. 
Their mother drowned in the high tide when Enya and Flora were away with their dad on their two-week summer holiday, a vulnerable time when Brigid had felt a deep sadness and loneliness without them. Flora punished her dad for taking them away, for robbing them of their last few moments with her. And then suddenly, after all the searching and investigations, the anger and the accusations, Flora drew her conclusions and found peace. In stark contrast, only as Enya hit her mid-forties had she had opened up a wormhole into her mother’s absence. At forty-six, it has revealed itself to be a raw, gaping, seeping wound. 
While being tended to by her sister, Enya hears waves crashing over her head again and, despite being propped up on a cosy couch, she feels like she’s falling, being pulled under. The sounds of the waves crashing are merged with the sound of the rain pounding on her car roof before the accident. She hears them both live and in stereo, inside, on a dry day, too far away from the sea to be able to hear it.
The sting of the ointment hitting her wounds brings her back to the moment. 
Flora watches with concern as she gently tends to her. The fire crackles, the piano in another room starts and stops as one of the boys practises a piece. The Christmas tree takes pride of place in the open-plan kitchen and living room, decorated with homemade ornaments; the fir tree to represent everlasting life and fertility, the lights and ornaments to celebrate the return of light after dark days. Like their mother, these festivities mean something to Flora and like her mother they’re not linked to religion but an older belief system. As Xander is a member of the Church of Ireland, the neither spiritual nor religious Enya has spent the last twenty Christmases in churches singing hymns that never seem to end. 
Flora is so gentle, Enya starts to feel her heart beat calmly, for the first time in a long time, and she sinks into the couch, feeling safe.
‘It’s over,’ Enya finally says. ‘Xander and I.’
Flora looks genuinely shocked. ‘What? Why?’
The feeling of safety slips and panic swells in Enya’s chest. She has set an atomic bomb in her life. The fear returns and her hands start trembling so hard Flora cups them in her hands. 
‘I can’t face him anymore. I can’t be near him anymore. I don’t know, Flora. Last night topped me off, and I realised I had to leave.’
‘What happened last night?’
‘After you and I talked on the phone, I was flagged down by a taxi driver. There was a teenage boy lying on the road, unconscious.’
‘Oh Enya, no, is he okay?’
‘He’s in a coma. I performed CPR, an ambulance came. The gardaí asked me questions, last night and then again today at the surgery.’ She is about to say more but shakes her head to rid the thoughts. ‘There’s so much going on in my head and Xander wasn’t helping. I had to leave Finn too.’ Her voice cracks. 
Flora waits, she’s always been patient. 
‘Three days before Christmas, what kind of mother am I?’ The terror rises. 
Enya shakes from the memory of the thunderous row they’d had when he returned home from work. She’d wanted to be gone from the house before Xander returned, more importantly she’d wanted to have a private and quiet word with Finn herself, explain how much she loved him, that she would work on an arrangement that suits everyone, but Xander had chased her home and continued the argument. Finn had witnessed everything. Xander had allowed him to witness everything. Xander had wanted to control the narrative and he did. Another way to win him over and steal him away from her. And she had allowed it to happen because she deserves it; for the past few months she has been disappearing. From them and from herself. 
Bone dry and yet she is drowning, gulping and gasping for air.
‘Maybe you both just need some time out. In long marriages shit happens, maybe you just need a break from each other.’
‘I’m certain I want to leave him.’
‘Well then do,’ Flora says, easily. ‘A marriage ending is not the end of the world, and I’m not going to pretend I like Xander, but are you sure?’
‘It’s crystal clear.’
Flora has never admitted not liking Xander before though of course Enya has suspected it to be the case. The four of them are cordial but don’t spend any extra time together than necessary; getting them all together in the same room is difficult and while Ultan and Xander are grown men, who try, conversation doesn’t come easy when they have so little common ground to find. 
‘Why don’t you like Xander?’
She expects Flora to be polite, as she always is. 
‘He’s arrogant, selfish and with that comes rudeness. But mostly it’s the vanity that bothers me. He’s defined by how everything looks, not just him and appearances, but situations. There’s a deep insecurity there that seeps out in an egocentric way that makes it impossible to warm to him. Everything you say is brought back to him and you find yourself explaining how a comment on the weather in no way correlates to him and isn’t a slight on him. He’s exhausting.’
‘Oh.’ This is rather on the nose. Enya feels comforted that somebody else sees what she feels. She’s always felt that Xander has the ability to reveal a different side of himself to everybody, and that perhaps she is the one imagining it, or bringing out the terrible side of him.
‘What about Finn?’
‘Finn says he wants to stay with Xander for the Christmas break.’ This is hurtful, and she feels ill by his decision, but she’s not surprised. Xander gave up his siblings to keep his family home, and he will lose his wife to it too. Xander’s family home is Finn’s home too and Xander will never sever his tie to it. 
‘And after Christmas?’
‘I don’t know. I don’t know.’ Enya’s head pounds. ‘How can I try to pitch him a life with me when I don’t even know where I’ll be living and working? They don’t need me Flora, I haven’t been telling you everything, but they haven’t needed me for a while.’ Haven’t wanted her for even longer. 
‘I think there’s a lot you haven’t told me.’
How can Enya say what she’s been going through out loud when it barely makes sense in her own head? How it feels like her mother has moved into her head, like a ghost, and is living inside her. How she has been reliving her mother’s drowning over and over again, so vividly she feels like she’s drowning with her. Had her mother thrashed around before succumbing to her death or had she at some point become so exhausted that she let the sea take her? Perhaps Enya should hand herself over; she has been drifting away from shore for some time anyway. She can’t remember the last time she felt normal. 
‘Can I stay here?’ she asks, in a small voice. 
‘Of course you can. For as long as you like. And don’t get too wound up about Finn. It’s early days and he’s angry but he’s not a child anymore. Sure he’s at boarding school Monday to Friday, away from both you and Xander anyway. You can take turns to see him on the weekends. Or a Saturday for Xander and a Sunday for you. There’s ways to work this. He’s more than welcome here too, he knows that.’
Enya’s not so sure about that but she feels a sense of relief that her sister is right, that Finn won’t be in Xander’s clutches the entire time either. His poisoning him against her will only be temporary and they will be vying for their son’s love and attention on weekends. She closes her eyes, and relaxes her head into the soft couch. 
‘Xander has always thought that he’s the only one who can keep Finn safe. From the moment he was born it was as though he didn’t trust me.’ 
Flora ponders this. ‘He was always a nervy dad. Every social occasion he hid behind Finn, or barely let him out of his sight. He thinks he’s the only person in the world who can protect him, but he’s going to have to learn to let go. Finn will find his voice soon, he’ll put Xander through his paces.’
Sometimes Enya didn’t blame Xander for his protectiveness, as they watched Flora’s boys leap from high cliffs into the sea, or from ropes tied around branches into lakes. Zooming around on tractors from a young age, and setting fires in the fields, Xander never wanted Finn to get involved, and a part of her was glad about that too. Enya and Flora’s mothering skills always differed. They are so very different in character and personality yet they are the very same in all the ways that count; in matters of the heart, their moral compass point in the same direction. 
Be good and do good. That’s the type of humans they’ve been raised to be and that’s who Flora is. Enya always thought she was too, a respected GP, kind and giving of her time, president of the bridge club, but perhaps that was the pretend version of herself. The cracks are showing over time. The real version of herself is pushing her way out, a hurtful wife, a distant sister, a distracted doctor. Not the behaviour of a good human. Not the person she wants to be. 
‘Is there someone else?’
Enya hesitates. ‘No.’
It’s a lie. 
There is someone else. There’s someone inside of her, that’s not her, raging to come out. Some villain intent on disruption and disturbing the peace. And the more she acknowledges that person, the faster she grows. The inner part of her that’s currently rattling on the cages inside her is competing, fighting to get out.
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CHRISTMAS EVE IS A drunken blur thanks to Flora’s homemade mead containing numerous botanicals that she, Ultan and the boys foraged from the Kerry coast along the Wild Atlantic Way. Organic elderflower and rose cordial, honey lemon and ginger cordial. And there’s the bottle of gin in Enya’s bedroom that she keeps topping up her glass with. It’s a busy house with eclectic guests, nobody notices her coming and going. There has already been an argument about the nut roast and as a family of vegetarians anyone who wants anything else has had to bring and cook it themselves. Their half-sister Orla is dominating the oven with the giant turkey draped in bacon that she brought for her and her tribe, dripping animal fats all over Flora’s cooker. Orla is here because their dad chose to eat here, and their dad chose here not because of Flora but because he enjoys the walks around the farm and the land. He disappears regularly before, during and after the meals on his wanderings when he is being brought too much into conversations. 
Enya can’t remember the last time she had a proper meal. Despite staying with Flora the past two days, her diet has mainly consisted of alcohol and brie. 
‘Have you spoken to Finn?’ Flora asks her daily question. 
‘I called and messaged him this morning as I did yesterday and the day before. He still doesn’t want to speak to me.’ Enya recalls their last hug, it was the best in a long time. She had just returned from the accident at midnight, he was still wet from his shower and smelled of shower gel. She could have held him for longer if Xander hadn’t interrupted them. ‘Xander told me to stop hounding him.’
‘Hold this.’ Flora thrusts a serving bowl into her hands and shakes a baking tray of buttery leeks, which slip and slide into the bowl, followed by the melted butter which is drizzled on top. Flora’s face looks flushed and sweaty in the hot kitchen, her baby sister by eleven months and she’s propping her up. ‘You should keep calling him, let him know that you’re not going to stop trying. Even if he rejects you, he needs to know that you want him, that you miss him, that you want a relationship with him, that you’re trying. It’s his right to ignore you, but don’t stop trying.’
Of course she wants her son. Even though she had grown used to him keeping his distance from her in his teenage years, it still feels unnatural being cast out like this. She feels neither needed nor wanted, and a part of her feels like she deserves that. She’s currently a horrible mixed-up human being who doesn’t know up from down. Why should she draw him into her spiral? Would she be a better mother if she helps herself first and then returns to him when she is renewed, when the beast inside her has been killed? 
‘You should send him voice notes,’ Flora’s sixteen-year-old son, Conán, offers helpfully. He opens the cutlery drawer and grabs knives and forks in his shovel-sized hands.
‘How do you send voice notes?’ Enya asks. 
‘Voice notes are the only way my sons communicate with me. They don’t read anymore.’ She rolls her eyes.
‘I read.’
‘Porn mags don’t count,’ Fergus says, pushing his way into the kitchen and grabbing the cutlery from him. Conán holds on to one knife and play-stabs Fergus before Fergus grabs it from him again. Enya winces foreseeing the possible accidents and casualties. Flora ignores them. 
‘Show me your phone,’ Conán says. ‘Finn never sends texts. We always send voice notes.’ 
‘Thank you,’ Enya says, happily, observing how to record a voice note, as if she has pulled the sword from the stone. 
At the dining table, her mother’s empty seat is between her and Flora. Her dad is beside her but the rest of the seating plans that were shared over the phone on the night of the accident have changed, though everything has changed since then, Finn and Xander are also missing. Three missing seats of the people she loves most in the world. Ross Cullen’s mother will be facing the very same thing today. An empty seat at the table tears a hole in the soul. She stares at the empty seat of her mother beside her, suddenly feeling a hole inside her so huge that she feels faint. The mead has also hit her hard. 
Her dad hands her the bowl of buttered leeks. 
Enya looks at her mother’s setting. Her mother would have loved those leeks. She ate warmed brown bread with salted butter so thick it sat on top like a golden river, dripping from the edges and running down her fingers. 
‘I had some already,’ she says.
‘No you didn’t. You have to eat.’
‘Fine,’ she says, picking up the spoon and plonking one tiny chopped leek on her empty plate. ‘Mum?’ she says to the air beside her. ‘Mum said yes.’
Enya gathers a large spoonful of leeks and places it neatly directly onto the table between the knife and fork. There is no plate. Just white table linen. Kenmare lace.
‘Stop it, Enya,’ her father says under his breath.
Flora’s boys giggle. 
Orla, her half-sister, looks appalled.
‘Brighíd was a fan of leeks, was she?’ Ultan asks pleasantly. 
‘In that case, we can’t forget the peas. Mum loved peas,’ Flora says, reaching for the peas. She scoops a pile from the bowl and places a portion neatly on the table beside the leeks. 
Enya and Flora laugh.
‘Maybe you two have had enough to drink,’ Orla says.
‘Maybe you should—’ 
Flora gives Enya a meaningful, warning look. 
‘—Know how much our mum loved gravy,’ Enya says instead. Our mum. She hears Xander’s possessiveness in her voice. 
She pours the gravy from the jug over the vegetables. Big heaps of it. All that lovely gravy. She looks up, expecting Flora to laugh with her, but finds a devastated, disappointed, heartbroken look that goes straight to her core and triggers the shakes again. Everybody at the entire table is staring at her in an uncomfortable silence. Even the children aren’t laughing. 
‘Sorry,’ she says immediately. ‘I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I was … sorry.’
Enya stands up and knocks the table with her hip, sends drinks spilling. She tries to dab at the gravy that’s dripping over the side of the table and onto the floor. It’s no use, she’s destroyed the serviette too. 
‘I’ll get something from the kitchen.’
She decides not to come back. 
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THE ROADS ARE QUIET on Christmas Day, transporting people to and from their next visiting appointment. She hadn’t said a word to anyone as she slipped outside of the house. 
Enya knows from experience that hospitals are rushed off their feet leading up to 25 December to try and get everybody seen to so that they can get home even for a few hours. The beds start to empty on Christmas Eve and then the hospitals are suddenly quiet. Only the unfortunate are in for Christmas Day and children’s hospitals do their best to bring Christmas to the children, with a visit from Santa, festive lights and music and as much cheer as possible. At fifteen years old, months away from his sixteenth birthday, Ross Cullen is in Crumlin children’s hospital. 
She has never not spent Christmas Day with Finn. Even as beliefs and traditions change with a teenage son, Christmas time is always precious. If she can’t be with her son, she is compelled to be with Ross. Family members only are allowed to see him but who is going to refuse a visit on Christmas Day? She walks the hospital corridors with authority and the security guard sitting in the corridor monitoring visits lets her go by without a word. 
The intensive care ward is even quieter and decorated with Christmas lights. 
‘Hi,’ she says to a nurse at the station. ‘Happy Christmas. My name is Dr Enya Pickering. I helped Ross Cullen at the scene of the accident, I know you can’t let me in to see him, I just wanted to check in and see how he’s doing.’ 
‘On Christmas Day?’ she asks, with curious admiration.
‘Especially today.’
The nurse is sympathetic and leads her to his private room in intensive care. The sight of him brings her back to the scene. The strength and air of authority she’d been working hard to exude starts to fray and the doctor becomes a woman and mother again.
Ross doesn’t know her, she doesn’t know him and yet she feels connected to him. This boy she can’t reach beyond the glass, and her son who is at home with Xander and doesn’t want to see her. They morph into each other and she rubs at her eyes, feeling helpless and confused. 
‘You gave him CPR at the scene?’ the nurse asks.
Enya nods.
‘Then you saved his life.’
Enya appreciates the encouragement but she doesn’t feel proud. She feels a mixture of relief that she could do something for him, but it wasn’t enough. His life has been transformed, his future is unknown. She has achieved nothing … yet. 
‘His family are taking a break. Go inside for a few minutes. I’ll let you know when you need to leave.’
Inside his private room Enya doesn’t want to sit but it feels disrespectful hovering over his bed. He looks so young, like a child. He is a child. At sixteen years old she’d considered Finn to be a young man, he’s tall and broad working out with his rugby team and his size deceives, but looking at his contemporary, she realises that he still is a child, her child, and she hardens her resolve to keep contacting him, even if he never replies. 
Ross’s hands are by his sides, with tubes and IV drips protruding, keeping him alive.
She reaches out and takes his hand. It’s warmer than it was on Friday night, she holds his hand in her two hands as if trying to warm his heart, bring him to life. In that moment she’d give him hers if she could. She would transport everything within her to him to make him open his eyes and sit up, to walk out of there as if none of this had happened.
In pre-Christian times, leaves of holly were considered sacred and offered protection against evil spirits. Enya, Flora and her mother had once sat at the kitchen table and made crowns of holly for their hair. Enya recalls she’d cut herself, had taken to the couch in a huff and refused to continue taking part. Flora and her mother had paraded up and down the living room with their majestic crowns, in various poses, trying to make her laugh. While other plants wilted in winter weather, holly remained green and strong, its berries a bright red even in the greyest and darkest of months and in the harshest conditions. They would watch the robins gorge on the red juicy berries in the winter months, they would be gone within weeks. 
Finn is so deeply linked to Ross. If she can save him, can she save what she has with her son? Will it redeem her? Eyes filling with tears, Enya leaves a sprig of holly at the window ledge of his room. 
Once outside the hospital in the cold fresh air she hunkers down by the wall, takes deep breaths. 
‘Dr Pickering?’
She looks up.
‘Enya?’ the woman asks hopefully. 
Enya doesn’t recognise her, but that’s not unusual in her line of work. She sees people all the time, it feels like everybody knows her and she rarely remembers anyone and if she does it’s through associating them with their private ailments. The woman has a sprig of holly in her hand, which causes Enya to reach for the wall and try to pull herself up as quickly as she can. 
‘My name is Ursula Cullen. Ross’s mum. You were on the scene after Ross was— They say if you hadn’t have been there, he would have died.’ She’s speaking fast in order to get it all out, if she stops, she’ll break and never start again. Enya knows the feeling. Wind yourself up and go, go, go. ‘I can’t thank you enough for what you have done. You saved my baby’s life.’ 
Her face crumples. Enya wraps her arms around Ursula and holds her up as she sobs on her shoulder, her body is racked with violent jerks. Enya cries with her, instantly feeling a connection to this woman and her loss. 
Two mothers who can’t reach their sons. 
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ENYA IS WALKING BACK to the car park, trying to remember where she parked her car, when she hears another set of footsteps behind her. She quickens her pace, hand roving inside her handbag for her car key. As soon as she locates it, she presses the unlock button that will cause the car to light up and reveal itself. Nothing happens. She looks around and tries to think of her journey from the car park to the hospital, tries to retrace her steps but can’t. She closes her eyes and recalls entering the hospital but not anything else. Her mind is a muggy, foggy place to be and after her meeting with Ursula, slightly disconnected and distracted. 
When she opens her eyes she screams with fright at the sight of taxi driver Oscar standing right in front of her. Too close. She takes a step back to maintain distance. 
‘Sorry,’ he says immediately, nervously. 
She tries to catch her breath, breathing deeply to bring her heart rate down. He also woke the inner Enya, the one who had fallen asleep and now is back, trembling again. 
‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to. You walked straight by me at the entrance, I called you. You didn’t hear me.’
‘So you followed me? Into a dark car park late at night, you don’t think that’s inappropriate?’ 
Her car key is out of her bag now and in her hand and she’s pressing it and spinning around trying to locate the flash of her headlights as her car’s repeatedly unlocked and locked. 
‘When you put it like that. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. You don’t need to be scared of me. It’s just that I have something of yours.’
‘What do you have?’
She looks to his hands which are empty but he’s wearing a cross-body bag which is bulging. The strap across his body, nestled between his quite sizeable man chest. Gynaecomastia, but Finn would cruelly call them man boobs.
He opens the bag and retrieves something black that’s rolled up in a ball. Squeezed beneath his hands she recognises the pink zip of her raincoat from the night of the accident. 
‘Why, how …?’ she looks around, feeling unsafe again. ‘Why do you have that?’
‘I took it off Ross when the paramedics came. So they could get to him. I put it in my car and forgot all about it.’
Her mind is racing as she tries to cover all the angles. Something doesn’t seem right about what he’s saying. 
‘But why would you have it here with you? And why are you at this hospital?’
‘The same reason as you are, I imagine. I kept thinking about him. Poor kid. I had to be here for him.’
‘On Christmas Day?’ She’s aware of the hypocrisy, she is here too of course. 
‘I’ve been here every day.’
‘Every day?’
‘Since the accident. Since I found him. They don’t let me in to see him but I see the parents coming and going. I just like to check in on them.’
‘Do you speak to them?’
‘No. Nothing like that.’
She’s relieved. It would be very stressful, if he spoke to them. 
‘The gardaí said not to.’
‘Did they?’ She hadn’t been given the same instructions.
‘Which hurts my feelings, because I know it’s because they think I hit him with my car.’
‘You don’t know that.’
‘Yes I do. They seized my car to do a technical examination. They just came and took it. I don’t know how long it will be gone. Two days before Christmas, that’s my bread and butter.’ 
He sounds and looks like he’s about to cry and she feels a surge of pity. He’s still hanging on to her coat, clutching it tightly. 
She holds her hand out. ‘Thank you for returning it.’ 
He squeezes it tighter and hugs it to his body as though it’s a comfort blanket. 
‘Oscar?’ The hairs on her arms stand up, a primal reaction to his simple movement. 
‘I did some research into road accidents and crime scenes. This coat is considered evidence.’ 
‘Oscar, please give me my raincoat. It’s not considered evidence if I put it over Ross after he was hit. It’s only a raincoat, what exactly are you planning on doing with it?’
‘I was going to give it to the guards the next time they come for me. Leverage.’
‘It’s only a coat, it wouldn’t give you much leverage.’ She tries to keep it light but her smile is tight.
‘Or if they believed someone else was in the frame then they’d turn the spotlight off me and start looking elsewhere, like they should. I could give it back to you.’
She senses a but. 
‘If you make a promise to speak nicely about me.’ 
‘I did speak nicely about you.’
‘Did you though? You told them I came to your house. That was between me and you.’
‘My husband told them, I actually wouldn’t have mentioned it, and I don’t recall it being between me and you.’
‘Let’s make a pact. If I give you back your coat then you have to be nice about me. They like you. They trust you. You saved his life.’
She doesn’t like his use of the word ‘pact’. 
‘Oscar, I can only tell them what I saw when I arrived. I didn’t see your car hit him. You were standing in the middle of the road waving me down. He was on the road. I can’t and wouldn’t say anything to the contrary.’ She fixes him with a caring look. ‘I know it’s a worrying time, and that you’re panicking and under pressure. I know you didn’t do this and the gardaí will arrive at that decision too. The evidence will prove it.’
‘The evidence was washed away in that rain, though. And my camera wasn’t working, the only thing that would have cleared me.’ He appears genuinely frustrated about that. ‘It comes down to character. When they don’t know, they have to fill in the blanks. You saying that I called to your house made it sound like your life was in danger. That I was dangerous. It casts suspicion on my character.’
She wonders what he thinks this little stalker meeting in the car park says about his character. There is a simplicity to him but he certainly isn’t stupid. 
‘Again, that was my husband who told them. He was being protective.’ She looks at her coat held captive in his arms and swallows. ‘But I understand what you’re saying. You have my word that I’ll continue to tell the gardaí the truth about you not being responsible. I’m not going to tell them that I saw something I didn’t.’
‘Because that would be lying.’
She hesitates. ‘… Yes.’
‘Withholding evidence and tampering with a case.’
‘I’m not au fait with the legal wording as you are, but okay, if you say so.’
She looks around to see if anyone else is present. This transaction feels wrong but necessary. She reaches out her hand again, feeling desperate this time, wondering if she could just grab the raincoat and run away to end this tease. How far would she get and would he get aggressive? 
He smiles a little, which disturbs her, as if he knows something, as if her agreeing to this sneaky transaction is an admission of something. 
‘And I won’t say anything bad about you,’ he says.
He holds her coat out to her, finally releasing his tight grip and she grabs it. 
She just wants to get away from him now. She keeps pressing her car key. 
He looks down at the key in her hand, and examines her in a different way. She doesn’t like the way his face changes.
‘You got a taxi here,’ he says. ‘I saw you arrive.’
Of course. She feels like an absolute idiot, how could she have forgotten that? It had taken her an hour and a half to wait for one, they’re hard to come by on Christmas Day. She’d waited in her bedroom, actually Blaine and Lugh’s bedroom, kind boys who had been turfed out of their room for their annoying auntie to stay in. What had Oscar thought she was doing here in the car park if she hadn’t driven? 
‘Well, goodbye,’ she says, walking away. 
‘I’ll walk with you. I’m parked near the entrance. I borrowed my mother’s car.’ 
‘You know, you don’t need to keep coming here and checking on him. The guards will tell you if there’s a change in his situation.’
‘I’m not here just for him. I told you I’d done my homework on crime scenes. They say the guilty person returns to the crime scene.’ 
Enya wants to tell him that this isn’t factually true, that it’s mainly fodder for film and TV shows, most rational criminals stay away from their crime scenes, and in any case the hospital is not the crime scene. But she really just wants to get away, still is reeling after forgetting she hadn’t driven here. This is the kind of thing patients tell her that occurs to them in the early stages of dementia. This is what Xander had been talking about when he’d accused her of her mind not being on the job over the past few months. 
‘Guilty people do things like helping out on search parties like that guy Paul Burrows, who murdered the schoolgirl? He practically became the search party spokesman, and there’s hundreds of cases like that.’
He’s walking with her and she wishes he wouldn’t. 
‘Disgusting paedos and murderers return to the scene of an attack because they get off on it,’ he says. ‘It’s really pathetic what people do.’
He’s making her uncomfortable. 
‘My life depends on not being done for this. I’m a taxi driver, I drive for a living, if they think I hit Ross, my reputation and my job would be in tatters. Though I suppose none of that would matter so much when I’m in prison.’
‘Oscar. You didn’t flee the scene. You called the ambulance as soon as you saw him and they have no proof that you hit him. Even if they think your car hit him, it was an accident, on the rainiest of days, and who in their right mind would expect a person to be out walking on those roads?’ Her voice sounds shrill with the desperation of trying to convince him.
‘Dangerous driving charges resulting in bodily harm and/or death can lead to between two and ten years’ imprisonment.’ 
That silences her for a moment. ‘Where are you getting this information? Do you have a solicitor?’
‘I’ve been googling it.’
What a fool. ‘Be careful what you search,’ she says, quietly. ‘I think you should leave it up to the police to figure out. You can’t get in their way. Besides, hanging around here all day isn’t going to get you a list of suspects.’
‘No but I have a list of visitors. It was just family until today.’
She looks at him sharply.
‘Happy Christmas, Oscar,’ she says, finally freeing herself of him.
She eventually sits into a taxi and places the raincoat on the seat beside her. She’s reminded of Oscar’s unsettling smile when he’d handed it to her. 
Like he’d known something. Like he was using it as a bargaining chip. 
She uncurls it from its ball and searches through the pockets. Her fingers brush against a smooth piece of paper and her stomach churns. She pulls it out.
A receipt. For one bottle of red wine at the Horseshoe bar on 21 December at ten p.m., right when she said she’d been at another address tending to a sick baby.
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DR RUPERT CONSIDINE IS waiting up for Enya when she returns to Flora’s house. She sees him get to his feet in the living room as soon as the taxi pulls in. His preparedness. It reminds her of when she was a teenager returning from a night out. He wouldn’t hang around for a chat, he wouldn’t smell her breath for alcohol and cigarettes like other parents or interrogate her about her whereabouts. He’d wait for the taxi, watch her get out, unlock the door and then would go to bed immediately. It was enough for him for her to return home. 
At the time it bothered her to see him sitting up like a guard dog. She wanted her freedom and independence but it softens her heart seeing him do it now, she an older woman, and him an elderly man. It is not to be sniffed at to have somebody who will wait for you to come home, who notices and cares that you’re not there. 
Flora has always believed that Enya and Dad are alike. 
‘But he’s so pompous,’ Enya would reply, disgusted by the comparison. 
To which Flora would respond with a smile, a secret smile deserving of a smack to the head because of the inference, the insinuation. 
‘You both love your cryptic crosswords in the Irish Times, your Lyric FM in the afternoon and your Abbey Theatre annual memberships. You both play bridge.’
‘How is any of that pompous? Just because it’s cultural.’
Flora laughs. ‘You brought up the pompous part. You’re very alike, you should at least acknowledge that much.’
She expects that he will be gone upstairs when she steps into the house but he’s still there, standing by the fireplace and the remnants of the fire. The room is toasty, the left-behind mess of a busy family Christmas Day that Flora will be in no rush to clean. 
Nora, the border collie, is asleep on the rug before the fire. An almost empty box of Quality Street is on the couch, filled with so many empty wrappers that an archeological dig would be required to find a piece of chocolate in it. 
Enya looks around for others, hopeful that it’s not just him, hoping that her brother-in-law will be up late drinking whisky and in the mood to share some of his fascinating theologies with her. 
‘Everyone’s in the síbín.’ 
She’s relieved they’re still up. The síbín is a traditional small shed-like pub that Ultan built in the back garden.
‘Orla and her gang are gone,’ he says.
She purses her lips. She has learned not to make smart comments over the years. She never comes out as the winner. ‘I’ll join them in the síbín,’ she says, awkwardly, about to leave. 
‘Do you have a moment?’ 
‘Can I say no?’ she half-jokes. She sits on the couch, kicks off her boots and then pulls a bunch of Quality Street wrappers out from under her. They are rolled and tied in a neat knot. Flora. 
‘Mum used to do that,’ she says, smiling, twirling the purple metallic wrapper around in her fingers. 
Expecting him to ignore that comment she’s surprised when he replies.
‘She could have eaten the entire box without coming up for air.’
It’s so unexpected, and accurate, that she starts to laugh.
He smiles and indicates to a decanter of red wine sitting on the table. 
‘Shall we polish this off?’
‘Sure.’
He pours her a glass. He has a free glass just waiting there, he was prepared and he knows she likes this wine, she likes anything he drinks because Flora is right, they have the same taste. The same palate for life perhaps. He’d brought his own wine because he doesn’t trust anything that Flora and Ultan buy or, even more, that they make.
He sits in the armchair closest to the fireplace, slippered feet by Nora, who nuzzles down after the distraction, and he crosses his legs.
There is something pompous about the way he holds his wine, elbow on the armchair, fingers on the stem, wrist bent lazily, chin up as if he’s sitting still for a portrait. Until she realises she’s holding hers exactly the same way and she moves it to rest on her thigh. 
She can’t imagine her father speaking to his patients in the way she or Xander do. She can’t imagine him being able to maintain eye contact as they discuss affairs of the heart or private body parts. Intimate discussions about intimate parts. Head down, glasses on the tip of his nose, behind a large mahogany desk.
Old-school.
She can’t fathom that he knows, speaks of or understands such emotional complexities of humans, she can see him treating gout and writing prescriptions for angina, and yet he has been a GP for over forty years. They see and hear so much, sometimes too much, that she can’t imagine his capacities for understanding, empathising or even listening. He often gets too weary to listen to the end of Flora and Enya’s sentences when they’re having a conversation. He changes the subject or tunes out if the subject matter is not for him. 
‘I spoke with Xander,’ is his opening line. 
He speaks to his glass of wine, but Enya is glad of the lack of eye contact. She will also speak to her glass. 
‘When?’
‘Yesterday. I rang to check in on Finn, to see if we could spend some time together over Christmas when I learned that he wouldn’t be here today. Shame for him to miss out, though I do understand these things.’
She supposes he does. He’s had two marriages after all, though until their mum died they didn’t spend a huge amount of time with him, just some obligatory holidays and they were never alone with him, it was always with his new family. He’d always expected them to slot in with their lives, as though the leap between not having him at all and suddenly sharing him with three others didn’t exist. Families would go to counselling now, they would discuss feelings and introduce tools to cope. Back then the strategy seemed to be to feel around blindly in the dark. 
She’s holding her breath, wondering what Xander has been saying about her. While she’s sure he’s not enjoying the process, he does love drama, loves gossip, is the person with the stirrer in his hand and the giant bowl rather than the innocent listener. Their friends, who are mostly his friends, and now he can keep them along with the collection of writing desks as they are equally as useful to her, will know to go to him for the salacious gossip. And no doubt he will provide and embellish.
‘He told me about a few complaints made at the surgery over the past few months.’
She’s surprised. And relieved. It’s the least interesting thing that has happened to her. 
‘I made a few wrong referrals. I misread a urine sample. I’m sure you’ve made mistakes too, no one is perfect.’ 
‘So Xander wasn’t making it up?’
She appreciates him taking the time to consider this before considering it gospel.
‘I’m sure he’s exaggerated, Xander would never let the truth get in the way of a good story, but yes, I’ve been distracted lately.’ She’s uncomfortable. Her mouth twitches. She can’t have this conversation with him. ‘I’m sure you’ve made a few errors, you’ve been known to snap at a few patients.’ 
‘I as much as manhandled Cormac Gillespie out of my office when he came back to me for a third time in a week for a testicular exam.’
Enya chuckles, surprised. 
He looks at her briefly, a short connection.
‘The job isn’t easy Enya, but it’s not rocket science either. We look after the patients in our community. We provide a service to recognise and treat all common medical conditions and refer patients to hospitals and other medical services for urgent specialist treatment.’
‘Thanks for the definition of a general practitioner. I’m reading between the lines here; you think I don’t understand my role.’
‘Definition can help to simplify.’
She’s baffled. It is not a helpful pep talk and now her adrenaline is pumping for being lectured on how to do her job. Never once has he congratulated her, expressed pride in her successful practice, and now offers a kind of bad manager team talk at one of the lowest points of her life. The síbín calls. 
She drains her glass and seeing she is about to leave he continues. 
‘A friend of mine, Dr Jack Dolan, is a GP in the midlands. He’s moved to Australia with his wife Aoife. They have grandchildren who they never get to see.’
‘That’s quite the subject change.’
She relaxes as he floats off on one describing how he knows Dr Jack Dolan, how he’s on the beach having a barbeque for the first Christmas ever and how at seventy years old he’s finally living his best life. She tries to anticipate where this is going. One, that her father is retiring and moving to Australia, or two, that she should retire on account of her errors, but there’s another gear shift. 
‘They haven’t been able to find a doctor to fill his role in Abbeydooley for the past year. We’re in the midst of a medical workforce shortage. Five hundred of the almost three thousand existing GPs in Ireland will have retired in the next three years. One in seven GPs are aged sixty-five and over; the population is rising, the workload is rising and the profession is in decline. It’s not attractive. GPs are working ten-to-twelve-hour days, you know that. We’re at the desk long before the first patient arrives and long after they leave. There’s so much work it’s not feasible to get it all done in the work day.’
She never imagined his day was ever the same as hers. Despite having the same job, they never used that as something to bond them. She pictured him as a prehistoric dinosaur in her modern job, the two of them totally different lives, and yet he has just described her average day and week for the past fifteen years. 
‘Are you going to take the job? In your friend’s practice? In … the midlands?’
‘No, not at all. You should take the job, and I’ve already told him just as much on the phone today. He said to ring him if you’re interested and he can talk it all through with you.’
‘I know the role, thank you.’
‘Urban GPs and rural GPs have a different job at times.’
Her heart is pounding at his suggestion. This is not something she ever would have contemplated before. Could she do it? Move to the midlands of Ireland and set up a new practice alone? What about Finn? If she made a new home, cosy, filled with light and books and computer games, like they used to have, could he live with her outside school, on the weekends and holidays? If she is to split custody with Xander, could Finn choose to live in an environment like that with her? In a place where she knows her mind, where she has settled, where she has exorcised her demons. 
‘Dr Dolan kept his house. They didn’t want to sell it in case Australia didn’t work out. His wife Aoife was very attached, very much a homebird, she had her studio there and had to give it all up. I’m sure you could work something out with him by staying there. It’s up for rent on Daft. The town are eager for a new doctor.’
‘Where is it again?’
‘Inland.’
An unusual answer which she forgets about until she is in bed that night processing everything that has happened, her mind alive and jumping like a sand flea. 
Inland. She’d been asking about the county. Why would the geography matter? And then she realises and her father’s true concern is laid bare. 
She won’t be near the sea.
Her mother’s drowning was an accident. Does he think that the same terrible fate will befall her? Or that she’ll walk towards it herself?
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ENYA PACKS UP HER bag in the bedroom Flora kindly allowed her to sleep in for five weeks. The boys will be happy to get their space back, though nobody made her feel unwelcome. She and Xander had been terrible hosts; they rarely welcomed guests to sleep over in their home. Xander would watch them like a hawk, where they put their feet, where they placed a book, which armchair they sat on, always concerned that a precious family heirloom would break. He was like a child who didn’t want to share his toys. Enya recalled the one time an old friend of hers came to stay, a college friend she was rekindling her friendship with. When the friend had taken a saucer outside to use as an ashtray, Xander had coldly explained the history of the saucer, and how it had been a wedding gift to his great-grandparents from a Lord So-and-So. These things mattered to him. Enya hadn’t known how to behave in the moment. So she’d said nothing, shrivelled inside. Enya recalled the look on her friend’s face. She had been embarrassed, Xander had put her in her place, which is exactly what he’d wanted to do, in his charming way of course.
Enya has kept her mother’s scrapbook of articles in her bedside drawer. During the night when she can’t sleep she reads them and on this day, 1 February, in preparation of her life-changing moment, she sits back down on the single bed and finds the one she’s looking for.
The Superpower of Being a Woman
By Brighíd Ní Braonán
As we step into Imbolc, halfway between winter solstice and spring equinox, we must look at its roots. Imbolc came from i mbolg, meaning ‘in stomach’. The Irish pagans knew the importance of fertility in both the animal and human kingdoms and so Imbolc is the celebration of spring, of the ewes, lambing season and the Celtic goddess Brigid, the patroness of Ireland, the mother saint. 
Brigid is Ireland’s only female patron saint. Her feast day falls on 1 February, and as she was a patron saint of midwives, newborns, Irish nuns, poets, dairymaids and so much more, and also my namesake, I devote this column to her today. Most importantly she is linked with that central meaning of Imbolc: pregnancy, newborns and fertility. 
As a fellow Brigid, born in February, I can speak with authority on this. 
After the experience of my first pregnancy, I realised what being a woman is all about. Yes I hear you grumble, it does not take having children to be a true woman, that is not what I said. I also believe in fairness and equality and if the women of this island can’t or wish not to carry children then I’m with you, sisters. I said that it made me feel like a true woman. To stretch myself and my body to its fullest capacities felt like a superpower. The connection I felt during pregnancy and after, to my body, to nature, to the earth, was truly the beginning of my pagan adventure. 
Motherhood is my life’s work, it is my true calling. When I had children, my husband lost my full attention and because he lost my full attention I lost his affection. I breastfed my babies until they were two years old, wherever I needed to, whenever they were hungry, as a ewe would her lamb, something Dr X, my husband, found embarrassing and crude when out in public, but I felt it was my duty as their mother to provide for them in all the ways my body could and was blessed in being able to. 
In pregnancy I became this sexual physical creature who felt the power of my fertility, like it was a superpower. I now feel connected to my children and plugged into the earth like Mother Nature. Motherhood is and will be the greatest chapter of my life, it helped me to find myself, while others thought I had lost my mind. 
As we move towards light, the first days of spring, the heralding of renewal, growth and birth, we look to Brigid, our nation’s only female patron saint, who stuck it out with all the other fellas. This season, this month, this feast day, we celebrate you and the blessed unity of our fertility and female powers. 
Enya smiles, running her hand over the column, and closes the folder. She had been loved fiercely by her mother, that much is true, she feels it in her words and felt it in life. Each time she’d previously read this column she had thought about her and her mother’s relationship. Her mother and Flora’s relationship. The mother and her daughters. Not until this moment, during this read, does she link this celebration of motherhood to herself; to herself and Finn. Being a mother to Finn is her special power and yet she is packing up her bags to leave for the midlands, to start a new life. She would have gone anywhere with her mother, why can’t she make him come with her now? He still won’t talk to her or reply to her messages. As the seasons change and mirror the final seasons of her mother’s life, she feels a connection to her that is so refined, clearer than ever before. She feels her mother reaching out to her. Pulling her close. 
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‘BRONCHITIS IN ENNISKERRY REQUIRES the same treatment as it does in Abbeydooley.’
That had been Enya’s response and attitude to working in a new environment. Nothing will change. Everything will remain the same and yet she is moving, uprooting her entire life because she absolutely does not want anything to remain the same. 
She hasn’t yet visited Abbeydooley. It had been a swift decision and quickly moved forward, such was the eagerness for a qualified GP for the area. Xander thankfully had given her an excellent reference, in keeping with the street-angel, house-devil attitude he had adopted in their separation. At the same time as showing intense scorn at being rejected by her, and accusing her of abandoning her son, he is also refusing to help connect them, maintaining the same argument that her presence in her ‘current state’ will be damaging for Finn. She knows her absence from her son would be considered by most to be unacceptable – what kind of mother would leave her son? – but he won’t speak to her and, while she waits out his anger, she must also heal herself. 
She feels a pull to put distance from her stifling old life, make a fresh new start, a job in a place where nobody knows her, where there are no complaints against her doctoral abilities and no history. No bad air. A home to live in that at least can feel like her own that Finn can share with her when he’s ready. She has seen the house she’s moving to online, photos and a description along with a video; a three-bedroom dormer cottage a ten-minute drive from the village. It is enough for her. 
She’d thought that the conversation with the previous Abbeydooley doctor Jack Dolan, who she’d spoken to from the grey-skied mist and rain of the Wicklow mountains, while he walked the length of a beach in the blistering sun, would be a difficult one. She had prepared herself for an interrogation, while he figured out if she was good enough to take his job of more than thirty-five years, and she was fully prepared for questions regarding how she’d handle all kinds of highly unlikely medical scenarios, but instead it was he who did most of the talking.
At first she was forced to listen to his reasons for leaving, how he’d tried to leave at sixty-five but how only now at seventy he had to stop trying to find his replacement or he’d never get to enjoy his retirement. It had been difficult for him to leave his town behind and he had, in Enya’s opinion, a rather misguided patriarchal sense of ownership towards the town and its people. Then he had asked her if she was ready for the difference in being a rural GP as opposed to an urban GP, and she had replied about the bronchitis, thinking it a test she had smoothly passed.
Not so. 
He had gone quiet. 
‘Yes, in some ways being a GP in one place is like being a GP in another.’
This seemed obvious.
‘However, there are some stand-out differences to be aware of if you’re going to do this. I suppose you’re used to the relative anonymity that a GP can attain outside of work hours in a large city.’
She wanted to correct him, she is not a GP in a large city but it didn’t seem to matter if she spoke. 
‘As a rural GP,’ he rolled his r’s, ‘the role is that of a mainstay in an environment where there is a lack of other GPs and services.’ 
She was glad he couldn’t see her grinning at his inflated ego.
‘Most of the time, you are it, Enya. You are the one-stop shop. And you’ll find that the relationship you form with your patients is beneficial, which I know is a lesser element for urban GPs. Social issues,’ he continued and she rolled her eyes, feeling like she was back in a college lecture. ‘Only seven per cent of patients live within walking distance of their GP, house calls will be a frequent occurrence. Make sure you’ve petrol in your car,’ he chuckled.
Her car is partly electric. She’d be plugging it in, and hoped there’d be somewhere in the town with a car charger.
‘Depopulation. Young people are leaving in droves. My own children included. The opportunities aren’t there for them. You have a population of ageing patients with a lack of resources, social interactions, with physical and mental health issues. There are challenges that urban GPs simply are never faced with. Are you ready, Doctor?’
Despite it being 1 February, the first day of spring, the stretch has not yet come to the evenings and Enya leaves Wicklow mountains at six a.m. in the darkness before Flora and her household have stirred. She does this to avoid an emotional goodbye, and so that she can set the tone and mood of her own departure. She arrives in her new home, Salley Gardens, in Abbeydooley at four-thirty p.m. in near darkness. It was only a three-hour drive from doorstep to doorstep but she had some errands to run on the way so that by the time she arrives at the dormer bungalow, the sun is disappearing behind the mountain adjacent to her house. If it wasn’t for being able to insert the Eircode into her sat nav she would never have located the house, it’s so deep in the countryside. She left a main road some time ago and after travelling down a narrow road without meeting a single soul she’d arrived.
She is aware of the occasional light dotting the darkness to signify life, enough to know it will not be entirely her and the pregnant ewes, but it is as isolated as she was hoping for. She is completely and utterly alone. 
There’s a sharp turn into the driveway, the iron gate has been claimed by the earth and brambles and doesn’t seem to have been closed since it was installed. There are no lights on, probably no garden lights at all. She was to meet the house management agent Margaret Rochford hours earlier but Enya had gotten sidetracked and asked her to leave the key out for her, via text, not voice note – she still hasn’t proceeded to the next technological level. Looking at the dark house, Enya’s unsure if she’s relieved by the lack of welcome or not. 
She safely manoeuvres the car past the jagged edges and sharp corners of the entrance pillars, the car headlights illuminating the carcass of the 1970s bungalow. 
The mist is low, she can just about make out the chimney. She steps out of the car and opens the boot. She has very few possessions with her, mostly her clothes as the house comes fully furnished. Nothing of Xander and hers was actually hers. It felt Xander was and is coveting Finn as he did with their sideboards and chess table. Mine. She has a brief flash of longing, and unease, at what she has left behind to start anew. 
She closes her eyes, feels the mist and rain tickle and dissolve into her skin. Renewal, birth, regrowth. The mist on her forehead is like a baptismal oil, it will strengthen her, help her turn away from evil, temptation and sin.
Or. 
Inland. No sea. But she could bury her head in the sky and drown in the mist.
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THE VIRTUAL TOUR OF the dormer bungalow was filmed in the summer time when the trees were full, the flowers were in bloom, the sky was a clear bright blue. Fancy drone footage of a blooming two acres of land. The doors and windows were open, and inviting. The house is recognisable but it’s darker, it’s chillier, there’s no warmth inside or out, the smell of an unused, unlived-in home removes the magic of the breezy airy inviting drone footage. It even looks like there’s actual tumbleweed all around the garden and outside the front porch. Enya kicks a tangled web of sticks aside to get into the house. The home was said to require ‘thoughtful’ improvements and they weren’t lying. The kitchen units are old but have been spruced up with a lick of paint and there are two double bedrooms and one single, on two acres.
She has shopped for basics on her way. She fills the belly of the fridge with food. She plays music from her phone and makes the bed in the master bedroom. She sets up her things in the bedroom. She hangs her clothes, places her lotions and potions in the bathroom. It slowly comes alive. In the kitchen she boils the kettle hoping the scent of coffee will help liven both her and the house up and overpower the musty smell. 
There’s no television, which doesn’t bother her, she can watch what she wants on her laptop, though lately her head is too busy bingeing its own thoughts to take in any other ideas. 
She hears a tapping on the window which startles her and she looks up at the kitchen window expecting to see somebody there. The blinds are up, the sun has completely disappeared behind the mountain now and the windowpanes are black. Her heart pounds as her eyes scan the glass, head racing. But there is no face in the window, just the branch of a tree lightly swaying and tapping on the window. 
She opens the double French doors leading from the kitchen outside and stepping out she almost trips over more tumbleweed. She crunches on some and kicks away others, wondering what exactly the management company was doing before her arrival. Margaret Rochford has clearly only concentrated on cleaning up the inside, not the outside. 
It takes her eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness, the kitchen light helps her to see the tree. It’s so awful in every way she can’t understand why it’s there. It’s too close to the house, leaning over nosily to peer inside, its branches reaching out to tap the glass of the window, like gnarled witchy claws. Perhaps this skeletal tree is the reason for the clumps of twigs scattered around the place. It’s shedding at an alarming rate.
The tree is bare of leaves but it’s growing something on its branches. She steps closer and identifies the bloom as rags hanging from its branches. She reaches up to touch one which is sopping wet from the rainfall, the mist, and currently a habitat for all kinds of creepy crawlies. The rags are tied around the branches, knotted so tightly that they’ll be there forever. She circles the tree trying to find out what they’re for, if there’s a pattern, if there’s something which ties them all together, but they’re random. The rags are different colours and sizes, they are bound differently, varying fabrics and materials, some look as though they’ve been there since the beginning of time, are rotting, disintegrating, ripped and have become one with the tree. The tree looks as if it’s being suffocated. Perhaps that is why it is leaning and tapping. It’s crying out for help. 
It’s ugly. It looks like a bandaged tree that has just been released from A&E.
‘No,’ she says aloud, after circling it, and viewing the monstrosity from various angles. 
It wasn’t on the virtual tour, she would have noticed it, they kept it out because they knew it would put people off. She wouldn’t have chosen the house with something so ugly. This is her new beginning. This is her fresh start. She is trying to make the house her own, a place where she can find peace, calm her mind, welcome her son. This is not perfect.
Angrier she gets, focusing all of her rage, about everything in her life, on this ugly tree. She cannot have new hopeful beginnings with a parasitic-looking tree shading her. She couldn’t make any changes in her house with Xander, both because the house is protected and because every item seemed to hold generations of sacred stories. The trees in their garden were where his sister had kissed a boy, or he had fallen and broken his arm, where they’d hung a swing, or where his great-uncle had a heart attack, where someone’s dog was buried. Those trees in recent years were also where she and Finn had gathered crab apples, where they sat beneath the shade and read stories, where Finn had been the tree pirate. They had their own stories now. On some of her angrier days she could have taken a sledgehammer to that entire house. She can now. She’s taking back control. 
The tree will have to go. 
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FIRST THING IN THE morning, after an awful night’s sleep, Enya sits at the kitchen table with a strong coffee in hand, feeling even more determined to deal with the tree than the night before. She has a goal. 
She’d sent Finn a voice note, happy, chirpy, loving, positive, understanding – it had taken her a few attempts. He hadn’t replied. She somehow thought that moving further away from him would have changed his attitude, that it would have softened him or made him feel safe to reply knowing she wasn’t going to turn up on his doorstep. She thought that maybe he’d actually care about her, wonder about her, worry about her. That he’d at least care that she’d arrived safely. But not only was there no reply, the voice note hadn’t been opened. At boarding school he’s not supposed to have access to his phone until the evening time, when they’re given scheduled time, but she knows that, in reality, that’s nonsense. He always has his phone with him, he has texted her before from class about needing new gloves for football, or rugby boots, things he needs for the weekend. She looks at the phone again. He is living as though she doesn’t exist. 
The clouds seem to sit just above the surface of the ground today. The mountain that she saw in the dusk last night no longer exists, she can barely see to the hedging that borders her garden. 
Tap, tap, tap. 
The tree niggles at her. Gnaws. Its presence tells her she has as much control in this new life as she did in the last. 
The water pressure is weak, the wi-fi is hopeless, she’d tried to watch an episode at three a.m. to make her feel sleepy and the picture froze so many times it was pointless. She eventually fell asleep at around four a.m. and then was woken by what sounded like an army of mice in the ceiling above her. Something was moving around, sending dust falling down inside the walls. 
The clock hits nine a.m. She rings Margaret Rochford. It rings and rings without an answer. While she listens to the ring tone, Enya stands at the kitchen sink where the mutilated tree and its ugly scraps of fabric and rags stare back at her, blocking the light and darkening the kitchen. There are acres of land that she should be able to gaze out at now and this car crash of a tree is blocking her view. She winces at her description of it as a car crash, even if it is a silent thought. She thinks of Ross Cullen again, he’s always in her mind, which always leads to thoughts of Finn. From Ross to Finn, and Finn to Ross. Around in a loop her head goes.
Tap. Tap-tap-tap-tap. Tap.
There’s no rhythm to it. This adds to her frustration, it taps with the inconsistency of the wind which seems to be a tornado outside the kitchen, hence the tumbleweed and leaves all gathering outside the French door. Everything from the field ends up gathering there, as though the wind is a proud cat that has dragged its prey to the door. 
She dials the number again. 
This time it’s answered by a woman who sounds as though she’s buried six feet under. 
‘Yeah. Yes. Hello,’ she says, groggily clearing her throat so loudly down the line that Enya has to pull the phone away from her ear. 
‘Good morning, Ms Rochford.’
‘Who’s this?’
‘Dr Pickering.’ She has done that thing that Flora considers pompous. ‘Enya Pickering. In Salley Gardens house.’ 
‘Oh right.’ The phone is moved away from Margaret’s mouth but not far enough as Enya hears her cough, then clear mucus, then blow her nose, then she’s back on the phone again. ‘What’s up?’
Enya bristles at her casual manner. ‘I’m calling because I need someone who possesses a chainsaw.’ 
‘Preferably somebody in landscaping,’ Margaret says. 
Enya pauses, confused. 
‘You don’t want a randomer with a chainsaw,’ Margaret says. ‘Or maybe you do, but I wouldn’t recommend it.’
It doesn’t sound like a joke, there is no lightness or humour in the croaky-throated woman. 
‘Yes, a landscaper,’ Enya confirms. 
‘I’ll have someone over by this afternoon.’
‘Oh!’ she says, surprised, bad mood disintegrating at the efficiency. ‘Thank you very much.’
Margaret ends the call before she can say any more. 
The tree surgeon arrives just after lunch in a jeep that looks like it’s emerged from a bog. A woman steps out, dressed in double denim and looking like she’s lost a few rounds in the ring with herself. Her face drawn but lumpy and bumpy around the eyes with tiredness and stress. Her bleached blonde hair is tied up in a topknot. Her arms are muscular, as are her shoulders. Not quite body builder, but she looks like she could lift the tree directly out of the soil with her bare hands. She removes a hedge cutter from the car boot.
‘Enya Pickering,’ Enya says, ‘I’d offer my hand but …’ She eyes the sharp powertool in the woman’s hand. 
‘Margaret Rochford.’ 
‘You’re the property agent.’
‘Yes.’
‘Are you a qualified tree surgeon?’
‘Nope. But I’ve been maintaining this property for the past year so you could say that I’m the property manager and the groundskeeper. How’s that for titles, Doc?’ She says this without a hint of a smile, and delivers it in a bored drawl that Enya instantly doesn’t like. ‘What’s bothering you?’
‘The tree.’
‘There are lots of trees.’
‘I’m sure you know the one,’ Enya says, annoyed. 
Enya starts walking around the house, expecting Margaret to follow. 
When she gets there, she’s not behind her. She waits. Margaret dawdles at her own pace. 
‘The hawthorn tree,’ Margaret says looking at it.
‘Is that what it is?’ Enya steps closer and examines it. Her mother had a hawthorn, or talked about a hawthorn, or had something to do with a hawthorn. She is fuzzy on the details as she is with most issues relating to her mother. It doesn’t matter, they’re both dead now, which she must have said aloud because Margaret pokes it.
‘It’s not dead,’ Margaret says.
‘Did you expect it to move when you did that? It looks dead.’
‘It has no leaves, because it’s winter.’
‘I understand how nature works. And it’s spring. Day two.’ 
Enya’s wearing her St Brigid’s cross around her neck. It was her mother’s, a silver variant of the cross traditionally woven from rushes or reeds. With Brigid as her mother’s name, Enya always felt this was her mother’s cross, and the feast day was celebrated as if it was her mum’s birthday. It wasn’t considered a national holiday until recent years, her mother would rejoice at the victory. She wraps her fingers round the cross and repeatedly runs her fingers along the incisions, recalling the final St Brigid’s Day with her mother, when they went for a sea swim with her group of women friends. Enya didn’t get in the water, but Flora did, whipped off her clothes with wild abandon and gleefully ran in ahead of them as if they were in the height of summer. From the sand Enya watched ageing female bodies with an adolescent disgust, hoping she’d never look like them. She’d wanted to swim that day too but she’d gotten her period for the first time, and was embarrassed to tell her mother but was forced to when she refused to get into the sea. 
‘Of course you did,’ Brigid had said, thrilled when she’d learned of the news. ‘February is the time of fertility and growth.’ And then her mother had surprised her. ‘And while it’s a wonderful thing, my love, it’s also a pain in the arse. Come with us today anyway.’ 
‘What do you want me to do?’ Margaret says now, looking at the tree. 
‘I want you to cut it down.’
‘The entire thing?’ 
‘Yes.’
Margaret looks at Enya, then smiles for the first time, something she should do more as it transforms her drawn face, until she realises the smile isn’t one of kindness. Margaret is laughing at her. 
‘It’s blocking the light,’ Enya explains further. ‘The kitchen is so dark. It should be flooded with light. I can’t imagine it in spring or summer when it blooms. Though I doubt it blooms at all. It looks like it’s being suffocated.’
When they talk to each other, they talk to the tree, as though it’s their medium.
‘I’m not cutting down a perfectly healthy tree just to give you light. Besides, you’re renting, the decision rests with the houseowner.’
‘You think Dr Dolan is fond of this tree?’ Enya asks. ‘Is this little art installation something their children did? Because it’s okay to throw the art projects away eighteen years after they’ve made them. I hope you have a chainsaw in the boot.’
Margaret looks at her properly for the first time, the kind of look that really takes its time and draws a conclusion about exactly the type of person Enya is. 
‘I’m not cutting it down.’
‘Fine then! Can you at least cut it back?’
She seems to consider this. 
‘The branch here that keeps tapping the window. And the one up there that looks as if it’s going to start drilling into the roof.’
‘No.’
‘You’re being incredibly unreasonable. Why not?’
‘Do you know what the tree is?’
‘A hawthorn tree. You just said.’
‘It’s a rag tree.’
Enya looks at it again. ‘It certainly is that.’ 
The phrase stirs something in her. 
‘People have tied these rags here for decades,’ Margaret says, walking back and reaching for one. It’s an old rag, grey in colour where a tiny part of the knot hidden from the elements reveals it was purple. ‘These rags were something of meaning to someone they love. They hang them here as emblems and wish or pray, whatever their faith is, for their loved ones to heal.’
‘Why this tree?’
‘It’s connected to the stream from the old abbey.’
‘What abbey?’
Margaret looks to the field connected to Enya’s. ‘When the mist lifts you’ll see a ruin in the next field. It used to be an abbey, founded by the Dooley or O’Dálaigh monastic settlement, hence the village being called Abbeydooley. The stream from the abbey is considered blessed and runs into this garden, feeds the tree. The tree is therefore considered to be blessed and has healing purposes, so no, I cannot cut it down.’
‘Why? Will the fairies and leprechauns come and get you in your sleep?’
‘Not after last time.’ Margaret laughs. ‘I’m not saying I believe in it, but look how many people do.’
Enya surveys it again. ‘Who are these people?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Do they live nearby?’
‘Again, I don’t know. But you can direct these questions to your local rag tree tour guide,’ she says, gruffly, walking back to her car. For a property agent she has all the bedside manner of an ogre. 
Enya follows her. ‘The reason I ask is because if you don’t know who these people are, or where they live, then they won’t know if we cut it down or cut it back. Most of them are probably long gone by the looks of it and will have learned by now that the magic tree doesn’t work.’
She realises straight away how cold that sounds. Margaret doesn’t say it but that’s how her expression reads. What’s wrong with her? She didn’t used to be like this. 
‘You cut down some other people’s hopes so you can have your light. That’s the problem with this world.’ 
‘I’m being pragmatic,’ Enya says, trying to soften and make up for it. ‘Think of it as saving the tree.’
Margaret returns to her jeep and puts the hedge trimmer back in the boot. 
While not pleasant, this conversation is the first Enya has had with anyone in almost twenty-four hours and she’s keen to continue it. 
‘The wi-fi is awful,’ Enya says.
‘Nothing I can do about that,’ she says, slamming the boot. ‘It’s bad in the area, best place to get a reception is by the Dutch man’s house. Big fancy gold gates with eagles on top, you can’t miss them. But don’t hang around there too long.’
‘Why not?’
‘Drug dealer. Is there anything else?’
‘If there is, will you answer your phone?’
This irritates Margaret. ‘You didn’t show up yesterday, on a public holiday. I was here for an hour. And I’ll answer my phone but it might not be on the first ring if that’s okay with you. Welcome to Abbeydooley Dr Pickering, but you’re in for a rude awakening if you think it will bend to meet your needs.’
Margaret drives off in her jeep at speed. 
Enya instantly feels guilty, for not showing up on time yesterday on Margaret’s day off. For Finn, for Ross, for leaving Xander. Guilty for everything, for failing at everything. She’d made a bad first impression with the woman she will most likely have to rely on for some time as she finds her feet. Bad move.
Behind her, she hears the tree tapping at the window.
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ENYA LIES ON HER bed looking outside the window at the foggy day, waiting to see the supposed abbey that exists in the next field while she considers what to do. It has appeared as ghostly images as the mist moves swiftly but she hasn’t seen a clear view yet.
She also watches her phone, willing it to ring, but it lies beside her, stubborn and silent. It’s rare for her phone to ring these days, she has somehow lost most people out of her life, and it has gotten increasingly quiet over the past few months since handing over the reins of the WhatsApp groups for Finn’s sports to Xander. She hadn’t been keeping up since her birthday and was failing to respond to Teamers on time, getting match location days wrong, turning up after forgetting to confirm his attendance. With thoughts of her mother starting to intrude all the time, and the question marks over her marriage, everything about her own life, it had been too much. Xander had been only too delighted to take the load off her plate. She doesn’t miss the constant notifications but she does miss the connection to Finn’s life. She could do with the details now; of knowing what part of the country he’s in, where he’s playing and who with. Someone he won’t be playing with is Ross. Will he ever play sports again? Will Ursula ever go and cheer him on at a game? Perhaps their paths will cross again on a joyous occasion when they’re supporting their sons. She gets lost in the daydream. 
She records another voice note, just a quick note for Finn about the tree and her run-in with Margaret Rochford, and sends it to him. She hopes that someday, in some moment of time when there’s a fracture in his anger for her, he’ll listen to them all and have an idea of her life here. Maybe hearing about it will draw him to her. 
The mist finally lifts and she stares out at the disappointing abbey remains in the adjacent field. She had been hoping for something more inspiring. 
It’s a ten-minute drive to the village. The population is five hundred, mainly an elderly population as both her dad and Dr Dolan explained. A Catholic church is the first thing to greet her, the first sign of life, followed by a small primary school. There are a cluster of bungalows and cottages, all with wheelchair accessible ramps and accessibility handles on the walls. Then the road narrows and she’s in the heart of the town with grey terraced houses lining the narrow street. There’s a butcher, a hardware shop, Anne’s clothing store for ladies, a hair salon called Hair Today, Purcell’s Newsagent and post office and McCarthy’s pub. And that’s it. 
She keeps driving, on the same road straight out of there that she drove in on. She has to make a U-turn at a closed tyre shop and drive back. If she had blinked, she would have missed the entire town. She parks on the street, outside the GP surgery which is in a terraced house amidst homes. Dr Dolan had given her the option of living in the surgery if she wished, there is a studio apartment upstairs which financially would have made sense, though he’d advised against it for privacy reasons. It’s important to be integrated with the community but not necessarily at ten p.m. when someone is banging on the door with an emergency. 
Enya could sense his relief when she’d declined the offer to live there, because his niece is living there temporarily and they don’t want to turf her out just yet. She’s just getting her life back together, he’d said, and she wouldn’t get in Enya’s way while she’s working there. Enya very much hopes not. She unlocks the front door with the set of keys that’s been left at the house. Once inside, there are stairs up to his niece’s apartment and a door to the left into the surgery. She finds the right key for it and steps inside.
Her decision to live outside the property was an expensive decision to make as she is effectively renting two properties, a small amount of funding helps her but it’s not enough. She’s not at the place to begin a formal arrangement with Xander. She works for herself, she doesn’t want his money, and the house is his and will be Finn’s whether he likes it or not, but their surgery is shared. She owns fifty per cent of that and if he buys her out of it then it will put her in a better place. 
She looks around. Dr Dolan left everything in its place, in the respectful handing over, changing of the guard that never occurred one year ago. Medical records were transferred to another GP, and are in the process of being transferred back. Her office is in the back, reception is in front. Above her, the ceilings creak as Dr Dolan’s niece, who’s finding her feet and seems to have found them, bangs around upstairs. Enya sighs. This will be annoying. Patients expect privacy during sessions, not to feel that a stranger could hear their every word. 
She frowns at the dust on the desk, the dead flies on the window sill. This property needs an industrial-strength clean. She goes to call Margaret and thinks better of it. Instead she texts her, looking for the contact details of a cleaning company as the office is not in a condition to open. 
Margaret replies immediately with a link. 
Pleased again with her efficiency, Enya opens it and finds a link to Google. 
‘Very funny.’ 
Out back is a dismal paved square of land with a lone deck chair, which looks like it is being used as a dumping ground. But it’s not unusable and Enya tells herself that if she can bring herself back to life, she can do the same with this little patch. 
Voices outside bring her to the waiting room where she sees shadows at the curtains of the waiting room, but her phone rings, ending her investigations. It’s an unfamiliar number. 
‘Enya?’ a woman asks. 
Enya hesitates. Something within her picks up on something before she consciously realises what it is. Goosebumps form on her skin. and she closes the door to her office. 
‘Ursula.’
‘Yes!’ she says, surprised. ‘How did you know?’
She has felt so connected to this other mother in dreams and in every waking moment that it seems natural for it to be her. ‘I recognise your voice. How are you? How is Ross?’
‘I have some news and I wanted to share it with you,’ Ursula says, sounding excited, talking fast. ‘The doctor told us today that they’re going to start tapering the medication that placed him in the coma to allow him to wake up gradually.’
‘Oh goodness,’ Enya says, breathless, suddenly feeling dizzy with elation. She reaches out to hold on to the doorway and presses her forehead against the cool wood. She closes her eyes. Such relief. 
‘Well this is amazing news,’ Enya says. 
‘The best news would be that he just wakes up, but we’ll take anything positive right now.’
‘This is progress.’ 
‘And it’s thanks to you.’
‘Any doctor would have done what I did at the scene,’ Enya says, not wanting to go down that road again. 
‘No, I mean that the nurses told me you’ve been visiting, and that you were in again yesterday.’
Enya is embarrassed, ever since Christmas Day she’d continued to visit. Three times a week in fact. It was her stop at the hospital yesterday morning that had delayed her in her journey to Abbeydooley. She had been feeling surprisingly uneasy about moving further away from Ross, being unable to check in on him as regularly as she had been doing. It wasn’t a goodbye but it was a visit for the road. Finn, Ross, Finn, Ross. 
‘You left the St Brigid’s cross in his room. I’m sure that’s what made the difference.’
Enya blushes. She is a doctor, she mostly relies on facts, not sentiment or spirituality. She had left a St Brigid’s cross woven from rushes, on the same windowsill as she had left the sprig of holly on Christmas Day. So very out of character for her.
Enya hears tapping, like the tap-tap-tap of the rag tree’s branch on her window. It’s haunting her. Behind the lace curtains of the waiting room window she sees faces pushed up against the glass. She moves to her office, for privacy. 
‘We hung it over the door in his room.’
She’s pleased to hear this, that it hadn’t been tossed into a bin somewhere. ‘I think I channelled my mother, she believed in all of those things.’
‘My mother touched Ross’s lips with a rabbit’s foot when he was born to bless speech so don’t worry, I grew up with it too.’
Enya smiles. ‘I’m glad you understand.’
‘I do. And it worked. He spoke much earlier than his brothers and he wouldn’t shut up, such a chatterbox, we had to schedule no talking times.’
Enya waits and she can hear Ursula weeping softly.
‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers.
‘Don’t be.’
‘I wish for those days, I wish he were like that again, I would never tell him to be quiet. Not once. I would never snap at him, I would never tell him I have a headache, or I’m busy, to stop asking questions. I just wish for those days again.’
‘I understand, believe me,’ Enya says, thinking of Finn when he was younger, how he loved to be held and cuddled by her. How he loved skin-to-skin contact, how he insisted on holding her hand as he fell asleep, how she literally had to get down on her hands and knees and crawl from his bedroom so he wouldn’t see or sense her leave, and now he won’t even speak to her. ‘I’m not a brain surgeon but I know the information is overwhelming. If there’s anything that confuses you, that you’d like me to try and explain, I can do my best to be that person for you.’
‘I would appreciate that. Gareth and I are doing our best to understand.’ She sniffs, ‘but this is like trying to learn another language.’
‘You can call me whenever you like. I would actually really like that. I feel very connected to Finn, I want to do all that I can to help.’
‘Ross.’
‘I’m sorry?’
‘You said Finn.’
‘Did I …? I’m very sorry. That’s my son, they’re in school together.’
‘I know, and I’m sure that’s why you feel so connected to him. I’m sure as a mother you can empathise. And thank you for the offer of helping, I’ll reach out to you more. Gareth and I would appreciate it.’
‘How is the case going?’ Enya asks, gently. ‘It must be frustrating for you that it has run cold.’
‘Oh it’s not cold,’ she says. ‘I’m not supposed to talk about it but they’re still investigating. But of course they’re waiting to see how Ross progresses.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I suppose Ross’s state decides what the charge would be. Whether it’s dangerous driving, or, you know …’
Manslaughter.
Ursula starts crying again.
‘I’m sorry to have brought it up, forgive me.’
‘Not at all, Enya, you were there, I’m not telling you anything you didn’t witness yourself. I’m sure you know who they’re focused on but I won’t say anything else.’
Enya thinks of the awful pact she’d made with Oscar the taxi driver for him to be quiet about her whereabouts that night. If they come for him, how long will he stay quiet about the receipt he found in her raincoat? 
The tremble returns to her fingers and the shaking starts deep inside of her. The terrified woman inside of her, reawakened. She can’t shake her off as easily as she has her husband, and former life. 
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ENYA STEPS OUT ONTO the narrow pavement outside the medical practice. A line has formed on the pathway. An old man in a tweed cap and suit, another man beside him, and a woman with a buggy.
‘Hello,’ she says, startled, looking up and down the road to see what they’re queuing for, hoping it’s not for her. Cosgraves Family Butcher is three doors away and there’s a sign for a hair salon, Hair Today, two doors down, it looks like someone is operating from their living room.
‘Doctor,’ he says, with a respectful nod.
‘Are you here for me?’
‘Heard you were in town,’ he says, in a thick accent and she has to concentrate to understand. ‘We haven’t had a GP here in over a year since Dr Dolan left.’
‘Yes, I’m aware.’
‘You’d think we were going somewhere special, we’re all so excited,’ the woman with the buggy jokes. The two men don’t laugh because in theory it’s not funny. 
‘We were going to the closest GP, which is Athgarven, but then they stopped taking patients.’
‘They stopped taking patients?’ Enya asks, in surprise. Her surgery was often so busy they couldn’t schedule a same-day appointment but never had they refused somebody in need of medical treatment. 
‘Oh aye,’ the second man says, ‘One hundred and fifty refugees arrived there back in September or October, was it, and it’s increased the numbers to their clinic so much they couldn’t cope.’ 
‘What have you been doing since September?’
‘McCarthy’s is keeping us tied over.’
‘The pub?’
‘Pharmacy.’
‘In Athgarven?’
‘No, in Ballincolla. About an hour’s drive away.’ 
‘The pharmacy is prescribing medicine?’ she asks. It’s the way she asks. They pick up on her tone and they don’t say anything more. 
‘Right,’ she says. ‘Well I’m glad I’m here now. Only I’m not here now. I’m not open yet.’ 
The old man tuts. 
‘I haven’t set up yet.’
The door opens behind her. 
‘The place is frankly a mess.’
She spins around to see Margaret exiting the house. She’s confused.
‘You,’ she says. ‘Do you manage this property too? How did you get in?’
‘Yes and no. I entered by the front door, I exit by the front door. I have a key. I live here.’
It all falls into place. The niece trying to find her feet. ‘You’re Dr Dolan’s niece.’ 
Margaret looks at the line of people. ‘Jamesie, how are you?’
Of course, it’s not the time to talk about her private life in public. 
An old woman tries to get by, Enya and Margaret flatten themselves against the wall to allow her to pass as does everyone in the line. She greets them all by name and joins the back of the queue. 
‘She’s not open,’ the mother with the buggy says.
‘Why not?’
‘It’s not clean.’
‘I cleaned it,’ Margaret says and Enya raises an eyebrow. 
‘We don’t care if it’s clean or not, we want a doctor.’
‘It’s not fit for purpose.’
Enya can tell from Margaret’s body language that she takes offence. She bets she has a mean right hook.
‘Tomorrow then?’ the old man asks. 
Enya feels panicked. She wants to help these people of course, but she was planning on taking the month to settle in before opening on 1 March. She’s not ready yet. Thinking she could just slide in and out and ghost her way around the small town until she’s ready to open now seems very naïve. 
‘My daughter can clean it for you,’ the woman says. ‘She’s a cleaner at the school.’
‘Thank you but I think a week from now is the best I can do,’ Enya says, trying to compromise. ‘And appointments will have to be made via the app.’
Margaret laughs through her nose and snot shoots out. She wipes it away with the sleeve of her denim shirt.
‘What app?’ the mother asks.
‘What’s an app?’ one of the men asks.
‘Is that one of those Apple thingymajiggys?’
The young mother with the buggy shakes her head and looks away, curses under her breath. ‘Right, let’s go.’ She pushes the buggy back along the path, almost running over Enya’s feet. 
Enya and Xander’s medical practice functioned efficiently through their website and app. Appointments were made only and mostly through the app. Prescriptions, letters, blood test results, everything was accessed through the app, which the two girls in the office managed and directed to Enya, Xander, their part-time doctor Bronagh, and Lauren their full-time nurse. Enya hadn’t considered the app not working here but with a population of elderly ageing people she realises now that was another foolish oversight. But she needs a secretary. There’s too much for Enya to handle alone. 
‘I’m sorry, I’m just not ready to open yet,’ she says, backing away and stepping on Margaret’s foot. ‘Sorry.’ 
Sorry, sorry, sorry. She’s sorry to everybody she left behind and she’s starting all over again on her first day being apologetic to everyone she doesn’t even know yet. The feeling of failure won’t leave her. 
She unlocks her car and sits inside, while they stand in line staring at her. 
She drives forty minutes away to Athgarven to buy a bottle of wine because she doesn’t want to have to face everybody again, and then a further thirty minutes to Ballincolla to take a look at the pharmacy in a small village that has taken it upon itself to issue prescriptions to people who haven’t seen a GP. Once back home, she drinks the bottle that night, and wishes she’d bought a second. It does nothing to help her to sleep, her mind is again like sand fleas hopping around from one topic to the next. From what to do about Finn, to Ross and Ursula, to Oscar and their pact, to the surgery. All the way back to Finn again. 
Her voice notes to Finn still haven’t been opened, and it gets to the point she starts saying whatever she wants to say because she knows he’s not even listening. 
She can hear the tree tapping at the kitchen window all the way from her bedroom. Perhaps she’s imagining it. Perhaps it’s the drip from the cistern in the toilet, every sound she hears she thinks is the tree. She contacts three gardeners that she finds online, and when none of them reply, she sends a desperate text to ‘Handyman Willy,’ at three a.m. asking him to come to the house the following day. She won’t ask him to cut the entire tree down but she’ll at least cut it back. She doesn’t need the owner’s permission for that. Or she’ll withhold rent until they take her seriously. She should have done that with Xander, stood up to him more, insisted she make changes around the house instead of giving up and becoming silent. Round and round her head goes, the anger bubbling up. 
Finally, so angry she feels the urge to scream, she kicks off the duvet, leaps out of bed and storms down the corridor to confront the tree. She’s ready to focus all of her rage on the tree. She feels it building up inside her, she’s ready to explode but instead she screams in fright at the figure of a man at her window. 
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WITH TREMBLING HANDS ENYA takes the mug of green tea offered to her by Margaret.
‘Thanks,’ she whispers.
Margaret pours herself one, keeping an eye on her all the time, before joining her at the table. 
‘Thanks for coming.’
Enya had no one else to call. Not her husband who she’s abandoned, or her son who wouldn’t pick up anyway, not her sister or father who live too far away to come in an emergency. There is no garda station in the village and she doesn’t know where the nearest one is. She didn’t want to call 999. The only person she could think of was Margaret, and she’d arrived at almost four a.m. looking almost exactly as she looks every single day: pumped as though she’s just out of the gym but with a tired face, dressed as if she’d slept in her clothes. 
Enya looks out the window over the kitchen sink, where she’d so clearly seen a man, though she couldn’t make out his facial features. She had screamed so loudly he’d run. 
‘There’s no one there. I checked around the place.’
‘But he was there. I saw someone.’ Enya’s voice trembles. She hadn’t seen his face but could it have been Oscar? Which means he knows where she lives. If his presence was for honest reasons, why would he run away? Why wouldn’t he stay to explain? She drinks the tea and burns her throat. Maybe she can burn the tremble away. 
‘I believe you.’ 
‘Thank you. Do you think he was trying to break in?’
‘Maybe he was tired of waiting for the surgery to open.’ If it’s meant to be a joke, she doesn’t deliver it with any humour. Enya assumes she’s trying to make a point.
‘I need a secretary. I’m interviewing.’
‘And the floor needs to be mopped. And there’s no toilet roll in the loo. People here don’t care if you don’t have a secretary. Or an app. Or a dusty floor. They need a doctor.’
‘I’ve dropped the app idea,’ Enya says, mumbling into her mug. ‘I’ll open as soon as I’m ready.’
Margaret sits back in her chair, her long legs stretch out before her. ‘It’s just that you seem to be planning a holiday here, while people here genuinely need—’
‘I’m not on a holiday!’ Enya yells suddenly, giving Margaret a fright. Though she’s seemingly unflappable, her eyes widen. ‘I’m in limbo here.’ It feels more like purgatory. 
‘I left my life behind, my work, my husband, my son,’ Enya says, voice trembling with rage. ‘You have no idea what I’ve been through or what I’m going through so don’t assume. I am not on a holiday. I am trying to find my sanity. I am on my hands and knees crawling in the dark looking for it.’ Her voice breaks. ‘I can’t help people like this. Jesus. How can I fix people when I’m broken? Who wants a doctor like this?’ Tears choke her and she puts her head in her hands. 
She takes deep breaths, calms and wipes her eyes. When she finally uncovers her face, Margaret doesn’t have such an ogre face now. She has softened. 
‘I’m sorry for assuming.’
‘Yes well.’ She sniffs and wipes her eyes. The anger recedes, and sadness takes its place, along with embarrassment for revealing such private feelings. ‘I’ll be fine now, thank you. You can leave.’
Margaret doesn’t budge. She plays with a few crumbs on the table. The insides of her fingers are stained yellow from nicotine. Her hands are dry and cut, she has a bruise beneath one nail.
‘I think people will be happy that they have a doctor who’s human. Who has feelings too and understands what they’re going through. Not some robot dispensing medicine. For what it’s worth.’
‘Thank you. Your uncle said you were finding your feet.’
‘Did he now?’ she says, annoyed. ‘Well here I am, property agent extraordinaire.’ She stamps her feet. ‘How am I doing?’
‘If you cut down that tree I’ll give you a five-star review.’
Margaret grins and stands and Enya starts to feel panic return. It’s still dark and the sun won’t rise for two more hours. Margaret is strong, solid and safe. She’d scare the living daylights out of any burglar. Or out of Oscar.
Instead of leaving, she speaks. 
‘I’m separated. I have two kids. The end.’
‘Thanks for opening up.’ It was something.
‘You’re welcome.’
Margaret smiles suddenly, again a surprising sunshine in the midst of a storm. 
‘You’ve been asking around about cutting down that tree, haven’t you?’ 
‘I’ve called a few local workmen.’
‘That could be enough to anger someone,’ she says, thoughtfully. ‘It’s a small town Enya, word travels fast, and that tree means a lot. It’s been here for generations.’
‘It’s a tree, that’s growing into a house. Have you seen it up at the roof? It’s trying to find a way in.’
‘I don’t think the tree thinks.’
‘But it heals? How did your aunt put up with it?’
‘Maybe she actually liked the tree,’ she says, as if Enya is stupid. ‘Open the practice. Go to work. Keep yourself busy. Keep moving. Don’t think,’ she says, grabbing her keys and dragging her feet to the door. 
‘Does that work for you?’
Margaret holds her arms out as if to display how she’s doing. ‘A model of excellence. I’ll look around one more time before I leave. Call me again if you need me.’
‘I’ll try not to bother you.’
‘Bother me,’ Margaret says firmly, looking her in the eye for a rare moment, connecting briefly before disappearing again.
It’s the most revealing thing Margaret has said. Enya understands, Enya being here gives Margaret something to do. 
Enya locks the door as soon as Margaret gets in her jeep. She watches her drive away, and the tail-lights until long after they’re gone, suddenly feeling very alone. 
She looks back to the window where the rag tree stands staring in, watching her. 
She saw a man, he was there. He was wearing a cap, the cap was dripping from the rain. She thought it was Oscar, the taxi driver, but it couldn’t be, it doesn’t make sense. How could he know she’s here? Who would have told him?
Perhaps she imagined that part, maybe she formed the picture of him after it happened, but she didn’t imagine a man looking at her through the window. 
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IT TAKES ENYA SO long to fall asleep, with her door locked, a chair up against it, with her car keys and phone within reach just in case, that when the doorbell rings at nine a.m. she feels like she has just nodded off. She wakes, momentarily forgetting where she is. 
She looks out and sees a jeep with a trailer. Handyman Willy. She remembers the text she’d sent about the rag tree in the early hours of the morning. He was the fourth person she’d asked, and the only person to show up. 
She would throw her arms around the man she answers the door to in gratitude for answering her distress call, but doing so would leave her covered in so many different types of bacteria that it doesn’t bear imagining. He’s a skinny scrawny thing with a mullet that hasn’t seen water or soap for a long time, a woollen sweater with holes, and nothing beneath, Adidas tracksuit bottoms and work boots. The smell from him is woeful. She closes the door behind her and leads him around to the tree, in the fresh air. 
Handyman Willy has not many remaining teeth in his head. His overall hygiene should have his body shut down. 
‘Thanks for getting back to me so quickly,’ she says, looking over her shoulder and stepping to the side so that he’s not directly behind her.
He grumbles some kind of response. 
‘The tree is around this way.’
He follows her. 
‘Here it is. A hawthorn tree.’
He stands back and examines it, with kind of dead eyes, and she holds her breath while waiting for him to refuse to do it, to lecture her on the spirituality of the tree, of the destruction of people’s hopes and dreams. 
It doesn’t come, he mutters something and heads back to his truck either to leave or get his tools. She is gleeful as she returns inside, locks the door, and sits at the table which has been spruced up with a small glass of snowdrops, to watch the judgemental, all-seeing, dead, ugly tree come down. 
Lyric FM is on, Marty in the Morning. She’s in her element. She prepares toast with dripping honey while listening to ‘Allegro Piacevole’ from Edward Elgar’s Serenade for Strings in E Minor. She watches as Handyman Willy puts his headphones and safety goggles on and the chainsaw only minimally ruins the moment because she knows soon there will be light and she will be on the road to recovery and clarity. 
Goodbye tree, she thinks, looking at all the rotting pieces of fabric that have attached themselves to it like common limpets. They look like they’ve been there a thousand years, but wait, not all of them. Something fresh and new stands out. Bright and yellow, blowing in the breeze as though it’s hanging by pegs on a washing line. She stands to study it, pushes her body against the counter to get a closer look so hard that the kitchen unit doorknob will no doubt leave a bruise on her thigh. The new piece of fabric hangs on a branch close to the window, not the one that is tormenting her with its gnarled fingertip, but another, near it. 
The chainsaw roars into action. 
‘Wait,’ she says and of course Handyman Willy can’t hear her. 
The yellow item is a tiny Baby-gro. So petite it could only belong to a newborn. 
He moves closer with the chainsaw. A branch goes down.
‘Wait!’ she shouts, hand to the glass. She bangs on the glass but he can’t hear a thing, or see her. Another branch goes down.
She runs from the kitchen outside to him. She doesn’t want to go near him because of the weapon in his hand, can’t touch him or give him a fright, so she desperately tries to get in his eyeline, but he’s so focused on the job at hand that he doesn’t see her. She jumps around, bounces around, waving her arms, jumping up and down, while another branch falls, until finally he looks her way for a moment and she signals wildly at him to stop.
He turns off the chainsaw and takes his headphones off.
‘I changed my mind,’ she says, breathless.
‘Ha?’
‘I changed my mind. Stop.’
‘You don’t want the tree cut down now?’
‘No. Not yet.’
‘Well then when?’
‘I don’t know. I just need to think for a moment.’
He glares at her like she’s lost her mind and he slowly backs away. ‘I’ll be over here by the truck.’ 
She circles the tree and makes her way around to the branch with the bright yellow Baby-gro. It has a little duck in the centre of the chest. The duck is standing in a little blue puddle. It’s damp from last night’s rain but is being aired by the morning spring sun, cool as it is. Somebody has wrapped a cord through the label on the inside of the Baby-gro and used the cord to tie it around the branch, allowing it to hang in its natural form, not knotted and twisted like the other rags. They did not want to take it apart. Petite newborn, the title reads. It has been hung with love and care, tenderness and thought. Somebody who loves this tiny baby. 
Could it have been the man from last night? The man who stood here in this very spot looking at her through the window? The thought almost relieves her, that it definitely couldn’t have been Oscar, it was someone here not to hurt her or steal from her but to visit the tree. Disturbing enough as it is to have a stranger on her premises so late at night when she’s alone, it does settle her mind a little. 
She’s holding the Baby-gro. She thinks of Finn when he was so small. She had brought him home in yellow too. They hadn’t known in advance if it was a boy or girl, Xander had wanted to know, so that he could prepare, but Enya had insisted on not finding out. What did it matter? She would have been delighted with either and she didn’t need to prepare the world for a soul they hadn’t yet met. Some things in life are worth waiting for. The surprise had been beautiful. Meeting him had been everything. 
She realises tears are rolling from her eyes and Handyman Willy is watching her. 
‘That’s enough,’ she says. ‘I changed my mind.’
He looks at the branches on the grass, the rags from those branches on the wet grass. He rests his hands on his skinny hips, unhappy with the half-job. 
‘You’ll have to pay me for the ones I did.’
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A WEEK AFTER HANDYMAN Willy’s visit, Enya still hasn’t heard from Finn. But she opens the doors of Abbeydooley Medical Practice to the public. She’s not ready, and feels she will never be ready, but she takes Margaret’s advice. She gets busy, keeps moving, her mind focused on something, and for her efforts the surgery is sparkling, new chairs in the waiting room, a coffee table with fresh, glossy magazines, a tall green house plant to give the place some life. The lace curtains have come down, the light has been brought in the room. It feels fresh and contemporary. 
Natasha, her receptionist, has been in the office for a few days, insisting on getting organised. She is there before her, looking like a host who’s about to welcome everybody to her home. A full face of contoured make-up, big hair and bigger shoes, she is straight out of Working Girl. Enya remembers it the first time round, for Natasha, in her twenties, this eighties revival is new. 
Cars slow to look at Enya and then move on. Disconcerted, she goes to the shop to buy a bottle of water, and Claire, who was previously very kind and welcoming, barely looks her in the eye and grunts in response to Enya’s polite chit-chat, which she does more than ever now that she lives alone and doesn’t see or speak to a soul most days. 
‘Natasha, do you know what’s going on? Where is everybody? Why is everybody looking at me weirdly?’
‘I don’t get involved in gossip.’
Which is not an answer. 
‘What do you know that I don’t?’
Natasha shakes her head and sits at her desk, which is perfectly neat and tidy. 
‘Do we know why there isn’t a queue outside? Is there a new GP in town that I need to know about?’
‘No,’ she replies, tapping on her computer. ‘We have a full day of appointments so maybe the people who were queuing outside are now in the system.’ 
‘Natasha, please.’
She sighs. ‘Some folks are talking about a boycott.’
‘Boycotting me? Why?’
‘Because of the tree.’
‘The tree?’ Enya starts to laugh, but then stops as something crashes against the window, giving them both a fright. 
Eggs. 
She finds a smear free spot to look out to see who’s there but her view is blocked by a second egg smashing right where her face is. She jumps away, startled, even though she knows it can’t reach her. 
‘But I didn’t get rid of the tree,’ she says. ‘Not all of it.’
Cleaning the window for everybody to see is a mortifying act that she can’t finish fast enough. Nobody offers to help, nobody has a kind word as they pass. It’s the silence that is more hurtful. Terror fills her about the decision she’s made to start this new life. She wakes every day with Ross and Finn in her head. 
By lunchtime she is more than aware that she has become public enemy number one in Abbeydooley. Every single patient from nine a.m. to noon has something to say about the rag tree. A lecture on respect and belief systems, stories of the ill and elderly whose belongings are tied to the limbs of the tree, people who have passed on, and those who are still live. The apparent miracles, the devastating stories of loss. She’s lectured on taking advantage of Handyman Willy, a vulnerable troubled young man who doesn’t understand, her request causing him to risk a lifetime of bad luck, and hasn’t he had enough of it already. She hears it all, she feels their wrath. 
Just as she thinks her day can’t possibly get any worse she receives a visit from the local priest. Despite her busy schedule, and Natasha’s best bodyguard routine, though it’s not as impressive when faced with the clerical collar, he pushes his way into her office. He uses it as though it’s a passport. It doesn’t impress Enya. 
‘Dr Pickering, I’m Father Kevin Walsh,’ he says, stepping inside, looking around. 
‘Nice to meet you Father, but I’ll have to ask you to make an appointment just like everybody else. We have a very busy practice today.’
He looks insulted. ‘No. I’m not sick. Well. My blood pressure and cholesterol … but no, that’s not why I’m here.’ He sits down. ‘I’ve wanted to speak to you for some time now.’
She’d received his handwritten letter, which felt like a summons, inviting her to his mass and a meeting after. She isn’t a church-goer. ‘I’d like to propose we meet regularly, to keep in touch about people in the community. People like Bart—’
‘Father Walsh, I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell me private things about people. I certainly can’t break patient confidentiality, I’m not sure what the rules of the church are.’
She isn’t religious or anti-religion but she does not believe that the church should be colluding with doctors over people’s health and welfare. She is about to say so when shouting causes them both to hurry outside, through the waiting room to the main street where a brawl has been taken from the pub onto the street, and a bleeding and bruised Handyman Willy is on the ground, surrounded by people who’ve followed him outside. An angry-looking man stands over him, his fist in the air, ready to punch again.
Father Walsh hurries over. ‘Men, men …’ 
Handyman Willy’s nose is broken. He’s lost another tooth and Enya applies sutures over his eyebrow where he’s been hit by a broken bottle. Enya gets the message. She feels guilty for putting him in this position but also angry that she’s being bullied into making a decision she had already made on her own. The tree must stay.
At eight p.m. when she locks up and hobbles in heels that she hasn’t worn for some time, towards her car, which has a parking ticket, she senses a presence behind her. Margaret is sitting on the steps that lead to her flat, a bottle of beer beside her. She smells like it’s not the first she has drunk, and her eyes are bleary.
‘Fun first day?’
Enya grunts. ‘If you’ve nothing better to do, there are mice in my attic.’
Margaret slugs the beer. ‘Is that a euphemism?’
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I said I could never have enough medical advice in my life, but what I should have said is that I can never have enough friends. You have been such a friend. Thank you for helping me through this.
ENYA READS THE TEXT from Ursula over and over. It is the most positive thing she has heard from anyone about herself for so long; each time she reads it, it helps her to stand taller. Though most of Ursula’s texts do that to her now. They make her feel useful, relevant, a new person in her life who doesn’t despise or judge her. She has been isolating herself for so long she’d almost forgotten what friendship is. 
On a rare Saturday afternoon when it’s not raining, Enya is out in the garden sweeping the tumbleweed from the patio when she has an idea. She calls Margaret. 
‘Never between Monday to Friday, nine to five for you, is it?’ Margaret says by way of answer.
‘That’s not a very professional response to a call from a client.’
‘How can I fucking help you, Doctor?’
Enya smiles. There is something peculiarly warming about Margaret’s dark sarcasm. ‘I’m here in my field, trying to sweep up all the tumbleweed around me which is: one, very metaphorical yes, two, very boring, and three, exhausting. I was wondering if you could do it, please? Property manager who also shadows as a groundskeeper.’
‘What, now?’
‘If you’re not busy.’
‘I’m …’ Enya hears clinking and clanging around in the background. ‘I could. What tumbleweed are you talking about?’
‘It’s everywhere. Rolls and rolls of twigs and sticks, sticking up from the grass like bones trying to escape a graveyard. It’s quite sinister. At night, it makes shadows that honestly spook me. At one thirty a.m. I thought a giant hedgehog was coming to kill me with a carving knife.’
Margaret’s silent. 
‘That last part was a joke,’ Enya says with a sigh. ‘But the tumbleweed is all over the place.’
‘It’s not tumbleweed. They’re Aoife’s willow sculptures.’
‘They are no more sculptures than the dead tree is a sightly tree.’ But as Enya says it, she focuses on the offending items. They may have once been something. 
She walks around the field, noting there are points with more mounds of sticks than other parts where perhaps something stood. 
‘They’re my aunt Aoife’s. She’s a willow-weaver. She used to work on them in the garage. It was her studio. That’s why the house is called Salley Gardens. I thought doctors are supposed to be smart.’
‘I thought it was named after the William Butler Yeats poem.’
‘What William Butler Yeats poem?’
‘Down By the Salley Gardens.’
‘Oh well I don’t know anything about that but Salley comes from the Irish word, saileach, which means willow. I’ll come over to fix them. It won’t be today but it’ll be … let me see …’
Enya makes a face that she knows Margaret can’t see. Aunt Aoife’s sculptures are no more, they’re scattered all over the place, she has kicked them, stepped on them, crushed them, and tossed them in the wheelie bins. Margaret makes trumpet noises as she pretends to look through a diary or calendar that Enya knows doesn’t exist. 
Enya hears a vehicle pull up outside.
‘I have to go Margaret, someone is here.’
‘Everything okay?’
Enya appreciates her concern, especially after her unwanted visitor, she appreciates having somebody here in her corner.
By the time she reaches the front she sees a green minibus with ‘Celtic Pagan Tours’ emblazoned on the side and a group of ten walking across her grass to the rag tree. 
‘It’s okay. Thanks Margaret.’ She ends the call. ‘Excuse me!’ she calls, jogging over.
Nobody responds, they just keep walking. 
‘Excuse me, what are you doing here?’
‘They don’t speak much English,’ a man says from the door of the bus. A big gut on him, his trousers almost falling down. ‘Germans.’
She walks over to him. ‘Who are you?’
‘Paddy Behan, Celtic Pagan Tours,’ he says, handing her his card and a flier. ‘You’ve probably heard of us.’
‘No I haven’t,’ she says, taking his card. ‘What are you doing here? In my garden. On private property.’
‘Correct me if I’m wrong but I don’t think it’s your private property, is it?’
‘I’m a tenant but the owners won’t be pleased. You can’t just allow a group of strangers to traipse across somebody’s garden without checking if it’s okay.’
‘Is it okay?’
‘No!’ she explodes, frustrated.
‘Okay, okay. Simmer down. Jack and Aoife never had a problem with my tours before. We’re here four to six times a year. Usually it’s during the summer, mind, but with St Brigid’s Day falling the way it did this year, we heavily advertised and had some extra interest.’
‘Interest in what?’
‘In a pilgrimage tour. We do holy sites, rag trees included.’
Her eyes widen, and she turns to look at the group gathered around the rag tree. Some are photographing it. 
‘This is …’ she shakes her head. ‘I’ve seen it all now. Do you believe in all this?’
‘Do I believe in folk medicine?’
‘That’s not folk medicine, my sister does folk medicine, and combined with western medicines of course, it can work. This is nonsense, believing that a tree has the power to spirit away illness.’
‘And forgiveness. It serves two purposes: to heal and to forgive. The idea of trees, stone and water having supernatural qualities is widespread. It goes across cultures. We get people from all around the world who have their own versions of this. Tradition, in the form of transition.’
She sighs, watching the group. They look like normal people. How despairing does anyone have to be to stoop to these levels, to think that a tree would have healing powers, to think that a tree is all you have left.
She must have said this aloud because he replies to her thought.
‘They’re here because they’ve got hope. They’re up and about trying to do something about their predicaments. They’re booking flights, they’re travelling down roads they never travelled down before. It’s the ones who’ve lost hope that you feel for. Not these. This lot are operating on a different level altogether.’
They both watch them. 
‘It doesn’t work though,’ she says, quietly, feeling sorry for them. They’re bundling all their remaining hope into something that doesn’t work, there will be no return on their investment. 
‘Doesn’t it? And if it doesn’t, does it matter? Isn’t it sometimes the act of doing that’s healing rather than the actual result?’ He wipes the crumbs off his shirt. ‘Aoife used to make us a cup of tea and some cake. She was a fantastic baker.’
He looks at her hopefully and her glare answers his question. 
‘What happened to the tree?’ he asks, taking a few steps closer, frowning.
Enya starts to walk away. ‘A storm,’ she says over her shoulder before going inside the house and locking the door. 
She plans on going into the kitchen and lowering the blinds so that they know they’re not welcome, but instead she hangs back. 
She watches them. They wrap pieces of clothing as emblems around the limbs of the tree, close their eyes and say prayers. Some recite quietly, others look up to where a stunning display of starlings has filled the grey sky. The aerial dance has been happening for a few days in a row, where tens of thousands of starlings fly and swoop together in unison, creating captivating shapes in the sky. It is spectacular timing, to witness this moment while on a pilgrimage tour at a sacred tree. 
While everybody stops what they’re doing at the tree to look up and take in the bird show, one woman wanders around the tree studying and touching each of the pieces of material as though she’s in a museum. Her fingers fall upon the yellow Baby-gro and Enya tenses, feeling protective. She doesn’t want her to touch it. It reminds her of when she was a young mother with baby Finn, she hated people holding him, lifting him from her arms where he was content. 
Perhaps she’s beginning to form a connection to the tree after all.
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THE AUSTRALIAN TIME DIFFERENCE doesn’t work well for Enya’s patience because by the time she finally reaches Dr Dolan at an appropriate time for both of them, her temper has simmered. She’s conscious of Margaret upstairs, she can hear her footsteps each time she moves, and there’s a waiting room filled with people next door. She knows how thin the walls are and so she tries to keep her voice down but is aware how a voice can travel while on the phone. 
‘It’s an inconvenience, Dr Dolan.’
‘Call me Jack, please.’
‘They just traipse across the garden when I’m not expecting them, people show up at all hours, they frighten the life out of me. If I had known about this rag tree on the property and the visitors it would attract I wouldn’t have rented the house.’
‘I thought as much, but your father told me not to say a word.’
‘My father? I’m long in the tooth to be controlled by my father.’ She’s truly fuming now.
‘He didn’t want it to put you off moving. He said it would be good for you, though that’s none of my business. My wife found it to be good company. When the children were gone, she was an empty-nester, you know how that goes. She had her studio but she found the visitors to be a comfort. She’d make some of them a cup of tea, she’d invite them in for a chat. I never knew who I’d find in our kitchen when I got home from work.’ 
Enya finds this deeply disturbing. The last thing she wants is strangers in her house.
‘I’m not here to make friends.’
‘So I hear.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Oh just that word got back to me about the number Willy did on the tree, that’s all. I’ve told them to be calm, that you’re finding your feet. To be patient.’
‘I don’t know what your little village minions have told you, Jack …’ she stops herself. Takes a deep breath. She’s being childish, it’s the wrong tack. ‘Look, it’s admirable that Aoife went to all that trouble to support the people who visited the tree, that she had time to be the good Samaritan, but I’m here to do your job; remember how busy that was? I don’t have time for the pro bono work after-hours when I’m home.’
He sighs. ‘That is an excellent point and I understand all too well the demands of your job.’
A silence falls. The understanding silence of someone who has been in her shoes. And actually that’s comforting. It may help to have an ally while she’s here. He has the experience and the knowledge of the area. 
‘How involved were you with Father Walsh?’
‘He’s an old-school priest. He likes to preach and pontificate but he knows the people and the area. He has to cover multiple dioceses now alone. Funerals, christenings, weddings and mass. He’s seventy-two and he’s not getting any younger and he’s called on a lot by the people for last rites and companionship. I’d use him because I needed him. He checks on people when you can’t be everywhere. You just have to put up with the other parts of him.’
She nods. 
‘I told you at the beginning, being a rural GP is not the same as being an urban GP. It’s not better or worse, it’s just different and you have to know the differences. You can’t dip in and out, when you’re in it, you’re in.’
She hadn’t heard his words before, she had been too proud, too cocky, too pompous, as Flora would have said. She hears him now. 
‘We can talk regularly if you like,’ he says. ‘If you’d think it would be helpful.’
She’s surprised to feel so eager to take him up on his offer. 
‘It would be nice for me too,’ he continues. ‘I’m glad of the new life but it would be a nice way to keep in touch with what’s going on. One foot in, one foot out. So back to it. The house. I understand if you need to leave. You could always stay in the flat above the surgery. Margaret can advertise for another tenant, it should keep her busy.’
‘Where would she go?’ 
‘She can figure that out. We’ve given her long enough.’
Enya absolutely can’t kick Margaret out of her home. She’d be afraid of what Margaret would do to her. Plus she has a feeling that the flat is the only solid thing Margaret has. 
Also, with all the changes she has made, the house feels like home now. ‘I’ll stay where I am, thank you.’
‘How is Margaret? Is she being helpful?’
‘Yes, she answers when I call.’ It’s the most honest Enya can be without destroying her.
‘Good, good.’
‘She shared a little about her situation with me,’ she says. Enya knows she’s being sneaky by fishing for more. ‘It’s a difficult time for her.’
‘She’s Aoife’s niece,’ he says. Which he has said before. Keen to separate the bloodlines. ‘She’s separated from her husband, and unfortunately her kids. A heartbreaking situation. Her mum died earlier in the year, Aoife’s sister, one of the reasons Aoife decided to come away. But then Colm, Margaret’s dad, had a heart attack. Everything’s happening at once, though she’s no saint but that’s not my business. She needs something to keep her mind off her troubles. Aoife says to support her, so, we are.’
Enya could listen to more but he’s finished and ready to get back to his new life. Freedom is calling. Well-earned time to himself, as she thinks of his forty years spent here doing her job day in and day out. Can she imagine herself being here that long? What would that look like? Will Finn be with her? She can’t even see herself make it to the end of a week sometimes, some nights as she lies in bed wide awake listening to the mice that have a busier social life than she has, stopping herself from messaging Finn again, she can barely make it through the night. 
‘Enjoy it Jack, you earned it.’
When Enya returns home that evening, the sun is not yet down. Proof that the days are finally starting to stretch. The fields are dotted with sheep and the golden pop of February daffodils. Margaret’s jeep is parked up against the hedging, pushed in so close that Enya’s car can only just get by. 
Irritated that Margaret just lets herself in whenever she wants, Enya parks, ready to give her a piece of her mind. She finds her in the kitchen. 
‘Oh hi,’ Margaret speaks in her usual bored tone. ‘I installed a new router, the wi-fi should be stronger now.’
‘Thank you.’ Her irritation immediately recedes, this is very welcome news. 
‘Your wi-fi code is on the back here.’ She turns it upside down and shows her a sticker. ‘It’s case-sensitive. Wankbag123, exclamation mark. All lowercase. I’ve taped it to your fridge for you.’
Enya glances across the kitchen and sees the enormous scrawl taking over her fridge. Then something at the window catches her eye. She goes outside.
‘You’re welcome,’ Margaret says huffily. 
It’s easy to spot, she is coming to know the tree now. It’s a navy blue fabric, royal blue. It’s tied tightly, wrapped around the thinner branch, revealing itself to be a smaller piece of fabric. Enya reaches out to touch it. It’s a handkerchief, and a small triangle of fabric is loose and waving in the breeze. It has the initials in white: C.M.G.
Margaret is folding her arms, watching her from the door. ‘There was a woman here when I arrived. Kept her head down, didn’t want to talk much.’
‘A local?’
‘Didn’t recognise her. Young. Ordinary. Brown hair. Maybe in her twenties. She was embarrassed to be seen.’
Suddenly placing this ordinary young, brown-haired woman in her twenties with this particular handkerchief makes Enya feel differently about the material. It is less rag, and more meaningful like the yellow Baby-gro which reminds her of Finn. Perhaps she would have the same respect for all the tattered pieces of material which are all around the tree if she had seen the owners tie them, if she’d watched them cry or say a prayer, as she had with the pilgrimage tour. 
Enya circles the tree, touches things. She reaches out to the broken limbs that Handyman Willy had butchered. She’s kept the limbs in the garage, in Aoife’s studio, feeling too guilty to destroy them. On Sunday she will unravel the old torn ragged bits of material from those limbs and return them to their rightful places on the tree as respectfully as she can. 
‘I’m going to head off,’ Margaret shouts, behind her. 
Enya raises a hand in goodbye, looks down at the grass, at the small stream that splits the field in two, running through the garden narrow enough to leap over. She follows the stream, through her land, which leads to hedging that divides hers from the neighbouring field. The sun is low now, just sitting on the top of the mountain, about to dip into the cold mountain and fizzle out. The abbey ruin is in the direct path of the sun. The lone monk who founded it must have been looking for peace just as Enya is. She follows the path of the sun and walks towards it. 
It’s a calm place, absolutely nothing to tell you it was once a holy site, no plaque or souvenir shop, just some low crumbling stone walls. The sun spies on her, playing peekaboo behind the dilapidated walls, the ceiling and roof long gone. People were here once upon a time, in this place. They lived and loved. 
From this position she looks back at the house. The sun, the abbey, the tree are in a perfect straight line. 
She takes out her phone. There’s no update from Ursula but she records a voice note for Finn. 
‘Hi, it’s me again. Yes, I’m on about the tree again. But I have a new thought today. Perhaps the tree wasn’t blocking my light all along. Perhaps the tree was attracting the light, drawing it in to me.’ She smiles. It’s a good day today. ‘I love you.’
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Enya, Thank you so much for your sister’s homemade cream – it worked a treat on Ross’s rash. What did she put in it? Smells good too, better than the hospital bedsore cream. What do I owe you? xxx
Nothing! You don’t owe me a thing. Glad it’s helping. X 
ENYA GOES TO KICK another willow-woven tumbleweed out of her path as she marches back to the house after a hectic day in the surgery but stops herself. Margaret had unsurprisingly not cleaned the tumbleweed, but it didn’t matter, Enya has her own idea. Instead she gathers the woven willow all in one place. She realises that each of them are parts of the same structure, or a few different sculptures, and when she finally has a moment to herself, she will endeavour to try to piece them back together again. She has seen photographs of Aoife’s work on her website of her exceptional artwork. Bunnies at play, a group of hares, a horse. She feels guilty now about crushing them. Guilty about chopping the tree, guilty about Finn, guilty about avoiding her sister, her dad, all of her friends, guilty, guilty, guilty. Why is she so destructive? She endeavours to transform this runaway act into a soul cleanse. 
Ever since she arrived in Abbeydooley she has been avoiding her sister’s calls, choosing only to reply to her in text messages or carefully orchestrated voice notes. As gentle as Flora is, Enya can’t take the analysis, even if it’s silent and well-meaning. Seeing her sister is like looking in the mirror; despite being very different people, they are intrinsically linked and she can’t help but self-reflect when she’s with her. 
The only person she leaps to answer immediately is Ursula. They text each other daily, always beginning in the morning with a text from Enya to see how Ross has done through the night. Ursula, it seems, sleeps as little as Enya does, and replies to her in the early hours of the morning. Enya is surprised by how much the messages mean to her, how they comfort her and spur her on. They don’t get into the specifics of their lives, Enya hasn’t discussed her marriage break-up or the fact that she no longer lives or practises in Enniskerry. Enya hasn’t lied, but the subject hasn’t come up. It’s Ursula who talks about herself, they discuss in absolute detail Ross’s progress so that Enya can do her best to explain the technical medical terms, what his chart means, and how test results can be interpreted. Enya has the time to stay on the phone late into the night while Ursula lies beside her son on a makeshift bed in hospital and Enya too hears the beeps of the machines and the familiar sounds of a hospital room.
She never speaks of her separation from Xander and Finn. She’s wary of how the situation will sound to Ursula. All outsiders would see is that Enya left her son. They wouldn’t understand the nuances, her grief at being apart from him, how her heart is torn. Nor would they understand the battle in her mind about how her absence from him during this complicated personal time in her life could be seen as a service to her son.
Ursula, in a way, is the sister that she needs right now. The sister they are both focused on and understandably so because her life is so tragic and overwhelming, who doesn’t pry into Enya’s life. So Enya jumps at the phone as soon as it rings thinking it’s Ursula and feels guilty again when she’s disappointed to discover it’s her sister. 
‘What’s this I hear about you chopping down a rag tree?’
‘Oh hello darling sister, how are you?’ Enya asks. 
‘I spoke to Dad, who heard it from the doctor in Australia, so he told me to call you and see if you’ve lost it.’
Enya’s mouth drops at the way in which news travels. 
‘Firstly, thank you for sending the cream to Ursula, she said it’s wonderful. And to your main question, the rag tree is exactly that: ragged and in poor condition. Chopping it down would be doing it a service. And it’s a nuisance. The branches hit off the window constantly, it’s growing bigger than the house. Also, the tree attracts people. Weirdos. At all hours of the day and night. They stand there, ghoulish and predatory.’ She’s exaggerating now. Most of them mind their own business, they don’t seem to notice the house beside the tree; they’re in their own world. One person asked to use the toilet. ‘But I’m sure you really don’t have time for this. I appreciate you calling on behalf of Dad. Tell him I’m fine.’
When Flora is not raising a village she’s grooming and minding dogs. At any one time she could have up to ten dogs staying on their land and as she insists on the highest of standards she provides an alternative to kennels. 
‘I have lots of time. Enya, a nuisance or not, you can’t chop a rag tree down. It’s bad luck, bad karma, and it’s simply not right to chop down a tree, any tree, unless it’s being felled for a particularly good reason. Especially this tree with so many precious keepsakes on it. Think of all the people who have pinned their hopes and prayers to it. It’s like burning down a church. Mum would be up in arms.’
‘Mum would be all for burning down a church.’
They laugh.
‘I didn’t chop the entire tree down,’ Enya says, giving in. ‘It was an unpopular decision in the village, so the tree still stands.’
‘I’ll bet it was. Wow. What a way to introduce yourself to the locals. I’m surprised, considering the rag tree we used to visit as kids. Seriously.’
Something surprising is unlocked in Enya’s mind. She’s curious. ‘What do you mean? What rag tree?’
‘Do you remember Earl?’
‘Mum’s cousin who owned the farm? I thought he was a lord or something.’
‘Well, firstly his name was just Earl.’
They both laugh.
The memory unlocked, Enya remembers travelling what felt like a long way deep into the heart of the countryside, and playing on the land. An old man in a tweed three-piece suit and a rather fancy accent let them drive his tractor, and the quad, and they’d zoomed around the fields on adventures. ‘They gave us pink wafer biscuits.’
‘Yes! The pink wafers! I thought they were so fancy,’ Flora laughs, remembering. ‘Do you remember the rag tree?’
Enya slowly sits down, a long-ago memory magically unlocked. ‘I don’t think I knew it was a rag tree.’
‘We didn’t call it that, but it was the same idea. I called it the magic tree. You called it the medicine tree.’
‘They didn’t want us playing near it, they told us not to climb it.’
‘But then that goose attacked me, snapped my finger, do you remember? To this day I can’t bring the kids to feed swans or ducks because of it.’ 
‘I tied your scrunchie to the branch,’ Enya remembers.
‘Always the doctor. Though maybe an antiseptic wipe would have been better, but my finger magically started to feel better.’ 
Enya smiles at the fond memories. 
‘We loved that tree, Enya. We would always run to it and check on it when we arrived.’
‘I didn’t really associate it with a rag tree,’ Enya says. ‘It seemed prettier than this one.’ She frowns. ‘Why did we never see Earl again? He had kids, didn’t he? I remember always playing with a group of kids. They must be our second cousins. It would have been nice to see Mum’s side of the family. Did Dad even try?’
When their mother died, they both felt as if their lives stopped being their own, for a time anyway. At twelve and eleven they had to settle into a new home, begin school, somewhere they had never been to before in their home-schooled lives. They lived in their dad’s house with his family, had to get to know his extended family which never felt like theirs. It’s like their mother evaporated and so did every memory of her. They didn’t see her friends, nothing that could connect them to her. Enya settled in fast. Flora didn’t. She raged against it. For a time, she was the one they worried about.
‘Did I not tell you about Earl?’
‘Tell me what?’
‘Earl wasn’t Mum’s cousin.’
Enya grins. ‘Was he a lover?’ 
Their mother was not shy about having relationships. Their parents’ marriage ended when the girls were three and two. Brigid had lived a long and active life that was separate to Dad. Their annulment gave her freedom to be the woman she wanted to be, and so the woman both Enya and Flora knew and loved was a stranger to him. Motherhood helped her to find herself and paganism while their father thought she had lost her mind. Much was made by others of her paganism, as if there was an underlying darkness to it, but Brigid only saw light. She not only changed her surname from Considine back to Brennan, but she converted her name to its Irish translation and Brigid Brennan began writing as Brighíd Ní Braonán. 
She wrote about her paganism as a nature and earth based spirituality with an open-minded opinion of sex and sexuality, and a belief in cosmic balance. It was a refreshing take, and enticing to women’s magazines and so their muliebrious warrior was born. 
Years after their mother’s death, Flora leaned into her mother’s beliefs as she formed or sought out her own identity in her teenage years. It was natural. She wasn’t trying to become her mother, she was organically finding her way back to who she was. Homebirths and herbal healing. Eco warriors and organic farmers. Enya, without really planning it, went in a different direction. An elective caesarean, a general practitioner; all straight lines and full stops. A night nurse, a creis and back to work as early as she could. Enya was home-schooled, Finn went to boarding school.
Flora wasn’t afraid of becoming her mother, she took on those aspects of her as healthy additions to her own character. They were separate and unique enough to not become merged, whereas Enya knew she took steps to not become her mother, distancing herself from her in an effort to move on from her grief. It turns out now that Flora’s way was the winning way. Flora dug deep, and now is at peace, while Enya is upturning everything to see what’s beneath, like a rotavator through her life.
‘Earl wasn’t a cousin, and he wasn’t her lover,’ Flora explains, enjoying the revelation. ‘His full name was Earl Mongan, also known as Iarla Ó’Mongáin. He died ten years ago and he was a modern Draoí.’
‘Dray? What’s that? 
‘Draoí,’ she repeats in an exaggerated Irish accent. ‘It’s a practitioner and priest of indigenous Irish magic and spirituality. A pagan priest. A druid.’
Enya gasps. 
Flora giggles. ‘It’s a good one, isn’t it?’
It’s no secret that their mum was interested in pagan beliefs but Enya hadn’t known she was practising. 
‘I can’t believe you’re only telling me this now.’
‘I did mention it before, but you weren’t that interested. You were studying for exams, in university doctor mode. Remember I went to stay with Mum’s cousin Nora for the summer? I did a lot of soul searching then.’ 
Enya can hear Flora make excuses for her.
‘I’m sorry I let you do all that alone.’
‘We all have different times of when we’re ready to learn and hear things.’
‘I’m listening now,’ she says quietly, watching the tree.
‘I know you are,’ Flora says gently. 
When the call has ended Enya patters down the hallway to the side table and pulls open the drawer filled with junk. She roots around and retrieves the leaflet from Paddy Behan of Celtic Pagan Tours which contains a map of the rag tree pilgrimage. Maybe, just maybe, the rag tree in Cavan if it’s significant enough is part of the tour. 
Derry, Kildare (St Brigid’s Well), Kilkenny, Roscommon (the well of St Lasair), Sligo (holy well of Tobernalt), Westmeath (ruins of Fore Abbey), Abbeydooley where Enya currently is next to the ruins of St Enda’s Abbey and, yes, County Cavan. Not only is it on the map, but there are individual photographs of each rag tree. 
She squints as she examines the rag tree that she and Flora used to play around. She wonders if Flora’s scrunchie is still there. 
It warms her heart, to feel this connection to her mother. The roots that run beneath the soil, connecting one rag tree to another, again feel as though her mum is reaching her hand out to her. 
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ENYA CAN BARELY CATCH a lunch break. Her days and weeks are booked up without a free hour in sight, with patients from neighbouring towns on waiting lists, where medical practices are bowing under the weight of the pressure. She needs to develop and dedicate herself to her practice and her new life, and she is sure that this act of giving, of caring, of using her skills for the good of others, is the nourishment her own soul needs. 
It’s raining down on her also in the form of Father Walsh, who she can’t avoid anymore. They do need to work together in some capacity; he has his ear to the ground. She finally agrees to meet with him. She insists on her office but for some reason loses out to meeting at the church office, which is also bowing under the weight of papers and files. She hadn’t expected it to be so official. It’s a big business, religion, she hears her mother say. Watch yourself in there, girl. 
Marie, the office clerk, clears out for the meeting. ‘I’m going to Larry’s for a roll, do you want one, Father?’
‘I’ll have a ham and coleslaw. With butter this time.’
She tuts and he backtracks. ‘Just ham then. But I still want butter,’ he calls after her as she leaves with her purse. ‘My cholesterol is high. They say no mayonnaise,’ he says to Enya, distraught. ‘I suppose you’re into all those protein shakes and fruit that Dr Dolan was always at me to take,’ he says, leading her to a chair and removing a pile of paperwork. He carries it to the desk, which is full, then puts it down on the floor. The neatly stacked pile slides down. He ignores it and sits.
‘It’s good of you to find time to meet me,’ he says.
It’s not said as a compliment.
‘I had to find my feet, get established.’
‘And are you?’
‘I am.’ She clears her throat and looks around nervously. She feels like an eight-year-old at her first confession. Her armpits feel damp.
Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned … 
‘I enjoy keeping busy. This is what I wanted.’
He thinks about that as if there is more weight in her words than intended. She didn’t really think before saying them. 
‘Busy parishes that had two or three priests now have one.’ He lifts his hands to show himself. ‘I am the one here. Funerals, weddings, visitation of the sick, round-the-clock availability to deal with all kinds of problems. Management of schools. It places huge pressure on the clergy. There is a greying of the clergy, have you heard that expression?’
‘No.’
‘The majority of priests are over sixty. There are few young men on the ground. Seminaries are almost empty.’
She keeps her mouth zipped on sharing with him all the reasons for this fall in popularity. She tells her mother inside her to keep still, keep quiet. Now’s not the time. 
‘Of course people think the church deserves it, it’s the fallout from the scandals and rightly so; the punishable should be punished.’
She softens a little, but she still sits ramrod straight, on the edge of the wooden chair.
It has been almost forty years since my last confession … 
‘The scandals have a demoralising effect on clergy. There’s great loneliness in many members. One representative has to do so much, alone. Your predecessor Dr Dolan and I spoke of this regularly, we understood that our professions had much in common, and we worked together to ensure that the community was being cared for.’
‘I care for this community.’ She hears the defensive tone in her voice and realises for the first time how attached she is becoming. She doesn’t know why it’s different to her old practice but it is. Maybe it’s because she feels it’s all she has now. Reconciliation with Finn is feeling further away from her. 
‘I heard you taught Joseph O’Malley how to cook.’
‘Hardly,’ she says, with a surprised laugh. ‘I noticed during a house call that he had nothing in his fridge. I showed him how to do one meal for himself and I think he’s made the same meal every day since.’ 
‘And you bring books for Sheila Delaney.’
‘She’s lonely and she loves to read,’ she says with an embarrassed shrug.
I did not show love when I dated a man who wasn’t my husband, I did not show love when I left my son, I did not show love when … 
‘You are the doctor. I am the priest. I will not be dispensing medicine. But there are times when I am called to places where you are needed, and you will find yourself in places where I am needed. Can we agree on that?’
He is gentle, concise. They are in the same boat and it feels steady. Perhaps they can row together.
‘We can.’
Marie arrives with a ham roll. No coleslaw and no butter. Enya leaves as they both bicker over it. 
She feels lighter as she continues her day, seeing patient after patient, feeling cheerier. She has recognised a fondness for the area, for the people, she has begun to fall back in love with her profession. She is feeling settled. She ponders it all with a sense of relief while taking Mr Murray’s blood pressure, pumping and pumping, her mind immediately wandering into dark places again. She’s not allowed to be happy, not after all she has done. 
‘Ouch,’ Mr Murray says and she realises she has pumped the blood pressure cuff so much it has inflated and is hurting him. 
‘Sorry,’ she says, quickly, trying to get it off him. 
She can pretend, play house in her newly fabricated life, but she is not absolved of any sin.
For these and all my sins I am truly sorry. 
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ENYA CHECKS HER PHONE again for a response from Ursula. She usually would have messaged her by this hour, they’re both up so early in the morning and have each other for company at all the hours that nobody else would usually respond.
Should we meet for a coffee? It would be lovely to see you in person, and I would love to see Ross again.
It had taken Enya a lot to send the message. She had composed it and rewritten it a dozen times. She’d added exclamation marks, removed them, added kisses, removed them. She had added times and dates and removed them. She had kept it simple, but it was far from simple. She wants to see Ursula, yes, but she wants to see Ross far more. She has a pining to be in the same room as him, to hold his hand and feel the warmth that was once ice cold. And while it will challenge her to leave her haven of Abbeydooley and return to a world she escaped, she has an urge to see the people she can’t let go of. More than anyone, she hopes that Finn will open his heart to her. He has rejected her time and time again over the phone, hopefully he can’t reject her again in her physical form. 
The message that took so much strength to send sits in her phone unanswered on her lap, feeling like the weight of a brick. 
She has been in her surgery since seven a.m. to get a head start on the paperwork. She misses her app and online bookings but she’s getting used to doing things a new way. She has to go through every letter, blood test, X-ray and MRI result that comes in and then she has to follow up on them. This morning she will fill in forms related to applications for carer’s benefit and write a legal report for a patient who had an accident; there is no time during the day to do any of this extra work. Natasha has lots of administration experience and is solid and competent. She doesn’t do small talk, they’ve never once discussed the weather or the news. They are working well and they are settling into a new routine. 
Enya has one more appointment before she can finally leave the surgery to visit May Burrows who is unable to travel. These home visits eat up Enya’s time and delay her appointments during the day but they have become a large part of her duties. She’s not familiar with the area yet, there are so many off-roads, laneways and hidden homes in the countryside and her sat nav doesn’t always assist her, leading her yesterday to a gate into a field, instead of a house. She spends much of her drive going the wrong way, meeting dead ends and driving in circles. So much time lost trying to find her way.
Enya opens her office door to call the next patient. A lone man wearing a baseball cap sits in the waiting room, head down reading a magazine. Her eyes pass over him to Natasha. 
‘It’s quiet.’
‘I’ve told everyone to come back in an hour. The sign is on the door. They can queue outside if they want but they’re not coming in if they don’t have an appointment.’ 
‘Thanks Natasha, you can enjoy your lunch in peace today.’
The aim had been to close between one and two p.m. for lunch daily but Enya is using that time to do a house call every day. She is grabbing unhealthy snacks from the shop across the road, aggressively shoving them into her mouth as she drives, and inevitably getting lost. When she returns home late in the evening, she’s too tired and unprepared to cook dinner. Her priority is to kick her shoes off, sit down in the cosy armchair, wrap herself in the cashmere blanket Flora got her for Christmas that feels like a hug, and leave a long, detailed voice note for Finn, speaking to her son as if he is in the room with her. 
And then her text messages and phone calls with Ursula follow, which can be long, mostly with Enya listening, being the remote shoulder to cry on and offer soothing sounds and comforting words as often as she can. The giving, the caring, the helping, it’s all selfishly for herself, to cleanse her soul, to try to chase away the guilt of all her mistakes, her flaws, her current state of anxiety. If she can help others, surely that will tip the balance, until the negative topples off and slides away into the dark unknown. 
‘Natasha, why don’t you head off now, I won’t be long here.’ And to the man reading the Woman’s Way magazine, ‘John Smith, I’ll see you now.’
She’s turning to face her office as he stands, so by the time she registers him, and turns back again to take a second look, he’s already behind her. One, two, three, huge strides until he’s right behind her, leaning over her, his six-foot-four frame, leering over her. 
‘Hello Doctor,’ he says, with a cold grin.
It sounds eerie because it is, and Natasha catches it too. She looks at him sharply, immediately picking up on Enya’s discomfort.
‘I’ll stay here,’ Natasha says firmly.
‘Yes, yes thank you,’ Enya says, flustered.
She stands aside to let him pass and he brushes against her, not leaving any room for her to breathe. She remains at the door, not wanting to close it. Natasha is looking at her questioningly but she’s not sure what to do. Her heart is pounding and she’s finding it hard to compose herself. 
He takes his cap off, and walks around the office looking at everything. Touching things. Picking them up. He picks up the framed photo of Finn that’s on her desk and studies it for too long. 
She closes the door. 
‘Mark.’ 
He puts the frame down and looks up at her, grinning. 
‘Surprise!’
‘Not John Smith.’
‘Yes well, I didn’t think you’d take an appointment from a Mr Rossi. Too obvious. Not many Irish-Italians living around here, I’d imagine. All Murphys and Micks.’ 
The usual glint in his eye is gone and there’s just anger now, large black pupils in his chestnut-coloured eyes. This is an intimidating mood in a man of such a frame, whose job it is to take down opponents of the same size on the jiu-jitsu mats in international fights. At least it was, until he retired and opened a gym and now mostly helps middle-aged women defeat their bingo wings in boxercise classes. Which is how they met. 
‘It’s been a while.’ He looks her up and down slowly. 
Feeling naked under his not so pleasant stare, she folds her arms. 
‘I took up Pilates,’ she says, trying to joke but it falls flat. ‘How did you know I was here?’
‘I didn’t for a long time, but you made the news. A wonderful urban GP fills the role of rural GP. Hero helps save the day. Save the poky shit-hole from annihilation.’ He makes trumpet sounds with his lips. 
He’s speaking too loudly. Natasha is outside and is no doubt listening. 
‘Lower your voice please.’
‘You disappeared,’ he says, even louder.
She doesn’t disagree. She needs to find her foothold here. His element of surprise puts him in the lead. 
‘What no excuse? No clever lie? No apologies? I came here thinking you’d be sorry, that you’d be ashamed, I caught you out Enya, I found you in your little hiding place.’ 
He’s in her space, too close, she doesn’t like it.
‘You’re going to have to calm down and sit down if you want to continue this conversation. I don’t like your tone or your demeanour, I will ask you to leave, or I’ll leave, if you continue.’
She holds her hand out to the patient’s chair. She needs to get back in control. 
He takes the swivel chair at her desk instead, his enormous frame dwarfing it, leaving her to sit in the blue plastic patient’s seat. She’d stand no chance against him in a physical fight, his thighs are twice the width of hers. His shoulders and arms could bench press her own body. It had been impossible for her not to find him attractive as soon as she saw him. Most of the women did. They caught each other’s eyes during class at certain moments and would smile, all knowing they were thinking the same thing. Wrong to objectify him, yes, but they were human. And married. Mothers. Busy. Professionals. Just having a giggle. 
Why she managed to catch his eye over any of the other, younger and much more striking women in the gym was a surprise to her. It turned out he liked her intelligence, her education, her confidence and mostly her success. Her standard of living and the world and business she had carved out for herself, albeit jointly with her husband, drew him to her. As an athlete he was attracted to success, to winning, to confidence. He had all the corny positive mental attitudes that spoke to him, though not necessarily to her, and he used them, abided by them, strictly as if he were a soldier at war, as though he had been brainwashed.
His food intake, his metabolic rate, his sleeping pattern. Everything about his body was defined in stats. Motivational quotes and catchy phrases were his fuel.
She had been flattered by this handsome and complimentary man. She had been excited by his attention. She had already started to drift away from herself when she reached her birthday and everything changed, her core was destabilised and any patience and understanding she had for Xander imploded, any fondness she had for their home turned sour, and all the effort she’d been trying to make with Finn went by the wayside. She gave up on being who she was trying to be and allowed the new her to emerge. The selfish, disorientated, unstable new her that she is so desperately running from now. 
She was the good doctor and loyal wife, the attentive mother, and so making the step to talk to Mark at the gym when everybody else had left, and then joining him for a spontaneous coffee next door, had seemed almost natural. The polite thing to do. It was just a coffee. And he was usually funny, uplifting, kind, complimentary. All the things she felt deprived of with Xander.
She hadn’t considered the alternative: the repercussions of Mark not winning. Of not getting what he wanted. Of being in second place or put out of the race completely. 
‘When you said you needed time I thought it meant to give you until the weekend. It’s been two fucking months. You didn’t answer my calls. You stopped showing up to the gym. You weren’t at your surgery.’
Enya stiffens at the thought of him searching for her at the surgery. 
‘Things got a little complicated for me.’ She looks down at her hands, begs them to stay steady.
‘A little? I have the gardaí calling me about you. Why are the guards calling me, Enya? They came to my home, and my business. What the hell did you do, Enya?’
‘Nothing! I didn’t do anything. I happened upon a car accident. A boy had been hit by a car. I tended to him at the scene.’ 
She feels the shake return as she remembers the feeling of the rain pelting her, her knees in the puddles, wet road, soaking through her tights, the stones cutting through the fabric, leaving her with grazed knees that stung in the bath. The rain soaking her hair, dripping down her back. How it tasted, how it stung her eyes. The salty taste of Ross’s mouth, the coldness of his skin, the blue of his lips. It was her fault he hadn’t woken up. She felt like she was drowning. It had been a triggering moment for her. It had left her traumatised, she recognises that now. It was a feeling she has been trying to run from ever since.
Perhaps Mark sees the change in her because he softens, perhaps considering for the first time that her disappearance wasn’t all about him. 
‘The gardaí were just doing their jobs. They were following up on what I’d told them.’ 
She looks at him questioningly, desperately. 
‘Yes,’ he says, with a sigh, ‘I stuck to the story.’
She’s so relieved, she hadn’t realised how much she’d been holding on to it. 
He leans forward and takes her hand. His touch would have set her alight only months ago. A look, a touch of his hand sent her body fizzing then, but now … nothing. If anything it makes her feel claustrophobic. She wants to let go. He keeps holding her hand, playing with her fingers. His so large and chunky, hers long and slender. She has hands that feel, probe, push muscles, feel heartbeats, investigate joints, limbs, chests, hands that are supposed to heal. His know how to hurt, the weak places to hit.
‘If Jennifer finds out that I called a doctor for Bobby when he was in my care and I never told her, I would lose him.’
‘You won’t lose him.’
‘I could.’
‘We wanted a legitimate way to see each other. We both agreed it was a good idea.’
On the night of the accident, Mark’s mother was minding his baby while they went for a drink. The E-Doc alibi seemed like a simple, innocent enough idea to give Enya a reason to leave her dinner with Xander. It would have been uncomplicated had she not come across Ross. Mark hadn’t committed any crimes, hadn’t broken any custody arrangements, but going on a date when you had your once-a-week night with your baby didn’t look good.
It turns out taking what you want is overrated. There’s a larger price you pay to your soul when you betray.
‘I don’t want my mum brought into it,’ he says. ‘She loves Bobby but she won’t lie to the guards.’
‘She doesn’t have to lie to them,’ she says, taking his hand. She feels his anger subsiding, really he’s hurt and afraid. 
‘What did the guards ask you?’ 
‘They asked about what I was doing that night. What time I called you at, why I called you, that kind of thing. I told them I know you from the gym, that you said I could call whenever I needed you for Bobby. I thought that made more sense than lying about him being a patient at your surgery.’
‘Good,’ she says, nodding. ‘We don’t have a record of him at the practice and your call didn’t come through E-Doc. Good thinking.’ She’s so relieved and realises how exhausted she is from the lie. She’s been holding on to it for so very long, waiting for it to catch up with her. 
‘I thought about telling the truth, believe me, but going for a drink with you when I was supposed to be minding Bobby doesn’t do me any favours.’
She nods, relieved.
‘I was this close to calling your husband. I called the surgery, because you disappeared from the app.’ 
‘The surgery told you I was here?’ She’s appalled at Betty for the breach of privacy.
‘No, they said you didn’t work there anymore and I went online to track you down and found the article in the Midlands News.’ 
She wants to let go of his hand now but he’s holding on to her tightly. 
‘You left your husband and you never called me. You said you would.’
She stiffens. ‘I told you that I was unhappy with my husband, that’s true …’ she chooses her words wisely. ‘But what I did with you was unfair to Xander.’ She finally manages to pull her hand free from his grip, and she pretends to fix a loose hair on her head and sees her fingers tremble. ‘I came here because I haven’t been feeling like myself for some time. I haven’t been behaving like myself, and that has hurt the people I love. I don’t want to be that person anymore. Do you understand what I’m saying?’
His blank look says that he does not. There were too many words. 
‘You told me that you were going to leave your husband and be with me.’
A chill runs through her. ‘Mark, I absolutely never said that.’ 
He shoots up out of the chair giving her a fright.
‘I can understand why you thought that or wanted to believe that,’ she says quickly. ‘You suggested it and I never shut it down. I didn’t know the answer myself. I didn’t know what I wanted. I wasn’t happy but I had no plans to leave. I didn’t plan to be with you either, it just happened.’
‘Jesus, Enya,’ he shouts, pacing the room like a boxer in the ring. 
Watching his behaviour, this angry rejected boy routine is making her certain that she wants nothing to do with him now. She looks up at the clock. She really needs to leave to see Mrs Burrows. How long will his tantrum last and can she control it?
‘I’m sorry that my personal life crisis has impacted you Mark, and I’m glad that I met you. Going to your classes was healing for me, meeting you, sharing time with you, was restorative. You encouraged me when I doubted myself, you made me feel sexy when I didn’t feel attractive.’
‘You used me.’
‘I didn’t but I’m sorry you feel that way.’
‘I lied to the guards for you.’
Cold fear shoots through her. She hopes Natasha isn’t listening but how can she not hear this? She can hear Margaret cough through the paper walls and ceilings. Margaret. She hopes she isn’t home to hear this. The idea of the gardaí discovering her lie has kept her awake every night. She can’t run far enough away to escape that outcome. 
‘I didn’t ask you to do that. The lie, while wrong, was intended for Xander and Emma, not the guards.’
His eyes narrow. ‘I followed your lead, Enya. You didn’t tell them the truth, did you? When it counted for someone else’s life, you continued the lie.’
‘If telling them the truth would have helped that poor boy recover any more quickly then I would have,’ she says quietly, because she doesn’t want Natasha to hear. ‘Me confessing to having one glass of wine with you instead of being there for your baby won’t do that.’
If she could do it all again, if she could relive that night. She would never have accepted the offer of a date with Mark, she would never have left the boring dinner party, she would never have been driving in the storm that night. If she could wish for one miracle, it would be that. But where would she be now? In that suffocating home where time stands still, with Xander, invisible to Finn. As miserable as she had become, she’d still take that over any of this. But she can’t go back. 
‘I broke up with a thirty-two-year-old for you.’
Enya cringes for him at the embarrassing depths he’s going to. Such physical strength, such emotional weakness.
‘She’s an MMA fighter and gorgeous. But I chose you. Do you know why?’
‘My buns of steel?’ she asks, trying to lighten the atmosphere but it only confuses him more.
‘You were successful. You knew your mind. You had a business. You were educated.’
She’d like to think she’s still all of those things.
‘Great job, nice car, financially stable. When I said do between twelve to fifteen reps you did fifteen. You worked until you failed. I saw determination, ambition and focus and that’s what I was attracted to. A woman who knew her own mind. But I don’t see that now.’
She nods. He’s right there, at least. 
‘You’re supposed to be with me,’ he says, surprising her.
Now it’s her turn to be surprised by the change in tone.
‘I’m not going to let you run away.’
She doesn’t need him to let her. 
‘I’m going to give you some more time. And then I’m going to come back and we’re going to have this conversation again. And you’re going to give me a different answer.’
‘Mark. That’s not how relationships work.’ 
‘You clearly don’t know shit about relationships. Let me teach you, coach you.’ 
He crouches beside her and touches her leg, leaves his giant hand there. It wraps around her thigh.
‘Mark,’ she says firmly, removing his hand from her leg. ‘We were not in a relationship.’ 
They’d had two official dates. One coffee after the gym. One drink in the pub the night of the accident. There had been a lot of flirting at the gym, times when she’d stayed on too long for conversations, and many more flirtatious texts which she’d deleted from her phone, but she doubts he has done the same. Another shudder runs through her. 
‘I’m not interested in having a romantic relationship with you. I’m sorry this hurts you, but that is the truth and you have to accept it.’
His nostrils flare. 
‘I know where you live and I’ll be back,’ he says, sounding like the Terminator and standing up and looking as enormous as him too. ‘Take care of yourself, Enya.’
It’s the most bizarre and confusing break-up she’s ever had. It’s also threatening and scary. Even though she’s trying to remain composed, her insides are shaken. He clearly can’t deal with rejection but what else should she expect from a professional fighter? He doesn’t want to lose. 
I know where you live. 
‘You’ve been to my home,’ she says, realising he must have been the man in her garden, looking in her window, late that night. How long had he hung around? Had he been watching her? 
‘Bobby,’ she says. ‘The yellow Baby-gro. You hung it on the tree.’
He looks at her with wide eyes, mouth open. Then he rubs his eyes dramatically again as if he can’t see her properly, like a cartoon character.
‘You’ve lost your nut, haven’t you?’
‘You’ve been watching me.’
He smiles. ‘You’ve properly lost your nut. Do they know that you’ve gone cuckoo?’ He thumbs to the door. ‘Do they all know their saviour doctor has lost it?’
She stands up, because the taunt triggers her and, from the deepest pit of her stomach, she summons all the rage and anger and yells at him. ‘Get out.’ 
He chuckles, enjoying her loss of temper. She hears footsteps above her. Margaret. And she swears.
She opens the door. ‘Get out.’ 
She doesn’t care about Natasha overhearing anymore, she’s too angry. Mark swaggers out, broad shoulders practically hitting the doorframes, thinner legs, like a superhero. 
Margaret’s footsteps are fast down the stairs and she bursts into reception to come face to face with Mark. He looks her up and down as he passes. Margaret checks on Enya first, protectively, then watches him leave. She looks to Enya for an explanation. 
‘Natasha, I’m going out to Mrs Burrows now.’ Her voice is hoarse from yelling, and her throat is raw. She can feel the panic and the tears welling, and she wants to get out of there before they start to fall, before everything that she’s buried comes to the surface. ‘Could you call her and tell her I’m running behind. I’ll see you back here in an hour.’
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ENYA REGULARLY WATCHES OUT for her handkerchief visitor. Some people tie a piece of fabric and never return. Some revisit their fabric to witness it change, see the cotton fibres rot from sun exposure and take a new shape, hoping that the person they’re praying for is morphing too, but for the better. Enya hopes that her ordinary brown-haired woman in her twenties returns. She’d offer her use of the toilet, she’d make her a cup of tea. She’d attempt to bake a cake. She’d do whatever it is Dr Dolan’s wife used to do for the visitors. She wants to hear her story. Unfortunately Margaret’s description of an ordinary brown-haired young woman fits the description of most people. 
On the fourth Thursday, the day Mark has come into her office and her life and rattled her, she drives down the road to her house, feeling weary and eager to get home. She postponed her evening call-outs, she just doesn’t have the energy today. Mark has made her jumpy and exhausted. From afar she sees a figure standing at the rag tree, and sits up. She hopes it’s her handkerchief woman and that she’ll be open to talking. She wants to know who is leaving things tied to the branches, who is longing for someone’s recovery. 
As she gets closer to the house, she’s disappointed to see that the woman is Margaret and she’s striding towards her jeep. 
‘You’re back early,’ Margaret says. 
‘Why are you here?’
‘I was checking the router.’
‘And?’
‘It’s still there.’
Enya shakes her head. ‘What were you doing at the tree?’
‘Nothing.’
Enya suddenly stops trying to hide her own emotions and takes Margaret in properly. Her eyes look red. As if she’s been crying.
‘Are you okay?’
‘Yeah. Why?’ Her tone is so aggressive, Enya backs off. She’s not in the mood for another confrontation today.
‘I heard you and that man shouting in your office. He wasn’t a patient, was he?’
Enya sighs. ‘Come in.’ She knows Margaret won’t leave her alone, but mostly she invites her because she doesn’t want to be alone. 
In the kitchen, she boils the kettle, keeping her back turned to Margaret, trying to figure out what to tell her. She has a sudden urge to tell her everything. She needs to. She should. This can’t go on. She contemplates her starting point as she places the kettle on the base, flicks the switch. As it builds to boiling point and she formulates her opening sentence, she looks up at the tree and watches it, as she always does. 
‘Oh,’ Enya perks up, forgetting her plans to reveal all. ‘We had another visitor today.’ She’s not sure who she’s referring to when she says we. Her and the tree?
Margaret looks up. 
‘See that there?’ she points. ‘The white material higher up?’ She moves her face closer to the glass. ‘Looks like silk or satin.’
‘Don’t tell me that you know every piece of fabric on the tree.’
‘There’s no TV.’ Enya pours the tea and she sits with her at the table. ‘I’m alone and I watch the tree a lot.’ She looks out at the new fabric. ‘They’re very tall, whoever they are. It’s on one of the highest branches.’ Enya looks at it thoughtfully, hoping it’s not another of Mark’s ominous messages, wondering what it could mean. 
‘I just stood on your deck chair,’ Margaret says, taking Enya by surprise.
‘It’s yours?’
‘And the handkerchief.’ Margaret sips her tea nervously. ‘Actually that’s my dad’s. CMG. Colm Michael Gallagher.’
‘Margaret! You said somebody else put it there. You had me on a wild goose chase.’
Margaret shrugs, fidgets.
‘The yellow Baby-gro, did you put that there too?’
‘Not one of mine,’ she says, then on further thought adds, ‘Thankfully.’ 
Enya recalls what Dr Dolan told her about Margaret’s circumstances. 
‘Your dad had a heart attack.’
She nods. She holds the mug over her mouth, her face half hidden, making it hard for Enya to read her. 
‘And the white silk?’
‘It’s mine. A piece of my wedding dress. And it’s satin. I couldn’t afford the silk. Dad bought it for me. We danced to Frank Sinatra’s “The Way You Look Tonight”. His choice.’ Her eyes fill. ‘Sorry.’
Enya is surprised by this break in Margaret who is usually so stoic.
‘I hope you’re okay, not ill, Margaret,’ she says, softly.
‘No. I’m not ill.’ She wipes her face of the tears. She pushes her chair back and stands. ‘I have to go.’ 
Enya leans against the doorframe watching Margaret’s jeep get further away, pondering the possibilities. 
There are two reasons why people tie their emblems around the limbs of the tree. One is for healing. The other for forgiveness. 
Lying in bed, wide awake at two a.m., Enya refreshes her phone over and over. Ursula still hasn’t responded to her message. Or perhaps her non-response was a response, perhaps it was a clear and loud no. Enya had pushed it too far, perhaps she was coming across too strong, too needy, too much, perhaps she’d scared off her new friend. One of the aspects of their friendship that Enya most likes is that with Ursula she is able to pretend that her life hasn’t changed, that everything is absolutely completely fine. Her life with Ursula is trouble-free, she is stable and strong, she is the pillar of strength, the knowledgeable one, supporting Ursula. 
It’s three a.m. Ursula is usually awake at this time. Enya tentatively presses the question mark over her last message and then scrambles to undo it. 
Typing appears immediately and she smiles. Proof of life. 
It disappears. A few seconds later it starts again. Then it stops and vanishes again. She watches her phone like some kind of star-crazed teen. She puts her phone down and walks away. 
You’re pathetic, she thinks to herself, but she has mistakenly said the words out loud. She hears a sound outside, a bottle knocked over, glass falling. Maybe it’s Margaret back again, she hopes. She sees movement in her garden from the corner of her eye and checks the locks on her French doors, wondering if it’s Mark here to further threaten her into loving him. Being confronted at her office with Natasha and Margaret present was embarrassing but at least she had witnesses, people to ask for help. Here, she is completely isolated. 
Her phone vibrates.
Perhaps the movement in her garden was a fox. There’s a family of them living in their den by the shed. 
Despite her terror at the unwelcome company she reads Ursula’s message.
Sorry for delay. 
Ross woke up!!! Call you tomorrow.
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ENYA HASN’T SLEPT – perhaps an hour or two as soon as the sky started to get brighter. Her anxiety lessened with the light, and she drifted off, wearing her workout gear, ready to run with her car keys in her hand. She heard noises all around the house last night. Inside and out. She dreamed of the tree, and strangers coming to it. She was being chased around the house, and the land, the tree was wrapping its limbs around the house. A nightmare. She dreamed she had gotten up in the night and gone outside to hang Finn’s baby clothes on the tree, one by one, bibs, booties, hats and gloves. 
It was so real, vivid and visceral that she gets out of bed, and groggily stumbles against the hall wall to check the tree for new baby items. It’s the same as it was. 
Ursula doesn’t call her. 
She’s uncharacteristically ratty at work with everyone: Natasha and her patients. 
She lets a patient go and before calling another sits down and rests her head on her desk. She could sleep now. She’s not able for today. 
There’s a light knock on the door and she shoots back up again. Expecting it to be Natasha she’s surprised when Margaret walks in. She must look a state from her expression, but is polite enough for once not to comment. 
Margaret hands her a salad bowl. ‘Got this for you.’ It’s a healthy superfood salad with pomegranates and broccoli.
She eyes it suspiciously. ‘Where did you get this?’
‘Athgarven. I go to the gym there. And buy salad.’ 
Enya is grateful for the kind gesture. She misses salads, and gyms, simple elements of her former and better functioning life. 
‘It’s a thank you for yesterday. And a sorry.’
‘Sorry for what?’
She’s already at the door, hand on the doorknob. ‘You know. I won’t bother you with that stuff again. It wasn’t professional of me.’
‘I want you to bother me with that stuff,’ Enya says. ‘I mean, it’s not bothering me. I want to know. I’m here, I’m a good listener.’
Margaret looks everywhere but her face, awkwardly. ‘Yeah. Thanks.’
‘And don’t worry about being unprofessional. I’m sure you don’t talk to all of the clients in your portfolio as you talk to me. I’m special.’
It takes a moment for Margaret to get the joke. Enya can be sure Salley Gardens and the medical practice are the only properties Margaret manages, and she barely does that. 
‘Client portfolio,’ Margaret grins, with an eye roll. ‘That’s a good one. I’ll use that myself. I’ll be around to the house later to lay traps for the mice.’
‘Thank you,’ Enya says, grateful to have an ally. 
While Enya is at the rag tree, at work salvaging the old torn rags from the chopped limbs and replacing them on the remaining limbs of the tree where they belong, a text arrives from Flora.
Do you want to come stay with me for St Patrick’s Day and the long weekend?
Enya groans. ‘No,’ she replies aloud. 
‘You really did a hack job there, didn’t you?’ 
She jumps with fright and turns to find Paddy Behan from Celtic Pagan Tours over her shoulder. 
‘Where are your customers?’ she asks, looking around. ‘Slow pilgrimage day?’
‘I’m here about something else,’ he says, watching her gently place the rotten rags on the limbs of the tree. 
She’s trying not to rip them, but they’ve become so delicate over time it’s difficult not to. 
‘How do you fancy taking part in the St Patrick’s Day pilgrimage tour? We have a big group coming in from South Carolina. You’re about halfway through the tour. Would be nice to make something of it. A few ham sambos and tea to break up the tour. They’d be glad to see you, the bean an tí, or should I say bean an crann.’
She grins and looks at him. ‘The woman of the tree? How about a few hot rhubarb tarts too, Paddy?’
‘Sure if you want,’ he says, uncertain whether to take her seriously or not. 
‘And some bacon and cabbage. Colcannon too? And sure I can whip out my Irish dancing poms and do a bit of haon, dó, trí?’
‘Sure that’d be lovely.’
‘No, Paddy.’
‘There’d be a bit in it for you.’
‘It’s not about the money. No, thank you.’
‘It was worth a try, but you can’t lie to me now and tell me you don’t care about it anymore,’ he says, watching her carefully transferring the ripped fabrics to the tree. He’s right. She feels a deeper connection to her mother through this tree.
‘Did you ever meet the man at the tree in Cavan? Earl Mongan.’
‘Now there’s a man, God rest his soul. One of the nicest men I ever met,’ he says. ‘He’d have laid out the red carpet, or should I say green carpet for us.’
She smiles, glad to hear it. 
But there’s no way in the world she wants to be involved in his St Patrick’s Day festivities. It’s a public holiday but she’ll be on call. Someone in the village is bound to drink too much and smash their head, or need their stomach pumped. She’ll be inside the house with the curtains pulled, getting satisfaction from watching them hang their memories. 
Margaret’s feet followed by her legs and arse emerge on the ladder in the hallway, with traps dangling from her fingers like nail extensions.
‘You don’t have mice.’ She can read Enya’s concerned expression. ‘No, you’re not imagining them. It’s a swallows’ nest.’ 
‘We can’t get rid of a swallows’ nest.’ 
Margaret laughs, taking Enya by surprise. ‘Okay.’ She starts to push the ladder up into the attic. ‘I find it amusing, that you’ll easily get rid of a rag tree and kill the hopes and dreams of generations of people, but you won’t touch a swallows’ nest.’ 
‘I can’t have the people of Abbeydooley battering you on the street for destroying something that’s protected, like they did with Handyman Willy. Or maybe that’s exactly what I should do. Besides, isn’t it bad luck to get rid of it? It’s said they bring prosperous opportunities.’
‘It’s said they bring change anyway.’ She fixes Enya with a serious look. ‘There was a man asking about you around the place.’
‘The man who was in my office yesterday?’
‘I didn’t see him. Larry in the shop told me. And Claire. Don’t know why they’re telling me. I manage the house, not your life, but I thought you should know.’
Enya receives another text from Flora and she jumps, startled, jumpy now and dreading that it’s Mark. 
Haven’t seen you since January.
‘First of February,’ she corrects her sister, aloud. She left her old life on St Brigid’s Day, symbolic, as it was her mother’s feast day. With Mark roving around she doesn’t want to be here alone, but she doesn’t want to leave and stay with her sister. She doesn’t want to have to explain herself, or what she’s going through, or the mess she’s made of everything. She’s not ready. Perhaps meeting with Ursula and seeing Ross is too risky now too. What will Mark do? What will he start saying to people? 
She’ll have to stay here and double down. 
‘Margaret, what are you doing on St Patrick’s Day?’
‘Getting drunk and taking the piss out of everyone at the Dublin city parade on TV.’
‘Can you change your plans and help me host a thing here?’
‘Let me check with my other clients.’ She blinks once. ‘Sure.’ 
Enya sits on the garden furniture which she has dragged across the grass from the kitchen French doors to be closer to the rag tree. She likes the comfort of the tree and its stories, she likes that it’s in the path of the sun. It’s still bitterly cold but spring is in the air. Clusters of daffodils huddle in groups, in on a secret only they can know. Sheep bleat in the distance, occasionally a cow responds. She closes her eyes and lifts her face to the sun, the whisper of a sweet fresh breeze brushes against her skin. If she was given the chance she could really make it work here. Happiness is within her grasp. 
She records a voice note for Finn.
‘Hi honey. It’s me. I hope you’re doing well. So it turns out it’s not mice in the roof after all. Apparently it’s a swallows’ nest. Which is a sign of change. I’m sure you’ve had enough of that. Maybe it will be good change. You deserve that. Not that I’m superstitious but my mum believed in things like that. Did I ever tell you about the time we had a swallows’ nest in our house when I was a child?’
And so she does. 
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IT’S A BRIGHT CRISP day and Margaret arrives to Salley Gardens with the boot of her jeep stuffed with a folding table and chairs. Enya watches her set the table up by the rag tree from the kitchen window where she is slicing ham sandwiches into triangles and heaping them onto paper plates. She has also bought stale apple tarts on foil plates, fruit scones with strawberry jam, butter and cream. She opens packets of nachos and pours them into Disney princess paper party bowls, the only bowls available at the local shop. 
‘Ah nachos. The old Irish traditional favourite.’
‘It’s better than nothing. I’m not a cook.’
‘No shit. Where’s your green?’
Margaret looks Enya’s outfit up and down, there’s not a hint of green. Margaret is wearing her usual jeans, and has managed to replace her trusty denim shirt with a green blouse that makes her blue-green eyes pop. 
Enya reaches into the neckline of her blouse and pulls out her necklace for her to see. A nine-carat gold snake with a diamond in its eye. It was her mother’s. Flora hadn’t had any interest in her mother’s jewellery, it all went to Enya. 
She hisses. ‘In honour of my mother.’
‘Why your mother?’
‘Here,’ Enya says, smiling, reaching into her folder and retrieving the column she had read of her mother’s that morning. She’d read it five times. 
‘“Why I won’t be celebrating St Patrick’s Day”,’ Margaret reads and looks at her questioningly. ‘“Brighíd Ní Braonán”.’
‘My mother. Read it out loud.’
Intrigued, Margaret begins.
‘“We have entered the spring equinox. Light and darkness are again in balance, with light on the rise. A time of new beginnings and of life emerging from the grips of winter. Spring is my favourite time of year, it’s a feast time to celebrate. But it also brings the time of tourism, tat and trickery.” Ha!’ Margaret laughs, and continues. 
‘“Our island has faced land wars, religious conflict, political divide and to add to it, St Patrick, known internationally as an Irish patron and celebrated too in such a cartoonishly outlandish fashion by the Irish themselves, is another insult. 
‘“It is scientifically understood that there were never any snakes in Ireland at any time for St Patrick to have courageously banished. The snakes that St Patrick managed to chase out of Ireland were the Irish people themselves, and in their place god-fearing Catholics were born.”’ Margaret looks up, surprised. ‘They actually published this back then? What year was it?’
‘Not sure. I was twelve. Mum was forty-six,’ Enya says, as if dazed. She was sure there was more her mother would have wanted to say on the matter but which wouldn’t be published. 
‘“The Ireland before Patrick was a world with vibrant religious practices and sacred ritual sites where clans and kinship ruled the day. Religion was associated with nature and fertility. Feast days and rituals were centred around the calendar year and changing seasons. Events and gatherings were so fundamental to who people were they were incorporated into the Christian calendars and we still celebrate them now. 
‘“I refuse to observe a day which honours the elimination of an old peaceful religion in favour of a new one. This St Patrick’s Day when Irish people line the streets dressed in green, to wave flags, to watch the beautiful and creative hard work of Irish communities’ floats and performances, and the shiny polished American marching bands on our roads, I will travel to the Hill of Uisneach, wearing my snake charm necklace, to walk with our ancestors.”’
Margaret looks up. ‘She’s feisty.’
‘Was. She had opinions.’
‘I’m sorry to hear that. I would like to have met her.’
‘You two probably would have got along.’
Enya’s mind wanders to her mother’s final year, her mother’s final moments. Feisty. Did she fight the sea? Enya has seen people in the midst of heart attacks, or leading up to heart attacks, could she have been feisty in the throes of that? She relives her drowning and, as has been happening since 21 December, it morphs into Enya’s experience in the storm. The rain in her eyes, the salt in her mouth, her hair wet, stringy, whipping at her face. Brigid couldn’t have battled the sea any more than Enya could have beat the storm. 
Margaret hands her the laminated column and watches her place it back in the folder. ‘You have all her columns there?’
‘Just her final ones. From her last year.’ 
She doesn’t want to talk about it anymore. Enya picks up two paper plates of sandwiches which tremble in her nervous hands. ‘I’ll carry these out.’ 
Later, as they both survey the long table covered in a green crepe cover, with Enya’s weak servings of food, she covers her face with her hands. 
‘This is embarrassing. I should have put more thought into it. We could have done so much better.’ 
‘I would say, it perfectly represents our collective capabilities.’
Enya starts laughing. 
Paddy arrives with the minibus of South Carolinians at two p.m. as promised and Enya and Margaret stop what they’re doing like two rabbits in the field briefly startled by a vehicle. Enya stands awkwardly by their table of thrown-together treats. As the tourists disembark the bus, Margaret moves away from her, the table and the tree, and wanders around the garden like a wood pigeon as if she wants no part in this. Watching Margaret, and feeling so out of her depth, Enya realises the both of them are not equipped for the world at all. They’ve hidden themselves away and the world has arrived to find them, unprepared and revealed. 
She had agreed to this to avoid seeing her own sister, and this in itself is too much. Enya considers going inside, allowing the people on the tour bus to help themselves. There’s no real need for her to be here; she is not the woman of the tree. She makes a move to the French doors and suddenly Margaret reappears by her side. 
‘I’ll pour the tea, you pour the coffee.’
It’s precise and firm. It’s a simple plan. If they take it step by step, each small job one at a time, then this giant great thing can be done. I’ll pour the tea, you pour the coffee; we can do this. 
Before they tuck into the food, the tourists take a moment at the tree. Paddy speaks about the ancient beliefs in the powers of the tree and each takes a moment to tie something of meaning on the tree. It’s a calm moment, a moving moment. 
Margaret leans in so close Enya can smell the bitter coffee on her breath. ‘Should I tell them you wanted to chop it down?’
Enya elbows her. 
It’s in this moment that a car appears on the horizon and approaches the house. The bus is blocking the road and it can’t get by so it instead reverses. Enya is hoping it will reverse all the way back the way it came, all the way out of Abbeydooley and back to Enniskerry where it came from because she recognises the car, and the man who gets out of it and runs his hand through his unnaturally black hair. 
She curses and Margaret looks over to the car.
‘My ex-husband.’
‘I thought the guy in your office was your husband.’
She shakes her head.
Margaret chuckles. ‘Want me to kill him?’
Enya looks around to see who has heard. Margaret’s humour is not for everybody. 
‘Is that the person who was asking about me?’
Margaret examines Xander as he walks by the minibus, looking around at everything, no doubt taking snapshots in his head, judging, comparing, deciding, critically tearing down her new world in an instant.
‘No. Maybe it’s your third fella,’ she says, swiping a ham sandwich for herself and taking a bite. ‘That’s quite the throuple you have. Did they all know about each other? Do you think they’ve all stayed in touch since you left? Pen pals maybe?’
Enya ignores her. She scans the car for Finn, hoping he has come too, but Xander is unfortunately alone. 
‘Want me to leave?’
‘You’ll pour the tea, I’ll pour the coffee, that’s what you said,’ Enya says, feeling panicky that Xander has infiltrated her sacred world. ‘You can’t leave now.’
By the time Xander reaches them, Enya has started to serve the coffee to the forming queue. 
‘Mind if I join the party?’ Xander asks, skipping the queue. 
‘It’s not a party, it’s …’ she doesn’t know what it is. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asks quietly, so her guests don’t hear. 
He looks wounded. ‘Let’s talk about that in a while, shall we?’
She nods, conceding. 
He wanders over to Margaret. ‘I’ll have tea, please.’
He never drinks tea. 
‘Alexander Pickering,’ he says, offering his hand to Margaret. ‘Enya’s husband.’
Enya clamps her mouth shut, scalds her hand with the coffee by mistake.
‘Margaret,’ she says, and instead of shaking his hand, places the cup of tea in it instead. ‘Enya’s friend. Milk and sugar are down at the end of the table.’
He moves on, surveys the food but doesn’t touch anything. He’s always been fussy about what he eats and where he eats it from. Not that Enya is entirely enjoying the experience anyway, but she could have and he is most certainly ruining it. Xander is social and polite, confident and charming, and is quickly mingling with the tourists, finding out where they’re from and why they’re here. Coiling himself around them and squeezing tantalising private details from them until they asphyxiate. 
And then everyone leaves and Paddy is so grateful. 
‘I’d tidy up with you but …’ Margaret trails off, nodding her head indiscreetly in Xander’s direction. 
‘It’s okay. Go. Thanks for today.’ 
‘Likewise.’
She knows that today kept Margaret away from herself, kept her away from drink. Up until now anyway. She could have distracted her for longer, she was looking forward to getting to know Margaret better this evening when everyone left, but Xander has put an end to that.
Margaret lingers and she can sense she’s worried.
‘I’m okay,’ Enya says. She absent-mindedly tidies up under Xander’s gaze.
‘That was nice,’ he says, watching her and not helping. ‘Is that a regular thing?’
‘The first time.’
He looks up at the tree. ‘Have you tied anything to it?’
‘Why would I?’ Does he know she craves healing and forgiveness? Is he trying to catch her out?
He shrugs. 
‘Do you want to help out here?’ She walks to the kitchen with her hands full.
He picks up one paper plate and follows her to the kitchen, all the time looking around and taking everything in.
Enya suddenly sees things about the house that she hasn’t noticed before, things she knows he’ll be seeing. The peeling paintwork on the windows and doorframes, the cracked and mossy paving. A Victorian-style table and chairs that have seen better days. Under his eyes they may look worn out, but to her they have purpose and feel like home. She leads him to the kitchen and dumps everything, food and paper, in a bin liner, too distracted to recycle. 
His inquisitive eyes travel to the doorway, to the hallway. She’s not giving him a guided tour. His eyes land on the piece of paper taped to the fridge, Margaret’s handwork: wankbag123!
‘The wi-fi code if you need it,’ she says. ‘Coffee?’ 
‘Water please.’
She turns on the tap and fills the glass. She places it on the table. The glass is wet and it dribbles on the surface. No coaster, no bottled or filtered water; that will hurt him. She’s not trying to hurt him but she’s no longer bothered about tending to his very many needs either. He will have to look after himself. She was never Martha Stewart, and she’s embraced her natural state here in Abbeydooley. 
‘The water has healing powers,’ she says, dryly, intending it as a joke but neither of them laugh.
He looks to the rag tree, blocking the light at the window, mushing its face up against the glass to get a look in at the drama unfolding. It’s a curious one, weighted down from the worries of others. She feels its supportive presence. It’s not just a tree, it’s all the people who visit it, all the people its limbs carry their emblems for. It stands for everyone and everything; loss, grief, hope, forgiveness and, most of all, love. 
‘It’s an unsightly thing,’ he says. 
It’s as though somebody has told her that her firstborn is ugly, and yet that’s exactly what she felt when she arrived too. 
She smiles wryly. ‘It grows on you.’
‘I’m surprised,’ he says, looking around. ‘How can you live like this?’
‘Like what?’
‘Like this,’ he repeats as if the insult is self-explanatory. ‘In a house that’s not yours, surrounded by other people’s things. It’s not you.’
That’s why he hasn’t touched his water; he could catch other people’s germs.
‘But Xander,’ she says with a laugh. ‘This is exactly how I lived with you. Our house was never ours. It’s yours. Your family’s. And it will eventually be Finn’s. At least here I have chairs that I can sit on, cups that I can drink from, glasses that aren’t just for display. Lo and behold, a bookcase that I’m allowed to put books on.’
‘So this is why you left? Because of furniture?’
She hopes her look says give me more credit than that. 
‘Fine.’ He reels himself in. ‘Because it didn’t feel like your home, is that it?’ He’s so confused, he’s so deeply trying to figure it out.
‘That’s not why I left. I left because I wasn’t happy.’
‘And are you happy here?’ He throws his arms up, displaying what he considers dismal surroundings.
‘No,’ she says immediately. ‘But I’m building something here, and I’m not finished yet, but it could really be something. It will come in time.’ After her birthday passes hopefully the madness will too pass, the clock will just keep ticking and won’t explode as she fears it will. She won’t suddenly drown while standing in the middle of the field, or drop dead in her practice. Just because her mother did, doesn’t mean she will. But she won’t know until she gets there. Until she gets there, there is nothing but fear, anxiety, punishment, guilt, self-loathing, a spiralling head and dizzying thoughts.
‘I wish you hadn’t just shown up, it would have been fairer if you’d given me notice or allowed me to schedule a date and time that suits me too. But I agree that we have to start making formal arrangements.’
‘That’s not what I’m here for,’ he says, flustered. ‘I’m here because I want you to stop this and come home.’
She sits in a confused silence for a moment while they try to get in synch, plug their souls into each other and try to get to the same place. 
‘Nobody knows about the separation,’ he says. ‘Our friends, our colleagues and patients, they all think you’re doing this wonderfully generous thing by helping a small town out at a great sacrifice to our family, but everyone agrees it’s admirable. I’ve spun it that way so that you needn’t be embarrassed or feel that you have to explain your absence to anyone when you come home. You don’t need to worry about that.’
‘Xander. I’m finding it hard to believe that you want me back. You told me to get out of the house immediately. You gave me one hour to pack my things.’
‘I was angry. What did you expect me to say? This came out of nowhere. For me anyway.’ 
She’s not going to weaken. ‘You have been incredibly unsupportive of helping me reach out to Finn.’
He makes no apologies there. He’d do the same again.
‘I need to see Finn,’ she says, her voice cracking. ‘I want to put a plan in place to spend time with him. I want him to stay with me for weekends. Not every weekend, or even at first maybe for just one night or a few hours would be fine,’ she says desperately. 
Xander shakes his head the entire time, entertaining none of it, disgusted by all of it, the same face he’d give to his mother if his broccoli touched his chicken on the plate. 
‘No. The only way you’re seeing Finn is if you come home.’
He is so sure about this, he is not bluffing or just trying to hurt her. He means it. It will be a long, cruel, bitter battle ahead to get her son, it would be so much easier to give up and move home where she could see Finn, be a part of his life. But at what cost?
She imagines the drive to Tonlegee House, how when she turns the corner into the dark lonely lane at the end of the day her stomach flips and she feels nauseous. She remembers the smell of the old house that hit her as she walked in the door, the so very many things, the objects, that were there, always in exactly the same place and were never moved. The hatstand has worn grooves in the wooden floor, if it is moved ever so slightly, Xander replaces it. He goes around shifting things a little to the left, a little to the right, asking her if she has moved something or accidentally bumped something. She cannot succumb to that life again. She cannot be nudged back into her old grooves. 
‘Xander,’ she says slowly, and as gently as she can because her anger is building at yet another man who refuses to accept her final answer, who refuses to allow her to have her own mind just because it does not correlate with his. She is tired of being told how to feel and how to be. ‘I’m not going back. I can’t.’ 
He looks broken. ‘I understand not wanting to be married but it’s the “I can’t” part that keeps ringing in my ears. You said it last time too. I get not wanting to, I understand not needing to. Why can’t you?’
She feels the internal shake begin again, the sense that she’s not safe at all, not safe, not safe, not safe. 
‘We were so happy together. Up until,’ he thinks about it, ‘five months ago. I noticed the change in you, of course I did. I just hoped you’d figure it out. I wondered if you’d met someone else but it was more than that, you changed, not just with me, but with Finn, at work. You were unfocused, distant.’ He thinks deeply, trying to pinpoint it. ‘It was your birthday. I’d organised afternoon tea at the Merrion Hotel and you didn’t have the heart for it. You didn’t want to get out of bed as far as I remember. You stayed in bed for three days. You weren’t sick, you just …’ he holds his hands up and shrugs, ‘wouldn’t get out of bed, and when you did resurface, you never seemed to get your energy back. Listless in life and listless in us. That’s when I lost you.’
It wasn’t just her birthday, things changed for them as a couple when they moved into his family home. They changed for the better for Xander, for the worse for Enya. He resorted to his old self, a kind of pampered child, and she wasn’t willing to take on his mother’s role. She just got on with things as she always did, buried her unhappiness about certain aspects of life and hoped it would pass. 
‘As for the night of that car accident, you completely changed after that, it was like a switch was clicked, like you were possessed by someone else entirely.’ He seems flustered now. 
His mention of the night of the accident prompts her physical shaking. It works its way from the inside to the outside. The storm rages inside her head. He will figure it all out any moment now, he will have to. Mark, her mother, everything. What kind of husband would not get the connection to her mother’s death on her forty-seventh birthday? Enya’s mum had been celebrating with her swim group. Enya and Flora were away with their dad and his family on a two-week summer holiday. Brigid had been without them, she hated being without them, especially on her birthday, it wasn’t fair, but it was the way Dad’s holidays fell. Halfway through their holiday, she had drowned. Enya and Flora had never returned home, not properly. 
If Xander notices how the sweat has broken out on her skin like a film, he doesn’t say anything but he’s viewing her in an odd way. His tone of voice has changed. 
‘Finn visited Ross Cullen in hospital this week, the boy who was hit by the car.’
As if she doesn’t know who Ross Cullen is. It’s like a kick to the stomach, she feels utterly winded. 
He studies her, laser focus, she feels as if he’s trying to tell her something else. That he knows? That he knows her true whereabouts of that night? 
‘Finn and Ross were in school together, were on the same rugby team. Not great friends but, it’s admirable of him to visit him. I didn’t think so at first, but he wanted to go and I let him.’
He wipes his forehead which is shiny with perspiration. 
‘I think what’s happening is that you saved Ross and then you left, and now Finn is picking up where you left off. I told that to his mother. She was probably wondering why he suddenly visited.’ He wipes his head again and wipes his hand on his trousers, leaving a sweat stain. ‘He may have chosen not to come here to visit you, but I think it’s important that you know that.’ It’s a practised, rehearsed smile. His words feel false, his body language doesn’t match what he’s saying, but she’s feeling so much panic surge at Finn visiting Ross, at Xander revealing their separation to Ursula, that she can’t home in on what’s at play here. What is he really saying to her? 
‘You’re shaking, Enya.’
She stands and tries to shake it off. She paces the kitchen, shaking out her hands, legs and arms which feel fuzzy, thick with pins and needles. Her heart is keeping up with the racing disjointed thoughts. She goes out to the garden and walks away from the house, away from him, trying to shake off the feeling of terror. Instead of dissipating, it’s growing. 
Xander follows her, which adds to her stress, she can’t breathe with him around her. She changes direction suddenly, trying to lose him. She needs to be alone with her thoughts but there are so many thoughts, jumping around in her mind, bits of a puzzle but not a complete picture. She can’t get enough air. She can’t think and breathe at the same time, she can only choose one and she needs to think. Her brain seems to have sucked all the oxygen from her lungs to keep itself going and it’s hyperventilating visual images. She walks the length of the garden, which usually calms her, the wind usually blows the thoughts right out of her head, but not today. Is this it? Is this the heart attack that took her mum away? 
Enya focuses on the grass, the hedges, the abbey, the sheep. She closes her eyes and tries to bring herself to a place of safety. In the chamber in Newgrange with her mum and Flora. That feeling of being cocooned, totally enveloped by love and calm.
‘Breathe,’ Xander says, too close to her ear, giving her a fright, and she brushes him off.
She moves to the rag tree. She touches Margaret’s blue handkerchief and the yellow Baby-gro. She holds on to the tree. All of a sudden a paper bag is over her mouth and Xander is by her side telling her to breathe. She’s being brought down to the grass now into a seated position. She realises that she’s having a panic attack and knowing that helps her to calm down. It’s not a heart attack, her mind can rest, her body can breathe. She focuses on her in-out breath, on the bag filling with air and emptying tight. 
Her body continues to tremble from the surge of adrenaline. 
She puts the bag down on the grass. It smells of apple tart and is stained with grease. He must have dug it out of the bin liner. To be fair to him he judges the moment right and says nothing. Exhausted, her eyes fill with tears.
‘Xander, I need to see Finn. I miss him and I need him and he needs me. I do and will love him more than I love myself. You can trust me on that.’
He looks confused. ‘Do you think after witnessing this that I would allow him to come here and stay with you?’
‘There’s no allowing needed. He’s sixteen years old, he can decide for himself, but I do need you to step aside and make this easier for us.’ 
She leans back against the tree trunk and looks up at the rag tree. It turns out it’s not dead. Spring has welcomed green buds though they are sparse and she doubts they will flower.
‘I’m sure you don’t know but Finn and I have been communicating,’ she says. ‘I’ve been sending him voice notes since I arrived. Every single day, sometimes throughout the day, filling him in on what I’ve been doing.’
The exchange of information may have been technically one-way but she feels that his listening means that they are communicating. Someone talking, the other listening, it is a connection of sorts. And she has opened up to him more than she ever has in her life, he is hearing the real her, the true, raw, unapologetic version of her.
Xander sighs. ‘Finn hasn’t been listening, Enya. I have. As soon as I heard your first voice note come through I took his phone from him. I bought him a brand-new phone with a new number.’
Red-hot, raw anger surges through her. She could hit him. She leaps to her feet as fast as her body will allow her to. Too fast, because she gets dizzy.
‘You bastard.’
He gets to his feet quickly. ‘You’re deluded, Enya. I couldn’t let him listen to your insane ramblings. The rag tree, mice in your attic, the locals, Handyman what’s-his-name, Father Walsh. You sound like a mumbling nutter. You need to come home so I can help you, so you can get professional help, but if you think I’m letting him come here to you, then you’re definitely as far down the road as I fear.’
He walks from the garden back towards his car. She follows him, has to jog to keep up. She still wants to take a swing at him, her anger is so intense.
‘How dare you keep me from my son.’
‘You’ve kept yourself from our son, Enya. It’s the only admirable thing you’ve done. Stay here if that’s what you want, with your mad hatter tea parties by the rag tree, your delusional ramblings about the seasons and the light, while I keep him at home and protect him.’
‘You keep saying that! Are you implying that he’s not safe with me? You think you have to protect your own son from me? Because that’s pathetic, Xander.’
He gives her a strange look and she can tell she was wrong. Her worst fears were wrong all this time. Xander’s not protecting Finn from her. 
‘The fact that you don’t even know tells me that he’s better off with me.’ He marches back to his car, shaking his head. 
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ENYA FEELS TRULY CUT off from Finn now. The imagined remaining connection they had left has been severed. She wants to send him a voice note, she wants to reach out to him, but knows now that everything she will say and has ever said has been listened to by Xander. It feels like a betrayal and yet who is she to pontificate about betrayal? Finn visiting Ross in hospital and Ursula now knowing about their separation and her move sees two of her worlds colliding, two worlds that should never be together. Nothing good can come of this, it feels nightmarish. She wants to climb into bed, and yet she can’t rest. Her mind is racing. 
She still hasn’t heard from Ursula since Ross woke up, and so, while selfishly impatient that she wasn’t getting the same attention as before, Enya understood that Ursula had greater priorities. But now she realises why she has been ghosted. She can only imagine, with dread and fear, what Ursula will say. She considers getting ahead of it, reaching out to Ursula to offer her the truth. Perhaps it’s time, do the right thing. 
She crawls into the chamber with her mother again. It had worked earlier with Xander, she has found a new safe space in the darkness before the light entered. 
Enya is lying on the grass under the rag tree when she hears a car pull up outside. She doesn’t care to move, to look. She’s frozen. Her plan is to stay here for as long as she can, then take to bed for three more days. It’s a long weekend, she’s already concerned she won’t make it into work on Monday. As the only doctor in the area she’s on call and obligated to leave her phone on. But she’s in no state to help anyone. She wonders if she wrapped her arms and legs against the trunk of the tree, and clung to it like a koala, would it consider her body an emblem of herself and start to heal her. Could she cling on here until her death, and then rot away like the pieces of cloth around her? 
‘Enya,’ Margaret says. ‘Are you all right?’
She opens her eyes and sees Margaret, hunkered down beside her, a concerned look on her face. It’s the sympathetic way in which she says it. The non-judgemental, caring tone to her words. She actually cares. 
‘No,’ Enya says, tears coming. ‘Nothing is okay.’
Margaret takes her hand and sits on the grass beside her, which is now wet as it’s drizzling rain. She doesn’t say anything else and she gives Enya the time and space to weep. She doesn’t tell her to stop. She doesn’t tell her that everything is going to be okay. No hushes or shushes. She lets her let it out and her company is comforting. 
When they get too wet from the rain, they move inside. Enya sits at the kitchen table and Margaret jumps into action making a cup of milky sugary tea for Enya that she doesn’t want to drink but she wraps her hands around the mug and invites the warmth into her hands to travel through her body. To warm that shaking inner woman.
‘Thank you.’ 
She’s exhausted. Wiped out. She doesn’t even know if she has it in her to sustain this conversation. She might just wander down the hall and get into bed and never get out. Hibernate until she loses a layer of skin like a snake and come out feeling renewed.
‘What happened?’
She also doesn’t have the energy to lie or pretend, evade or shield. She is as raw as an open fresh wound. Where to start?
‘My husband won’t let me see my son. My son doesn’t want to have anything to do with me. I have a feeling they’re both right.’
She hides her eyes and cries again.
‘Do you think him seeing you lying beneath a rag tree like a drenched rag would concern him?’
It’s the tone of her delivery. Enya’s sob is transformed to a laugh. Margaret is one of the most straight-talking non-judgemental people she’s ever met.
‘What’s going on, Enya?’
Where to begin. ‘My mum died when she was forty-seven,’ Enya says, suddenly ready to talk. ‘We thought she was a perfectly healthy woman, and she walked into the sea to swim with her friends and suffered a heart attack and she never came back. Five months ago I turned forty-six and I feel like there’s a ticking time bomb to my next birthday. When I turn forty-seven in November, I don’t know what’s going to happen.’
‘You think you’re going to die too? Come on Enya, you’re a doctor, you can check your health. You know that’s not going to happen.’
‘Rationally I do, but it’s more than that. My mind can’t wrap itself around living to an age that my mum didn’t reach. I can’t see myself outliving her. All my life, after her death, I felt like she was out in front of me, leading the way and I was following her. I didn’t follow in her footsteps in her actions, we were very different people, but I was on the path she was on. Solid ground that felt safe and familiar. But now I’m reaching an age where the path I’m walking on is suddenly going to fall away. It’s disintegrating beneath me. It’s like she’s dying all over again, I’m losing her all over again. I’m going to be older than my mother ever was. I’m going to be the one in front.’
Margaret’s eyes fill with tears, feeling her pain.
‘She hasn’t been here since I was twelve years old, thirty-four years ago, but I’m only now starting to feel that she’s gone. I’ve been dreading hitting forty-seven.’
She thinks.
‘In all honesty, I think I always thought that my life would end at forty-seven. It seemed part of the natural plan, that a daughter would follow her mother. And so recently I started withdrawing from my family, my husband, my son, my sister, my dad. Just preparing myself. Leaving myself, leaving them. I buried myself in my profession. But if I stay here, which I rationally know is what will happen, then I don’t know what to be, who to be, how to be.’
She massages her temples, a migraine pounding. Too many thoughts that hurt her.
‘Oh God Margaret, the things I’ve done.’ She swallows hard. ‘I abandoned my son. The lies I’ve told.’ She closes her eyes, heart pounding with guilt. ‘I will never forgive myself,’ she whispers. It’s a promise to herself, that no matter how close to happiness she comes, she doesn’t deserve it, she will never allow herself it. ‘I know it doesn’t make sense but it’s taking me over.’
‘It does make sense to me actually.’
Enya looks at her, grateful to be understood, to be heard.
‘My dad is in hospital because of me,’ Margaret says. A tear rolls down her cheek but she wipes it away roughly with the palm of her hand. ‘I was married with two children. Felix and April. They’re six and four now. We moved to a new place, where I didn’t know anyone. My husband travelled a lot and I felt very isolated. Very, very alone. I had a back issue after my pregnancy with Felix and I started taking prescription painkillers. And then I couldn’t stop. I had two little ones in the house with me all the time and what I wouldn’t do to get my hands on some more pills.’
She cries, in pain, and it’s Enya’s turn to listen and comfort.
‘It got so bad Evan just had enough. He took the kids. I had to fight to get them. I wasn’t allowed in the room with them on my own. I’ve had to beg and crawl and drag myself out of a hole to get to be with them again. I’ve had to complete treatment and submit to drug tests. He has me jumping through hoops like I’m first place in Crufts,’ she says angrily. ‘He knows that I would never hurt my babies but he’s punishing me. They’re my everything and I’m nothing without them. I’ve had to try to mould myself into being something to prove to him and the courts that I am worthy enough to be their mother. I’ve had to get a job. He works, and his mother minds them. She minds my kids,’ she says through angry, gritted teeth.
‘Margaret,’ Enya whispers.
‘I moved in with Mum and Dad, then Mum died suddenly and Dad had a heart attack. Dad had just come home from hospital after his heart surgery, I was out at the supermarket but I had a few pills left in the house. I never took them, they were just there to make me feel better. I had them hidden away, having them around would help the urge I’d get to have to go out and get them. Dad was confused and he took the wrong pills. He took my anti-depressants and my painkillers. I don’t know how he found them, he went looking in the wrong place. He went into respiratory failure.’ 
Tricyclics can’t be prescribed by a doctor during the recovery period following a heart attack and certainly mixing them with his own and whatever else Margaret had been taking would be catastrophic. Enya is surprised he had survived at all. 
‘My brother found out what happened and told me to get out of the house. So my aunt Aoife and Jack really saved me by allowing me to stay above the surgery and manage this place. The drinking is new and yes you’re right, it’s too much. Dad’s been in hospital for months. I couldn’t tell the doctors what he took because if Evan finds out that the pills were in my house then I’ll never get my children back.’
She pulls a tissue from her pocket and blocks her nose and mouth, her eyes looking at Enya in widened panic.
So she does understand the pain. They are joined. 
‘You wouldn’t have recognised me back then, Enya. I was a different woman with my husband. I’ve had to be stronger but I wish I hadn’t. When I was married to him I couldn’t even change a light bulb, can you imagine me? I was addicted and afraid. Now look at me.’ 
Margaret’s hands tell the story of the life she lives now. Cut, bruised, chipped nails, she’s hands-on, fixing, carrying … ‘I repaired that dishwasher just before you moved in. Got down on my hands and knees and took it apart and put it back together again. I would have waited for my husband to come home to do it all. I was so useless.’ 
‘Well …’ Enya says, hoping she’s timing this correctly. ‘You’re a little less useless now.’
Margaret’s eyes are still red, her nose drips, but she laughs.
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ENYA IS AT THE practice when her phone rings with an incoming call from Ursula. Despite the fact she’s mid-appointment, she grabs the phone, excuses herself and goes outside to the back yard. Her heart is pounding, her mouth is dry. 
‘Ursula,’ Enya says, sounding more formal than she intends. She’s ready to face the firing squad. 
Ursula is quiet.
‘Hello? Ursula? Are you there? Are you okay?’ She listens closely to hear if she’s crying. 
‘It’s too much,’ Ursula says, loudly and clearly, the rumble of anger beneath her words. ‘The money you donated to Ross’s GoFundMe page. It’s far too much.’
Of all the things Ursula has to be angry about, Enya thought she’d be pleased about the donation which she made the week before Finn had visited Ross, before her unanswered text message, before she knew for sure everything was about to blow up in her face. She’d meant to be helpful.
‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. I wanted to do what I could to help.’
‘You already did do what you could to help, didn’t you? At the scene. You brought Ross back to life. And then the hospital visits and all the phone calls. The medical advice on Ross’s care.’
‘I was trying to help you make sense of the medical language. It can be confusing at the best of times, but when you’re experiencing a trauma, it’s double the stress. You’re both intelligent people, I wasn’t trying to undermine you. Every decision you ever made about Ross’s care was and should only be ever made by you and Gareth.’
Her patient is watching her from inside, on the bed with her trousers around her ankles ready for a smear test. It is bad timing and pure insensitivity for Enya to leave and take a phone call. 
‘I apologise if the donation offends you. I thought the purpose of a GoFundMe was to raise money for his care. My donation was to help Ross’s recovery.’ There’s a snippiness creeping into her tone. She’s never had to defend her generosity before.
‘A thousand euro is a lot of money, Enya. Most people donate ten, twenty, fifty euro. A hundred euro if they’re being incredibly generous. A thousand seems excessive.’
‘I apologise for my generosity,’ she says with an embarrassed laugh. ‘If you’d like to return it I’ll give you my bank account details.’
‘It seems particularly excessive due to your current circumstances.’
Enya pauses. She was never conflict-avoidant before, but this version of her gets spooked by the slightest boo. 
‘Ursula, if you’re talking about my marriage separation then yes, we’re separated and I have moved away, but it was a decision maturely made, as was the donation. I didn’t bother you with my personal problems because I believe it pales in comparison to your ordeal. I didn’t think it would be appropriate to cry down the phone to you about a marriage split when you have greater things going on.’
‘We were friends though, or so I thought. I opened up to you about everything in my life. You kept it from me. I had to find out from your husband that you’d moved away. Why would you make me think you were still living and working in Enniskerry? Why would you hide your move from me?’ 
‘My ex-husband. Why am I under attack here?’ Enya says, suddenly angry, but angry at herself and embarrassed to be in this situation, caught out like a naughty child. ‘You’re entitled to your emotions, Ursula, but not right now with me. I have to get back to work.’
‘In Abbeydooley?’
She pauses. ‘Abbeydooley. As you obviously know from Xander.’
‘No. It was the gardaí that told me.’
Enya’s heart pounds.
‘It was their idea for me to set up the GoFundMe page. Frankly I found it mortifying. They said they wanted to see who it brought out of the woodwork. If there was anybody feeling guilty. Imagine my surprise when it turned out to be you.’
Enya can’t go into the clinic now. The inner rattling has developed and progressed to her physical body. Her hands shake, her body fizzes. She tries the handle of the gate that leads to an alleyway behind the terraced houses, connecting them like a vein. An alleyway that was probably once busy with the sound of children playing football in the safety behind their houses but now it’s abandoned, the kids have grown up and left Abbeydooley, their parents are elderly and living alone waiting for visits at Christmas and summer time. The gate is locked. She can’t leave through the waiting room, not like this, and where would she go on the main street that’s like a stage? 
She feels like a caged animal. Her instinct is to flee. She cannot allow this panic to progress to the point it reached when Xander visited her. She turns her back on the building, closes her eyes and takes deep breaths. At first she’s doing it all wrong, taking in air and puffing out her chest, but after a while she falls into the correct rhythm, breathing in to fill her stomach and letting it out slowly from her mouth. She does it repeatedly until she returns to herself. 
She smooths down her blouse, to iron out all the wrinkles, visible and invisible. Her armpits feel wet and sticky. Before going back inside she looks up to the window upstairs and finds Margaret watching her. 
Before driving home Enya goes into the newsagent to buy chamomile tea. She has no appetite, she feels sick but she knows she’ll have another long restless night ahead of her. She considers taking up smoking, then dismisses it; the commitment feels too great. 
‘Hi Larry,’ she says to the sixteen-year-old behind the till.
‘A fella was in here looking for you earlier.’
‘Who?’
‘A fella.’
‘What did he look like?’
He shrugs. ‘A fella.’ 
‘Old? Young?’
He looks confused.
‘Young like you? Or old like me?’
‘More like you, but like, he was a fella so it’s hard to say.’ 
‘And what did he say?’
‘He said is that where Dr Enya Pickering works?’
‘What did you say?’
‘I asked him if he was local. He said no and then I asked him where he was from. He didn’t want to say. I told him if he’s planning on making an appointment with the doctor he can fuck off because we have enough waiting lists to contend with.’
She smiles. ‘Thanks, Larry.’
‘Get my sister in to see a consultant, Doctor?’
‘Working on it, Larry.’
Headlights tail close behind Enya’s car as she drives to a house call on her way home. The lights are too blinding for her to make out any details of the car. This isn’t entirely unusual. The locals know the roads so well that they drive upward of 120 kilometres on a 60-kilometre road. Bombing around, able to anticipate what’s coming after every turn. No wonder there are so many late-night collisions in rural communities, however Enya is less comfortable with the roads and so can barely even reach the 60-kilometre speed limit, especially in the dark. 
The car on her tail is uncomfortably close. She slows and moves into the hard shoulder expecting the car to overtake her but instead it also slows, moves into the hard shoulder behind her. It feels threatening. If the car is tailing her then she doesn’t want to lead whoever it is to Mary Flannery’s house. She couldn’t put her in danger. She passes Mary’s house, the bungalow lights on the porch, warm, safe and inviting, the garden tidily kept and the house of dreams for gnomes and ornaments. 
The car stays close behind her. She indicates and moves back onto the road, hoping it will take off at top speed on the hard shoulder, but it veers back onto the road behind her. Her heart thuds. Hands shaking she reaches for her phone. It’s in her hand, the prospect of safety, and yet she doesn’t know who to call. The gardaí that she lied to? And that are apparently now viewing her suspiciously because she donated money to a GoFundMe page? She doesn’t want to attract any more attention. Margaret? Why would she bring another woman into her danger, and she can’t have that on her conscience. 
She certainly can’t stop the car. She doesn’t want to confront whoever this is. Unless it’s somebody local who needs medical attention. Then why wouldn’t they signal her – why be so threatening? As her mind races through the options available to her, the car suddenly whips out from behind her and overtakes, honking its horn. She’s so terrified, concentrating on the road ahead of her and bracing for impact, that she can’t take in any details of the person or the car. She watches it race ahead of her and disappear into the night. The moment is familiar enough to track her back to the night of the accident. There had been another car on the road that night. It had done a similar thing to tonight, honking its horn at her before dangerously and aggressively overtaking her. Had she told the gardaí that? Is the same car from that night following her? 
Completely shaken, she slows right down, takes a U-turn as soon as it’s safe and returns to Mary’s house. She forces herself to unwrap her tightened grip from the steering wheel, unlock her car and get out into the dark night, but not before taking a careful look around the remote area.
Mary is ninety-two years old, with arthritis in every joint in her body, which also affects her organs and eyes. She was recently living with her ninety-five-year-old husband Bernard until he had a fall and broke his hip. He’s now living in a care home and will be for the foreseeable and, for the first time in seventy years, they are separated. She rings the doorbell and knows there will be a long wait until the door is answered. She looks around over her shoulder consistently, aware that she’s on camera on someone’s phone currently, due to Ring doorbell. A son or daughter will have received notice that there’s someone at the door and will be monitoring. She tries to pull herself together, look composed, professional, like someone you can trust. A small woman approaches the door with her walking frame that’s a weapon when you’re in its way. The backs of Enya’s heels have been clipped on more than one occasion. Mary likes to move fast, using the walking frame as though she’s beating a path through a jungle trek. 
Enya follows her down the hallway to the kitchen and living area. The house is warm and cosy, lit by lamplight. The walls are filled with photo frames of the same group of people from childhood to adulthood, those people with their own little people. All the different versions of Mary. It moves Enya, almost to tears, especially in her current fragile form. 
The house calls used to bother Enya at the beginning, of course she and Xander carried them out in their shared surgery but not to this extent and he was generally more amenable to doing it. He’s nosy, he loves going into people’s homes and having a snoop around. But after her months here, Enya has learned the value of seeing a patient in their home environment. They give her insight into her patients’ lives. Especially with the elderly. She has taken to looking in their fridges and making sure they are adequately feeding themselves, which for the most part they are absolutely not. The home visits help her to extract more information than she would otherwise get in a clinic visit. She checks on their nutrition, warmth, hygiene, talks with their carers and sees where their medication is stored and accessed. She moves things around to make it easier for them. She draws up timetables and charts and sticks them to their fridge or puts them beside their bed. Her GP role now is a fuller experience, which can only improve her care. 
The kitchen is filled with a pleasant aroma.
‘That smells delicious Mary, what are you cooking?’
‘Guinness stew. I made too much, I always do. I’m used to cooking for a gang. You’ll have some.’ She uses her walking frame to push a chair out of the way. She opens a cupboard and takes out two bowls with one hand. Older, gnarled, aching with arthritis, and ninety-two years in this world, but Enya would trust those hands with her life. 
‘Oh no, I won’t eat Mary, thanks, I’m here to administer the injection and then I’ll go.’
‘You look like you haven’t eaten for weeks, scrawny thing. You’ll eat.’
She uses a hook that Enya gave her, an arthritis-friendly aid, designed for many things that less agile fingers and hands can no longer access, but in this case it attaches around the oven door handle, the oven opens and the aroma gushes out. 
‘Oh my God, Mary, that smell!’
‘I baked bread. Not as good as usual, I can’t knead like I used to.’ She lifts a hand to show how her fingers have arched inwards like claws. Still, it doesn’t stop her. ‘And this thing is good,’ she bangs the hook on the table, ‘but it’s not good for kneading.’
‘If I find one for kneading I’ll get it,’ Enya says, with a smile.
Mary uses the walking frame to close the oven door, she gives it a good clatter and it slams closed, the glass thankfully remaining intact. She wheels her frame across the kitchen to the table, the dog leaping out of her way for safety, and she uses the frame to knock the chair back into place. Enya imagines the walking frame is exhausted at the end of the night.
‘Sit down there and eat that, and then you can give me the injection.’
Enya’s eyes fill, and she sits. 
Mary needs somebody to mind. Enya needs somebody to mind her. 
The following day, Enya’s ploughing through paperwork while on lunch break when there’s a knock at the door. 
‘Yes,’ she says, getting up and stretching. Her neck is aching from being crouched over her desk. She’s working because, when she works, she doesn’t have to think. She can’t afford to think about anything. She feels halved. Halfway into a new world, one foot in, one foot stuck in her old life. 
‘Hi,’ Margaret says, stepping in with a bowl of chopped salad that makes her so happy.
‘Margaret, you are the wife I never knew I needed.’
‘Ha,’ she says, unsmiling. ‘You need to take a look at your life if a bowl of chopped salad is the highlight of your day.’
‘I prefer not to.’
‘Mind if I sit?’
‘Go ahead.’
Margaret sits in the blue plastic patient’s chair and digs into her salad. Enya does the same. Margaret watches Enya shovel it into her mouth.
‘Everything okay yesterday? I saw you outside. You looked like you wanted to jump the gate.’
‘I did.’ Enya shovels rocket into her mouth. 
Margaret shuffles her salad around. ‘I’m here if you need to talk about anything.’
‘I think I’ve told you everything.’
Margaret’s expression tells Enya she doesn’t believe that and Enya wonders what she heard Mark say. He talked about lying to the gardaí for her. Suddenly the lettuce feels like cardboard in her mouth. 
‘Is this talk part of the management service?’
‘Nope. This shit costs extra.’
Enya smiles. ‘Thanks. And likewise by the way, in case I’ve never said.’
‘Think I’ve told you everything too,’ she says, crunching on the lettuce. 
Enya knows that’s not true. She looks at the clock, at the stack of paperwork on her desk. It’s relentless and impossible. She gives up, kicks off her shoes and pulls one foot beneath her on the chair and grabs her salad bowl again.
She moves the fork through the chopped salad half-heartedly, her appetite diminished. ‘I think someone is following me.’
Margaret stops chewing, her full attention on her.
‘That time I called you over to the house when I was sure a man was looking in the window. Though he could have been there for the rag tree. There was a fresh yellow Baby-gro there the next morning.’
‘Bit late to be at the rag tree,’ Margaret says, playing devil’s advocate. This is good. This is what she wants. 
‘You said someone was asking around for me who wasn’t my husband or … the man who was here in my office.’
‘Could have been an eager patient.’
‘Probably was.’
‘But maybe not.’
Enya takes a moment. ‘I feel like I’m being watched.’
‘It can feel like that when you’re living alone,’ Margaret says. ‘You can get paranoid. Too much time alone. Too much time to think. Everything small can become something big. Everything big can become catastrophic. Every swallow in the attic is a mouse in the wall, every willow sculpture is a hedgehog with a knife, a man at a rag tree is a stalker.’
Enya nods. She knows this only too well. It usually hits at three a.m. when she’s still wide awake.
‘Someone was following me home last night. Really close to my rear.’
‘It’s how people drive around here.’
‘I know,’ she says with a sigh. Perhaps she is being paranoid. ‘Maybe I am losing it. Maybe I should start looking at myself as I would a patient if they told me all of this.’ 
‘Would you have yawned in their face and sent them on their hysterical little way?’
‘That’s not generally the procedure, no,’ Enya says, smiling. ‘But let me guess, that’s what you think I should do.’ Which is comforting. 
Margaret turns serious. ‘I think that intuition should never be ignored. It’s there for a reason. I’ll keep an eye out but watch your back, Enya.’
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‘MUM,’ FINN SAYS ON the other end of the phone. ‘It’s me.’
‘Finn,’ Enya says, getting such a surprise, she almost topples off the rock she’s sitting on, inside the abbey ruins. She has come here for perspective, before she begins work. She didn’t recognise the number but answered anyway. It goes with the job. 
‘Is everything okay? Hi.’
She sounds like she’s panicking. She tries to calm herself. He won’t speak to her if she acts like a hormonal twelve-year-old at a boy-band concert.
‘Sorry I’m calling so early but I wanted to get you before you start work.’
‘That’s okay, you did, but you can call me at any time. What can I … why are … how are you?’ She fumbles trying to find the right words but her surprise is so great she’s really lost for words. 
‘Can I come see you?’
She’s shocked. She realises she’s gone quiet for too long.
‘Yes!’ she explodes. ‘Yes, of course. I would love that. When would you like to come?’
‘This weekend.’
‘This weekend?’ she asks, her voice going up an octave. It’s a bank holiday weekend and she’s always on call because there’s nobody else around, but she’ll work something out. She needs to see her boy. She’s so excited she feels like her heart will burst. But again, like a schoolgirl with a crush, she tries to play it cool. ‘Of course, I’d love that.’
‘I can come to you on Sunday. To stay the night?’ 
The entire night? She jumps up and down, but instead says, ‘Cool. Do you want me to drive you?’
‘I can get a bus.’
Can he?
‘Okay, I can pick you up from the bus depot. I have no idea where that is. I’ll work it out and let you know.’
‘A bus gets me to Portlaoise for four p.m. Is that near you?’
She’s delighted he has done his research and is showing such eagerness. ‘I can’t wait to see you.’
‘Yeah,’ he says, sounding distant. 
She’s delighted, but confused. Why now all of a sudden? 
‘Does your dad know?’ 
‘We talked about it.’
It’s not exactly a glowing response, but she doesn’t want to push any more. If Finn wants to come, Finn can come. 
The first thing she does, while still in the abbey ruins, is order new bedding for his bedroom. The second thing she does is drive to the surgery and knock on Margaret’s door. It’s Tuesday and Finn is coming on Sunday, there’s much to do and not much time to do it in. She needs every second she can get. 
Margaret pulls open the door. She looks like a bear disturbed mid-hibernation, wearing a dirty ripped T-shirt and shorts, displaying a long toned pair of legs. Her hair is everywhere on her head. The curtains are closed, the room is dark. It smells. Enya surveys the mess while Margaret falls back on the sofa bed, the TV on. She’s watching a World War Two documentary. It’s one fifteen p.m. and it feels exactly like the three a.m.s in Enya’s home. 
‘Tell me what you’re here for before you comment unhelpfully about my life or the state of this place.’
Enya holds everything she was about to say back. ‘My son is coming to visit me this weekend.’
‘That’s good news.’
‘I need a TV for the house.’
Margaret groans.
‘One of the really big-screen TVs with all the channels and streamers and I need it by Saturday.’
Enya smiles sweetly, crossing her fingers. 
‘You haven’t seen your son for months and you’re getting a TV? Do you know what I’d do if my son was coming to visit me? I’d squeeze him so tightly for an entire weekend, he’d never be able to move to watch a TV.’
‘You don’t know my son. He won’t want to be in my company for very long.’
But nor does Enya know her son very well either. What she knows of him is that he wants to spend as little time with her as possible but it wasn’t always like that. He is her only child, they were a little team, off on adventures. He always packed a backpack from a young age. At two years old he’d put whatever toy or gadget that was hot that minute into his backpack and always a packed lunch. Food and snacks were a constant for the busy little explorer and off they’d go out into the world. They would head for the mountains but sometimes they got no further than the end of their laneway. He always needed to find a stick, and a collection of leaves and rocks. They would paint them, use them for art. Her evenings and weekends were filled with him. His little voice, and chatter. The oh so many questions. The endless activities and fort building. The role playing. She can’t do any of that now, what does he want at sixteen? What does he want from her? 
Boarding school separated them physically but it didn’t break their bond. She supported him on the weekends, attending his rugby matches, going out for dinner as a trio on Saturday nights. She encouraged him to invite his friends to their house, conscious of the teenage years, she wanted her house to be the hangout place so she could get to know his friends, and know where he was. They certainly had enough space for them to gather, but Xander was appalled every time he found a precious room in a state. He treated it like a museum and so Finn started disappearing to friends’ houses on his weekends and his social life became a mystery to her. During the rare moments he stayed home, Xander monopolised him. Enya understood Xander was hungry for his son’s attention too, but every moment he spent with Finn was at her expense. And trying to explain her perspective to him was like trying to teach a dog the alphabet. 
Suddenly the excitement of Finn’s arrival turns to nerves.
‘I need his bedroom painted. I’ve ordered new bedding on Amazon, how long does that take to get here?’
‘Generally the packages are taken from the planes up there in Dublin and travel by donkey here,’ Margaret says, sarcastically. ‘The only delay is when the scarecrows point in the wrong direction, which tends to confuse things. This seems a bit much, Enya, I’m sure he just wants to see his mum.’
Enya knows it can’t be that. It just can’t. He sounded off on the phone. He wants to come, but does he want to see her? 
‘What else have you got planned?’ Enya asks, looking around the room. ‘Are you going to bury yourself in here a little bit more? Do you mole your way to the bathroom?’
Margaret looks around, maybe for the first time seeing what Enya sees. Or maybe for the first time thinking it’s not acceptable. 
‘What colour paint do you want?’
‘Elephant’s Breath.’
‘Elephant’s what?’
‘It’s grey. A warm grey. It’s uplifting.’
‘I’ve never heard of a warm, uplifting grey.’
‘Well then you’ve never seen Elephant’s Breath. It has tones of lilac. Don’t the donkeys deliver that here too?’
‘I’ll have a chat to them later,’ Margaret says, amused.
‘What about restaurants? Are there any cool places where sixteen-year-olds like to hang out?’
‘Cool places here in Abbeydooley? I left here when I was sixteen.’
Enya leans back against the wall, stressed. 
‘What about that place where you get the salads? I can at least take him there.’
‘No, you don’t want to do that,’ she says, waving at her dismissively. ‘How did this come about? His visit, did you invite him?’
‘No. He reached out to me out of the blue.’
Margaret ponders this. ‘Well then he probably has something he wants to say. Forget about the TV and the room, and the restaurants. If I were you I’d be ready to talk. Prep yourself for that.’
This scares her more.
Margaret starts laughing.
‘What?’
‘Nothing,’ she says, trying to stop laughing.
‘Tell me.’
‘I’ve never seen someone like you so …’
‘What?’
‘On the inside, I can see what you’re going through. You’re just the same as me, in a way. This room is what your head looks like. But on the outside, you look like your office downstairs. All sterile and organised.’ She finally stops laughing and holds her hands up. ‘Sorry.’
Enya isn’t offended, but intrigued. She’s starved of outside analysis. She has separated herself from everyone and has no idea how she is observed. Margaret’s dissection is quite apt. 
‘But anyway. The paint. I’ll get on it quick, you don’t want the room smelling of paint on Saturday, and sending him home in a coffin because he inhaled too many toxins.’ Margaret stands and reaches for a denim shirt. She puts it on over the ripped T-shirt and buttons it up. Then she steps into a pair of jeans and her boots, with no socks. Enya was correct about her initial impression of Margaret, she really does fall out of bed and put on the first thing that she finds. 
Enya leaves the mess upstairs for her clean, sterile and organised office downstairs. After three months of wanting to connect with Finn, he’s finally reached out to her out of the blue. 
He must have something to say and she doesn’t know if she’s strong enough to hear it.
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SURPRISINGLY FINN DOES HAVE a lot to say when he gets into the car at Portlaoise bus station. Enya can’t believe she’s nervous to meet her own flesh and blood, her one and only baby. 
He’s all chat about the woman who took her shoes off on the bus and sat barefoot, with the foulest smelling feet. 
‘All of us had our jumpers pulled up past our nose,’ he says, throwing his bag in the back seat as though he just saw her yesterday. 
He sits beside her in the passenger seat and she steals glimpses of him, taking him all in, noting how he’s changed and matured, how parts of him haven’t altered at all. He smells like a perfume aisle, all natural Finn smells camouflaged by designer aftershave. She wants to wrap her arms around him tighter than the generous hug he’d given her, but she’s surprised, relieved and happy with what she got. It’s more than she deserves. Her son is a man. In the few months since she saw him he seems to have grown and matured, there’s a confidence to him, to the way he walks and carries himself. 
‘Do you not think she’d notice?’ he says, still flabbergasted. ‘Every single person around her was blocking their noses. And she never thought it was her.’
‘She probably couldn’t smell it,’ Enya says, laughing.
‘Then she needs her sinuses looked at, or maybe they’ve blocked themselves up to protect themselves against her feet.’
Enya laughs. ‘Could you not move seat?’
‘It was full. The whole bus was packed. I offered a lad up the front twenty euro to swap places with me, on the piss break, but he wouldn’t.’
She doesn’t intend on correcting him on his language, she’s just happy to have him here.
‘Twenty euro? Finn, honestly!’ 
‘I was the lucky one. The fella beside her was almost retching. The woman in front sprayed her perfume below her seat and the woman, who was asleep, jerked awake and pulled her feet back.’
‘Sounds like you were all in on it.’
‘We were ganging up on her. It didn’t work though.’
‘Bromhidrosis,’ she says. ‘The medical term for extreme foot odour.’
‘Wait, there’s a medical term for it?’ he explodes.
‘It’s the accumulation of bacteria, fungi, mould and yeast on the foot. Especially between the toes.’
He retches dramatically in the car, which makes Enya laugh.
‘I was breathing in foot mould?’
‘I once had a man in the surgery who was so self-conscious about it, it really was stopping him doing a lot in his life.’
‘Why didn’t he just wash his feet?’
‘He did,’ she says, grinning. Who knew this would be the topic that bonded them? ‘But some people are just more prone to it. Their sweat glands produce more sweat and if you’re wearing tight socks and shoes, or if you’re on your feet all day every day …’
‘Don’t try to make me feel sorry for her.’
‘I’m not,’ she laughs. ‘But this man had problems keeping relationships—’
‘I bet.’
‘He suffered at work—’
‘How?’
‘He worked in a restaurant and customers complained. Apparently he was wafting through his shoes.’
‘Oh God.’ He fake gags again.
‘Eventually I had to recommend a stronger treatment. And I suggested he shave his feet.’
He howls laughing.
‘But the hair grew back so fast I suggested laser. Then we moved to topical antiseptics, exfoliation, exfoliation. He spent a fortune on his smelly feet.’
‘Ah man,’ he says, giggling and wiping his eyes. ‘The shit you and Dad spend your days doing.’
Again she ignores the swearing, for now, and the mention of Xander does cause the mood to dip a little but she continues trying to keep it up.
‘It’s not for the faint-hearted. I once had a man in with ingrown toenails so severe he had inflamed skin, and an infection so bad—’
‘No, no, no,’ he shouts, blocking his ears.
She continues, raising her voice. ‘Pus was coming out—’
‘Noooo! Stop!’
She’s laughing at his reaction and stops. ‘So you sprayed the woman’s feet, you all covered your noses, you offered to pay someone to move seats, you opened all the windows, why didn’t someone just tell her to put her shoes back on?’
‘We didn’t want to embarrass her.’
It’s so funny they both roar laughing.
‘Oh you’re a tonic Finn, I haven’t laughed like that for so long.’ She’d said it joyfully but she didn’t mean to bring the mood down.
Maybe it doesn’t burst the balloon, maybe he falls into a thoughtful silence. She turns the car into the narrow road leading to her house.
‘We’re beginning our descent now,’ she jokes.
He looks out the window, paying close attention to everything as she turns from the main road into the narrow winding road leading to Salley Gardens. She’s glad he’s seeing the landscape a few days short of May and not when she arrived in February when it looked desolate, when it was almost always dark. May is busy for the farmers, the warmth spurs on crop growth. Strawberries are being harvested, the roadsides have filled again with sellers. Living in a rural setting it’s impossible not to see the changing seasons, even if Enya isn’t involved in farming. It’s changing around her all of the time. Young lambs are gaining weight, calves are in the fields, dairy cows are back outdoors. In the early hours of the morning, Enya hears local tractors cutting silage and it’s comforting to know she is not the only person awake. 
She steals a glance at her son again. She can’t believe he’s here, beside her. She can’t stop grinning. She’s not alone now. 
They arrive at the house, not an awkward word or moment between them. Enya’s relief is immense but it’s Finn’s easiness that is driving everything. Gone is the awkwardness, the anger, the irritation with her. Her sixteen-year-old son has matured and is putting her at ease, it’s supposed to be the other way around. 
She parks and gets out, grabbing his bag. He takes a walk around.
‘Mind, the grass is wet. It bucketed down this morning.’
The sky had cleared making way for a beautiful rainbow she had seen as a good omen for Finn’s arrival. He doesn’t bother with the front door. He walks right around to the back of the house and surveys the land.
‘Massive garden.’
‘The abbey is over there. Those three and a half walls. That’s as exciting as it gets, I’m afraid.’
His eyes rest on the rag tree, which is carrying more weight in May now that the leaves have been able to grow. It has turned out to be the most alive dead tree she has ever seen. 
He takes in the limbs covered by rags.
‘Do you know what it is?’
‘It’s a rag tree,’ he says to her absolute surprise.
‘Did you learn about these at school?’
‘Probably.’ 
The first awkward silence she was dreading. She feels his judgement, she imagines the accusation. You left me for this.
‘Do you like living here?’ 
She’s surprised by his directness. They haven’t been doing honesty for so long now it makes her think.
‘I like elements of it. It’s not as pretty as Enniskerry but it’s lush in its own way.’
He nods. ‘Where’s my room?’
‘Follow me,’ she leads the way. ‘It’s not as snazzy as your room in Enniskerry. But I’m hoping it’s better than the academy.’
‘Anything would be.’
‘How’s James?’ His roommate.
He rolls his eyes. ‘In love.’
‘With who?’
‘Laura Fitzgerald. Remember the girl who ran for school council identifying as a cat?’
She laughs. ‘I missed that.’ She’d missed most things last year. ‘Here we are.’
Nervously she pushes the door open. The room is simple, though she has transformed it as much as she could in four days. With thanks to Margaret’s paintwork it’s a great improvement.
‘I’m sorry we have no TV.’
She waits for a smart comment.
‘It’s grand, I brought my iPad.’
‘The wi-fi password is wankbag123 exclamation mark. Don’t ask.’
He laughs and throws himself down on his bed, bouncing around from side to side to check the springs. 
‘I know and there are swallows in the attic.’
‘How do you know all this?’ 
‘Your voice notes.’
She freezes. ‘You heard my voice notes?’
‘I know that my phone didn’t break. Dad’s a shit liar. He splashed it a bit at the sink and went oh no, you can’t use this anymore, here’s a brand-new one.’ He does quite a good impression of Xander. ‘He hasn’t a clue about the cloud, and he doesn’t know that I had my messages set up on my iPad. They’re linked. I was able to listen to your voice notes from there. I didn’t start listening until recently, but I heard everything.’
Enya’s eyes fill. She had poured her heart and soul into those voice notes for him. The more she saw that they were unread and felt that he wasn’t listening, the more she opened up. It helped to say things aloud and it felt like a safe space to do so. Learning that Xander had listened was like having him read pages of her secret diary and she’d stopped recording the voice notes immediately. Xander wouldn’t give her Finn’s new number because he found her voice notes to be demented ramblings. He may have loved her, the stern-faced, straight-laced doctor part of her, but he didn’t like her unravelling. 
‘I’m so glad you heard my messages,’ Enya says happily.
‘Me too. I can’t wait to meet this Handyman Willy lad.’
She laughs. 
‘The main bathroom is directly across from you. It’s all yours. It’s the only avocado you’ll see around here. I have an en-suite next door. So I’ll leave you to get settled.’
She reverses out the door, capturing the image of him on the bed, expecting not to see him until the next morning. 
‘I’m only here for a night, I’ve nothing to unpack.’
‘Oh. Okay. Well, we could … are you hungry? I could make us food.’
She’s a terrible cook, always has been. 
‘I had a sandwich on the bus.’
‘I’m surprised you could eat with the smell.’ 
The drive home had been a false start; she’s running out of ideas. She thought he’d want time alone but really, he’s really here for her. She’s not sure how to entertain him.
‘What would you like to do?’
‘I dunno,’ he says, with a shrug. ‘I’d like to meet Handyman Willy.’
She laughs. ‘There’s only one of two places he could be and I’m not taking you to McCarthy’s pub. What about the practice, I could show you around and you could see the town?’
He perks up and, though relieved, she is desperately thinking about what else they can do as soon as that five-minute tour is up.
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FINN’S EYES ARE GLUED to the fields racing by. The conversation is as Enya thought it would be from the bus. Non-existent. She tries to bring up the topics she’d made a list of while prepping but now these things seem shallow. The silence, as he ventures into her new life, which he knows nothing about, a new life without him, feels apt. She leaves it there. 
Sunday being her only day off, she always stays out of Abbeydooley, in case somebody grabs her and runs a symptom by her. The majority of the population of the village go to mass and mill about outside talking for a time after, before doing normal family things, she supposes.
Main Street is lined with cars today, she checks the time; it’s too late for mass, maybe it’s a wedding or a funeral, though she would have heard about the latter. She doesn’t get her usual parking space outside her practice, instead having to drive down a side street and park half on the path, blocking a woman pushing her buggy who stops in her tracks, and sighs.
‘Sorry,’ Enya says.
She walks Finn to the surgery and he looks in the windows of the terraced houses as they pass, one boarded up, most covered with lace curtains, revealing armchairs and heaters, photographs and trinkets, TVs and pictures of the Pope, and Hot House Flowers. She can’t read his face as they reach her surgery.
‘This is the waiting room,’ she says, standing in the middle and spinning around. There are eight chairs around the edges of the room. A coffee table in the centre with magazines that would once have been dog-eared, ripped and swiped but are now in mint condition. Nobody reads them anymore, they’re all on their phones, or wary of catching germs. Apart from Mark who was hiding behind the magazine while he waited, she should have known not to trust him immediately. The laminate floor is lifting and creaks. Natasha’s station is tidy, immaculately kept, photos of her little boy are all around the computer monitor. 
‘Natasha works here.’
He’s not sure what to do with that boring piece of information. 
‘And this is my office.’ Enya opens the door. ‘Ta-da!’
The door sticks as she pushes it open, the laminate floor has risen. 
It’s a small room, with enough space for a bed, and curtain, her desk, two patient chairs and her chair. The door leads to the yard in the back.
She hopes he notices the various photos of him on her desk. 
‘Cool,’ he says. He lies down on the bed and rests his ankle on his knee, as if he’s lying in a hammock. 
And that’s it. Tour over. It’s four p.m., she has dinner reservations for seven, a twenty-minute drive away in a gastropub that has good reviews. 
They could leave but this is the room that she feels confident in. This is her territory. She sits in her chair. 
‘Do you want to talk?’ 
‘About what?’
He knows about what. His movements become self-conscious, he won’t meet her eye. He reaches across to a skeleton and starts playing with it. It’s better that she’s not in his direct eyeline. 
‘About everything that has been happening. About me and your dad. You and me.’
He shrugs. ‘Not really.’
‘What has your dad told you?’
The skeleton does the can-can as he flicks its legs.
‘He’s telling everyone that you’ve moved here to help out the community. It’s temporary. A challenge or something. He makes you sound like Mother Teresa.’
‘And what does he tell you?’
‘That you’re figuring something out and you’ll probably come back.’
His dad is right about half of that.
‘There’s a lot that’s unclear in my head at the moment. It’s difficult to explain, Finn, I don’t know whether to give you the clean version or the messy version.’
‘I always thought telling the truth was what we were supposed to do.’ He looks at her now, worried, anxious, but he is challenging her, the young man he has become is back.
She has a desperate urge to tell him everything about the night of the accident. ‘The number one most important thing for you to take in here is that I love you. I love you so much, more than anything or anyone. I needed to take some time to be alone. Away from my usual life to kind of, figure out what’s going on with me. You see the thing is,’ she takes a deep breath and she can see him ready himself, ‘Mum died on her forty-seventh birthday and in November I’m going to be forty-seven.’ 
There’s a long pause as she waits for the penny to drop.
He looks at her, confused. ‘Is that why you’re here? Because you’re afraid of dying?’
‘I’m not afraid of dying,’ she stutters. ‘I’m … Hold on, you were expecting me to say something else, weren’t you? Did you think there was another reason I left?’ The surprise and confusion on his face was clear. Who knows what stories Xander had planted in his head about her? 
‘I thought you leaving had something to do with Ross Cullen.’ He sounds nervous. ‘You were weird when you came home that night. You left right after that happened.’
She wasn’t expecting this and it throws her. Any mention of Ross and that night, the rainstorm and the waves she felt crashing over her head, scares her. 
‘I thought it was you on the road,’ she says, swallowing, remembering herself walking up to Ross’s body, seeing the familiar clothes, the trainers. Then the relief at the red hair, the pale skin, the scatter of freckles across the bridge of Ross’s nose still visible beneath the blood and mud. She’d wiped the stones from his face, his still, smooth skin cold. ‘I wanted to check in on you to see if you were okay. A weird mum thing maybe.’
He won’t look at her. 
‘Your dad told me you visited Ross in hospital.’
He gets fidgety at this, even more so. He stands and puts the skeleton back on her desk.
‘I wasn’t close with him, he was in my year, and my rugby team. I heard that it was helpful to surround people in comas with things that are familiar. Like songs, and smells and voices. At first he just opened his eyes and looked at me, he didn’t say anything and that was a bit weird. And then he said something, croaky, and then a few words. He says sentences now, but it’s hard to understand. You have to go right up to his mouth. I just pretend I know what he’s saying. He can’t move. They have to teach him how to walk again. He’ll probably never play rugby again.’
‘I’m sure he appreciates you being there. I’m proud of you for doing that.’ She leaves a pause. ‘Why exactly did you do that?’
He walks around the room. He picks up a framed photo of him at two years old. He’s dressed as Bob the Builder, with a backpack on his back. 
‘The state of me. Can we leave now?’
She’s not sure they’ve achieved anything here, if he understands her love for him, if he understands she didn’t abandon him. 
‘Your dad thinks that you helping Ross is for me, that you’re doing it so I can come back?’ Enya asks. 
‘He’s full of shit,’ he says darkly and it surprises her. 
‘Is everything okay with you and Dad?’
He looks like he’s going to cry, but he’s fighting it, the anger building. ‘He doesn’t want me to say anything to you about it.’
‘About what?’
He shrugs.
She stands and places a comforting hand on his arm, ‘Finn, I’m your mum, you can tell me anything. Dad shouldn’t be telling you to keep secrets from me. Please I want to know, so I can help you.’ 
‘I can’t.’ 
He opens the door and storms through the waiting room. 
Margaret comes downstairs and blocks his path. 
‘Hi there.’
‘Margaret, hi. I’m just giving Finn the tour.’
‘This must be exciting for you,’ Margaret says, in a bored tone, and Finn relaxes a little. ‘My dad was a butcher, I had to spend every summer pulling hairs from trotters so count your lucky stars that a trip to Dr Jekyll’s cave is as bad as it gets.’ 
Finn smiles.
‘Why is the town so busy? What’s with all the cars?’ Enya asks as they step out onto the street and she locks the door.
‘Didn’t you get the invite?’ Margaret asks. ‘It’s the Abbeydooley Bealtaine festival.’
‘I didn’t hear about a festival.’
‘Because it’s not. It’s just a hurling match, with a few burgers that I wouldn’t eat unless you want the shits for days. And then some idiot sets some tyres on fire and apparently the village is purified, while we breathe in toxic chemicals.’
Finn laughs, clearly enjoying Margaret’s attitude. Maybe they should stick with her. 
‘Abbeydooley against Borris-in-Ossory. You can come if you like, are you interested in hurling, Finn?’ 
‘Will Handyman Willy be there?’ Finn asks.
‘I fear I’ve glamorised Handyman Willy somehow,’ Enya explains.
‘He’s a kind of a fairytale character all right. He has to be seen to be believed. He won’t just be there, he’s playing, though last time he was sent off after the first five minutes for getting into fisticuffs with his own team mate.’
‘Mum, can we go?’
‘I don’t want to interrupt your plans,’ Margaret says. 
‘No you didn’t,’ Enya says quickly. Her plans had long ago run out, as had her conversation and her ideas. ‘Let’s go. By the way, Finn this is Margaret, Margaret this is Finn.’
‘Call me Mags,’ she says. 
‘You’ve never said I can call you Mags.’
‘I don’t particularly like you.’
Finn laughs again. ‘Why does everyone call him Handyman Willy and not just Willy?’ 
‘He won’t answer to Willy. Trust me, try it later, I’ll introduce you.’
As they walk down the street, a stream of people are making their way in the same direction. Everyone says hi to Enya. 
‘Hello, Doctor.’
‘Doctor.’
Respectful nods and waves. 
‘Jesus, I must be wearing my invisibility cloak, Síle, am I?’ Margaret shouts to a woman who practically genuflects to Enya. 
‘Everyone knows you,’ Finn says, taking notice.
‘GPs are like unicorns around here,’ Margaret says to Finn. ‘Your mum is a rare breed.’ 
This inflates Enya’s ego a little.
The population of Abbeydooley and visitors from Borris-in-Ossory gather around the GAA pitch to watch the match. They stand with Margaret because Finn seems to want to. He laughs at everything she says. Enya is relieved to have her company but is annoyed at herself for consistently fitting into third wheel mode when around her son. She also can’t get Finn’s words out of her head. What had Xander prevented Finn from telling her? 
The hurling match is enjoyable and even after only three months in Abbeydooley Enya recognises most of the players, or knows them as siblings or husbands of patients. She certainly knows most people in the crowd shouting for them. True to form, just before half-time, Handyman Willy is sent off for almost hacking off someone’s head with the hurl, waving it wildly in the air. But he’s not off the pitch for long, because he decides to rejoin play after stripping down to just his socks and boots, and dances naked across the pitch.
Finn is almost sick from laughing. 
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THEY GATHER AROUND THE bel fyre, a bonfire, to mark the change from the dark season to the light-filled season of summer. It was on winter solstice, the longest night of the year, that Enya felt her life fall apart, and now here she is in Bealtaine, May, to celebrate the summer, the bringer of light, with her son. The ritual has significant meaning to her and as she watches the flames lick the sky, an invocation to the Celtic sun god to bring blessings and protection for the coming year, hope fills her heart. She closes her eyes and channels her wishes, feeling the heat of the fire on her skin. 
Despite Margaret’s warnings about the burgers, she and Finn wander away to queue for them at the open firepit, leaving Enya to experience it alone. Her eyes are filled with hopeful tears, she hugs her body, it’s so dark nobody can see her. Through the flames, opposite her, she sees a familiar figure. Large, broad, it’s Mark, returning to haunt her. As soon as she thinks she sees him, he’s gone again and she looks around, nervously, expecting him to jump out at her. 
She circles the bonfire, bumping into people and apologising, weaving her way through the crowd to try and get a glimpse of him again. Maybe she imagined him. Maybe the lick of the flames and the dancing shadows on faces transformed somebody else to look like him. Maybe it was her imagination playing tricks on her. But she needs to be certain he’s not here. She doesn’t want Mark anywhere near her when Finn is here, she doesn’t want him anywhere near her son. She has come so far with Finn, just getting him here, and one word from Mark will end it all. It’s when she thinks she sees Oscar, the taxi driver, wearing a cap, that she realises her mind is playing tricks on her. They both can’t be here. The intense blaze of the fire, the lick of flames, the way the light is dancing, transforming people’s faces, is like a dark magic. She can’t be like this tonight, not when Finn is here. She needs to keep it together. He can’t see her lose it. She’s trying desperately to find Mark, but is being stopped by friendly neighbours in the community spirit, wanting to chat to their GP. She tries to be as friendly as possible but cuts people off mid-sentence, moves from one person to the next. 
She eventually pulls away from the crowd. She takes steps back, away from the firelight, into the shadows of the trees. They won’t see her here, she’ll have peace and quiet to calm herself, to scan the scene for Mark. She won’t be the hunted any longer. 
‘Boo,’ a voice says and she jumps and squeals.
Mark laughs. 
‘What the hell are you doing here?’ 
‘Me? You’re the one hiding in the bushes like you’ve done something wrong. What have you done wrong, Doctor?’
‘Stop it, you have to stop coming here and leave me alone.’
‘Or what?’ He pokes her, playfully. 
‘Mark. It’s over. I want to move on with my life.’ Two different ways of saying it, she’s not sure how else to explain it to him.
His smile disappears. ‘Do you know what I gave up for you?’
‘The cage-fighting hot girl, yes I do know. Well maybe you should give her a call, and get her tight little ass into bed.’
‘Why are the gardaí asking questions again, Enya?’
This hits her at force. She feels instant fear. Do they know about her lie? Do they doubt her story? ‘What do you mean?’
‘They were back. Asking again.’
‘When?’
‘Yesterday.’
‘What were they asking?’
‘The same thing. Wondered if I thought of anything different.’
‘And did you?’
He looks guilty.
‘Mark, what did you say to them?’
‘The same thing. But I’m tempted, I have to say. I think they know I’m lying and if they talk to Bobby’s mum next, then …’ He shakes his head. It means trouble for Enya. 
‘It’s a white lie about whether you were home or out having a drink. It doesn’t affect their case.’
‘But it does,’ he growls, leaning in close to her. He whispers chillingly in her ear. ‘I was on the road that night, wasn’t I? I was driving behind you. I overtook you, remember? I was honking the horn, acting the maggot.’
She swallows hard, her skin covered in goosebumps, he’s so close to her, occasionally his lips touch her earlobe. 
‘That was you?’
He pulls back. ‘Of course it was, who else would it be, messing with you like that?’
She’s trembling and her mind is racing. Was that him who was tailing her on the way to a house call?
‘So it’s not a little white lie, is it, Enya,’ he says, and she can sense his stress now. ‘I was driving on the road, at the same time as that lad was hit by a car. If they knew that, it would change things.’ 
It never even occurred to her. 
‘Do you think that’s why they questioned you again? Because they have reason to believe you were out driving?’
‘You tell me,’ he says, in a threatening tone. ‘What have you told them, Enya?’
‘Nothing,’ she says, feeling breathless again. ‘I haven’t spoken to them since I came here.’
‘So the story is the same.’
‘Yes. Why would I change it now?’
He studies her as if trying to see inside her brain.
All this time she was worried about him, and the power their lie had over her, she never considered that it was helping him to remain off the suspect list. Which puts her in a more difficult position with the gardaí now. She hadn’t considered that angle. 
‘Coming here was a bad idea, Mark. Especially now if they’re asking questions.’
Mark looks around, suddenly self-conscious too. He covers his hand over his mouth, looks like he’s panicking. 
She glances around, hoping nobody is watching them. They’re away from the crowd, away from the fire, but Margaret and Finn will probably be searching for her now. She sees Finn, walking alone, with a burger in his hand. He’s scanning the crowd.
‘Is that your boy?’ 
Her mama bear mode kicks in. ‘If you tell him a thing, or set one foot near him, I swear to God I’ll tell Bobby’s mum everything about you.’
It’s out before she can think it through. It’s a bad decision, a red rag to a bull. 
‘Okay,’ he says, as if he suddenly sees her for real now. As if something has fallen away and she’s revealed. He backs away.
‘Mark,’ she says, regretting it immediately. ‘I’m sorry I …’
‘No, I see you now. I heard you loud and clear, Enya. We’d do everything we can to protect our boys, wouldn’t we? Remember Enya, that story better not change or I’ll be in the shit, and I’ll have no problems turning the spotlight on you, do you understand?’
Rattled but trying to keep her composure, Enya can’t wipe the fake and frozen smile from her face, and quickly gets Finn to the car.
‘You shouldn’t be parking there,’ someone calls. ‘A doctor should have a special parking space.’ 
She smiles and waves, ‘I’m okay here, thanks Bridie.’
‘They really like you here,’ Finn says, getting into the car. 
‘They obviously don’t know me like you do.’ It’s a joke but he doesn’t laugh. 
She feels his eyes on her as she drives, she’s trying her breathing techniques to stop the panic from building. It’s Finn’s first night with her, she can’t lose it now. She needs to keep calm.
He rubs his stomach and farts loudly. ‘I don’t know if that burger was a good idea.’
‘Finn!’ She laughs, lowering the window. 
The sound of his laughter helps her to relax. If she can just focus on him, then she can forget about herself. 
‘The final descent,’ Finn says as they near the road leading to her house.
‘I can’t believe you recognised it,’ she says, impressed. ‘It took me two weeks of driving past to figure it out.’
There’s a car just beyond the entrance to the road. A taxi. It’s blocking the road, with its hazards on. The road isn’t wide enough for her to overtake. The image is familiar and triggering. 
‘What an idiot,’ Finn says. 
Enya opens the car door, leaving the engine running.
‘What are you doing?’
‘He might be lost. I’ll just be a minute.’
‘He could be a murderer. I’m getting out too.’
‘Don’t,’ she says firmly and his hand on the door handle freezes.
She approaches Oscar’s car, making sure Finn can’t see her face. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she says to Oscar as soon as she gets to his window, which is lowered.
‘I told the gardaí I wouldn’t come to your home, and I’m not,’ he says. ‘But I had to tell you that the gardaí questioned me again yesterday. Don’t worry though, I kept to our pact.’
She runs a trembling hand through her hair. ‘Oscar, we don’t have a pact. You make it sound like …’
‘What?’
‘Like it’s dodgy, like we’re in on something. And we’re not.’
‘We have each other’s backs though, don’t we? I mean, I have yours. I don’t have anything to hide, but you do.’
He sticks his head out the window and looks back at her car. It’s dark but her headlights are on, as are his, and Finn’s curious and concerned face is illuminated.
‘I’ve seen him at the hospital a few times. I’m still working on my suspect list. Is he spying on me?’ 
‘How can he be spying on you when you followed me here?’ she snaps, keen to keep Finn well away from Oscar’s paranoid mind. 
‘The gardaí haven’t closed the case. In fact it’s only getting started now that Ross is talking. If you thought it was over, then you’re wrong.’ Oscar is jittery. ‘There’s just no moving on from this thing.’
This thing. She hasn’t moved on, she can’t move on. It comes to her in a flash. Her car in the rainy mountains. An avalanche of rain on her windowpane. She can’t see a thing. The wipers are moving from side to side dangerously fast. She feels like she’s drowning, but she’s not alone. She feels like her mother is with her. They have a bonded dizzying moment, a deep connection from different worlds.
Enya slowly breathes out. Oscar watches her. He is the only one who knows that she has lied. He holds her safety in his hands. He has seen the bar receipt, he knows that she went for a drink instead of being on a house call. He could easily topple everything by telling them this, and if he does, then Mark is in the firing line too. She can’t afford for Oscar to panic. 
Finn gets out of the car, concerned.
‘I have to go,’ Enya says quickly. ‘You can turn your car around up there on the right, there’s an entrance to the field. If I speak to the gardaí again, I’ll speak well of you, Oscar. Don’t come back.’
He nods. A double down on the pact.
Despite her attempt to escape to a remote place, everything is chasing her. She looks over her shoulder all the way home. 
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FOR THE FIRST TIME in three months Enya wakes to the sound of life in the house, and not the swallows in her attic. There’s music or talking coming from the kitchen and the smell of toast. 
She smiles, revelling in the sounds and smells, and then leaps out of bed.
Her boy is here, the house smells of him, sounds like him, is full of him. She has him all to herself, no games with Xander. Losing Finn in a matter of hours will be like grieving him but she’ll enjoy him for now.
She wraps her robe around herself, brushes her hair, washes the smudged mascara from beneath her eyes. She doesn’t want to scare him. She sees his iPad on the table, somebody on YouTube talking a mile a minute, and there’s half a slice of toast and jam with a bite out of it. The folder containing her mum’s columns is open and one is on the table, covered in crumbs. She picks it up and protectively brushes the crumbs and glob of jam off, before concentrating on the page Finn had presumably read.
May Day
By Brighíd Ní Braonán
It is said that the world is a sleepy face and the first of May is a splash of water. 
It’s the official first day of the summer. Light the fires to purify and cleanse. It’s time to emerge from the darkness and rejoice in the light and colour. Traditionally the first day of summer in Ireland when we recognise the flourishing of the world. 
May Day is also a distress signal in the aviation world. Coined by senior radio officer Frederick Mockford in Croydon airport in London because it sounded like the French term ‘m’aider’, which means ‘help me’. 
M’aider, m’aider indeed.
When I was a child I believed that a crone was an ugly old woman, something from fiction maybe, but I now know that crones are real and they are the opposite of ugly. Whenever I feel like calling out ‘m’aider’, I visit with the wise women in my life who channel wisdom, inner knowing and intuition. In the pagan tradition, aged women are celebrated, it is an alternative approach to that of modern society but that is how women must find their peace. Turn to those who can help you search inward to bring forth the light of transformation. 
Her mother would have made a wonderful crone, though through her written words she has become Enya’s, but she never aged, never had that golden opportunity. Will be forever forty-seven. 
The French doors to the garden are wide open, Enya finds Finn kneeling on the grass, surrounded by pieces of willow-woven carcasses. The day is calm and sunny, it’s an ideal May bank holiday Monday, summer is in the air. 
Music is playing on his phone, he must have forgotten about his iPad and toast. She’d forgotten what it was like to live with him, the whirlwind he causes, and that she creates tidying up after him. She won’t pick him up on a thing today, she is just happy to have him here. His noise and his presence have penetrated her silence, and it is welcome. 
‘Good morning,’ she says, stepping into her boots by the door and joining him. ‘Did you sleep well?’
‘Yeah,’ he says. Though his face looks tired. Narrow eyes that have just woken and haven’t yet stretched, little bags under them. 
‘What are you doing?’
‘Trying to put these back together again. You said it was a hare? I think this piece goes with this piece. This looks like an ear. Though it could be a paw. Wait. There are five paws. Are there two hares?’ He scratches his head.
She tilts her head and examines the suspected paw. ‘I still see tumbleweed but I admire your admiration. I may have crushed a few things.’
‘Mum,’ he gives out.
He wasn’t lying when he said he’d listened to her voice notes. He has retained more information about her life than she has. Those early days and weeks here were a blur. Speaking aloud her thoughts and experiences helped her, especially at the beginning when she thought he was listening, and then when it appeared he wasn’t opening the voice notes, she did it out of hope for a connection, hope for forgiveness, and now, here they are, about to embark on a project together. She was more connected to him all of this time than she ever knew.
‘Did you read Grandma Brigid’s column?’ Her mother was long gone before Finn was born but Enya raised him always mindful that Grandma Brigid was a presence in his life. And what a fun grandma she would have been, the very opposite to Xander’s mother who, while loving, used to wipe his mouth consistently with harsh wipes that’d cause his skin to break out in rashes. 
‘Yeah, sorry, is that okay?’
‘Of course. It’s more than okay. I love for you to read them. I read them a lot too. It helps me to feel connected to her.’
‘Do you still miss her?’
‘More now than ever, I think. Funny how that happens.’
She wraps her arm around him and squeezes him tight. ‘I know what it’s like not to have a mum, I craved her so much my heart hurt and I don’t want that for you.’
He doesn’t say anything, but he leans into her.
‘If you ever need a break away from your dad, just a bit of peace and space, and time to yourself.’
She feels his body stiffen and she’s gone one sentence too far. Whatever it is between him and Xander, he’s not saying. 
‘Aoife Dolan was quite the willow-weaver,’ she says perkily, moving on. ‘You can see photos of her work on her website.’ She wasn’t just sitting at home giving rag tree visitors tea, she was a successful artist working from the garage as her home studio. 
As Finn’s phone is currently being used for music she returns to the house to get her phone to show him the images. The rag tree catches her eye. She realises she has neglected it since Finn’s arrival. It had been the centre of her world, the first thing she saw in the morning and evening. It dominated the property. 
She looks at it now and something seems off.
Something heavy and black has been clumsily placed on one of the branches. Unlike the other pieces of material which are fragments of items, this appears to be a complete piece of clothing wrapped and knotted around the branch, so heavy it’s slouching under its weight. It’s fresh. 
She walks over to it and touches it. 
It’s damp. But everything is always damp here, even on the sunny mornings like this. She looks back at Finn who is concentrating on the willow, moving things around like a jigsaw, looking like his twelve-year-old self poring over his Lego.
Shaking, her trembling hand reaches out to move the fabric around, to see if it’s what she thinks it is. Her heart starts thudding when she recognises the item.
A black Nike Tech fleece. The same tracksuit that Ross was wearing on the night of his accident. He was only wearing the tracksuit bottoms though, she recalls opening his North Face coat and finding a Nike T-shirt beneath; the top of the tech fleece had been missing. 
She feels winded, as if somebody has kicked her in the stomach at full force. Somebody is playing a trick on her, somebody who is watching right now. Who would do this? She spins around, scanning the horizon. 
Who else would know but the people who were at the scene? She looks around again, feeling like she’s having a heart attack: the panic and fear, the pain in her chest. She casts her mind back to the night of the accident and it brings her back to the drowning feeling she experienced out in the rain, and again in the bath. Her mother was at the forefront of her mind all of that night. The rain hitting her skin like bullets, the waves crashing over her face. 
She’d told Xander that Ross had reminded her of Finn, that his clothes had been the same, yes she had gone into detail. But how would he get his hands on Ross’s clothes? Surely they would be considered evidence, in an evidence box somewhere. And didn’t she believe that this was the uniform of every teenager in the area? Perhaps it has nothing to do with Ross at all. Her hands fumble over the sweater, as she searches for the label. Every year for boarding school they must label the clothes with the boys’ names so they’re not mixed up and stolen. 
The label reads ‘Ross’.
She feels sick.
She thinks of Mark, who’d been sniffing around last night at the bonfire. Had the true purpose of his visit been to leave this here for her to scare her? He’d admitted he’d been driving on the road at the same time as the accident. Or maybe it was Oscar. He was here last night, right at the end of the road. It wouldn’t be out of character; he had already removed her raincoat from the scene and held onto it for days. 
Finn. He has been visiting Ross at hospital, would he have done this?
She looks at him, ready to see him bent over his work, busy, but he’s standing, staring at her. 
He swallows hard. She sees his Adam’s apple move. ‘Are you okay? What’s wrong with you?’
‘Did you … did you … put that there?’
‘No,’ he says, voice shaken and bewildered. She’s scaring him. She shouldn’t be scaring him. ‘Are you okay?’
‘I’m just a little dizzy,’ she whispers, reaching out to the tree. ‘Never mind,’ she says, trying to smile.
Then she notices the garage door is open. It’s always locked, is someone in the garage? She sways.
‘Somebody is here Finn, we have to go. Somebody is …’ she looks around. ‘The garage door. It’s open. We have to go.’
‘I opened it,’ he says, concerned. ‘I was getting tools out to fix this thing. Mum, what’s wrong, should I call someone?’
He’s looking at her in fear. She hasn’t waited this long to see him, for him to see her like this. She’s almost there, just a few more hours until his bus leaves and suddenly she can’t wait to put him on it. She’s falling apart. He’s not safe here, with her.
‘I love you,’ she says suddenly. ‘Okay?’
He nods. ‘Yeah I know,’ he says, scratching his head awkwardly.
As she turns, she misreads the unlevel ground and stumbles. She reaches out to grab the tree but a twig snaps in her hand and she goes down. She feels the pain in her knee immediately as it twists. She’s done something but she jumps back up to her feet immediately. 
‘Mum!’ Finn yells. ‘Are you okay?’
He comes running over to her, and she stands up straight and plasters a smile on her face.
‘Yes, just embarrassed. I slipped. I’m fine now, really. Don’t fuss sweetheart, but thank you. What was I doing?’
‘Getting the photos from the woman’s website.’ He seems panicked. 
‘Ah yes.’ She takes a step forward and the pain shoots through her knee. She stops and sucks in air.
‘Mum.’
‘I’m fine,’ she says, singing, and trying not to hobble, makes her way across the grass into the house, and keeps on walking to her bedroom, until she’s sure he’s not looking and she collapses on the bed. 
She drives him back that afternoon to the bus stop, in silence.
He hugs her so tightly, clings to her like he’s a little boy, like he doesn’t want to let go. It was the embrace she wanted when he arrived, but this time it feels desperate. Like a goodbye. 
M’aider, m’aider.
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THE BLACK NIKE TECH fleece stares at Enya through the kitchen window. It has an ominous presence. It has not been taken apart and neatly arranged like the other items. It’s clunky, as if it doesn’t belong, as if it wasn’t applied with the same love, care and tenderness as the others and therefore was not put there for the same purpose as the other emblems. Instead it was placed there to jeer, taunt and tease her. To strike fear in her.
It has worked. And it has increased her paranoia levels, she’s becoming more like Oscar every day. She’s jumpy and jittery, she must return to work in the morning and somehow find a way to calm herself. She moved inland and yet she’s barely able to keep her head above water, every day she feels like she’s drowning. Getting the medical practice up and running has helped take her mind off things, but now that she’s settling, she’s becoming unsettled again. The tide is rising. 
Finn’s plate of toast is still on the table, she can’t bring herself to tidy it away, foolish as it may seem. The same with his badly made bed, and the pair of socks she found beneath the curtains. The abandoned sculpture that he set aside as soon as she scared him in the garden still lies on the grass, and will no doubt be swept up by the wind during the night or tomorrow and find itself right back in the corner by the kitchen doors where everything from the garden seems to be dropped by the vortex. 
The following day at work Enya is struggling. Inwardly, but outwardly she maintains the perfect façade. She’s glad of Margaret not appearing with a salad. Enya now suspects everyone around her, including Margaret. As crazy as she knows it sounds, she is no longer sure of Margaret’s intentions or how much truth there is in her lonely woman story. She weaved her way into Enya’s life, got her to open up and talk, without really revealing very much herself, just enough to make Enya trust her. The salad deliveries, her presence in her home, she is on the outskirts and yet is immersed in Enya’s life. She’d arrived at her house within minutes when she’d called her about the man looking in her window. She’d run down the stairs when Mark had been shouting at her in her office. Margaret is always on alert, ready to act. As if she is on duty. 
As Enya’s leaving the surgery to go to the shop across the road, Margaret is approaching. 
‘Morning, what’s with the limp?’
‘I just twisted it, it’s fine.’
‘How did it all go with Finn?’
‘Fine.’ Enya keeps a wide berth.
‘Everything okay?’ Margaret asks.
‘Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be?’
‘Did Finn go home?’
‘What’s with all the questions?’
‘Enya,’ Margaret laughs, then when she realises Enya’s serious she drops her smile. ‘Did I do something wrong? Did I get in the way of you and Finn because I apologise if I did. I thought you wanted me around, as a kind of buffer, but maybe I picked it up wrong.’
‘Everything’s fine,’ she says, politely, and that’s how she intends on keeping it. ‘Have a nice day.’
‘Have a nice day? What the fuck? Oh okay, is it Mrs Hyde who’s out today?’
Enya crosses Main Street to go to the shop and sees a woman sitting in a parked car. The car has a Dublin registration. Something about the woman catches her eye, and she does a double take. The woman looks like Ursula.
The woman is Ursula. 
Ursula’s eyes are downward, looking at her phone, so feeling too ambushed to confront her Enya continues to the shop but instantly loses her appetite. She considers going straight home, her stomach immediately upset with the confrontation that’s to occur, but her car is next to Ursula’s. 
She takes deep breaths in the aisle, thinking she has privacy, but then notices she’s visible in the convex mirror, and Larry is looking at her. There is no escape here, that’s what she finally realises. She came to this town with the intention of disappearing, and all it did was hold a magnifying glass up to her and all her flaws. Instead of a hiding spot, it has been like a magnet attracting all the people she has tried to avoid. 
When she steps out of the shop, Ursula sees her. She’s been waiting for her, guarding the road like an anteater watching an ant hill. Her expression isn’t friendly. She lowers her window.
‘We need to talk.’
Heart pounding, Enya looks at her watch. ‘I have thirty minutes until my next appointment.’
Ursula looks at the surgery with disgust. ‘No. I’ll wait until you’re finished and we can talk in my car.’
‘I’m not finished my appointments until six p.m.’
‘Fine. I’ll wait.’
Surprised, Enya straightens up. Ursula certainly can’t come to her house, or she’ll see her son’s clothes wrapped around a limb of the rag tree and Enya has absolutely no explanation for that. Unless Ursula put it there herself. Or Oscar put it there, to set her up. Or Mark is holding back on something. 
Completely in the dark about the reason for their meeting, Enya goes through her appointments feeling completely frazzled, distracted, and nauseous. At 6.20 p.m. she can’t prolong it anymore, she says goodbye to Natasha and sits still in the quiet office for a moment at her desk trying to keep her breathing steady. Then she vomits in the sink.
Ursula has not moved from her parking spot all day. Enya could see her car there each time she opened the door to welcome a new patient. Ursula’s company, which she once craved and was so calming and comforting, has now the opposite effect. She feels like she’s in a nightmare. 
She sits into the passenger seat. 
She expects this is where they’ll talk but Ursula starts the engine.
‘Where are we going?’
Ursula doesn’t respond. 
After a moment, Enya says, ‘Ursula, I don’t feel comfortable with this.’
‘Oh do you not, Enya? I’m sorry, I’m not taking your feelings into account in the midst of my tragedy.’
She continues driving and a few minutes later she pulls in, at a seemingly random place by the side of the main road. She’s just off the hard shoulder but not far in enough so that each time a car speeds by at 100 kilometres an hour, the car shakes.
‘How is Ross?’ Enya asks, unsure as how to approach this. To not ask is to not care, and despite everything that is happening, she cares.
‘He’s talking,’ she says, snapping. ‘And we were so happy to hear the sound of his voice. We celebrated, like it was a miracle, like it was a gift, but then that passed and we’re watching him trying to move, seeing the pain he is suffering and that is breaking our hearts, but mostly it is making me so fucking angry. I am angry, that we are celebrating these things, when it shouldn’t have happened in the first place.
‘I started looking back at everything. You see, my mind is clearer now. I was so lost and grateful for your help, I never stopped to ask, why? Why is she helping me? I thought it was from the goodness of your heart. You were pulled over by the taxi driver at the scene. You visited Ross at the hospital, bringing tokens and gifts. Christmas Day, St Brigid’s Day. I know you were in other days too, the nurses told me. You phoned me, you texted me every day. You asked about how he was. I told you everything, medically, about Ross, I sent you photos of his charts, and I even told you about the police investigation. You found out everything. You planted yourself in my life. You donated a thousand euro. You set the whole thing up, didn’t you?’
She doesn’t allow Enya to answer. 
‘After your donation everyone told me to stay away from you. To stop talking to you, to cut off all communication. But I drove all the way here because I want to see the look on your face, in the flesh, when you find out that we know.’
Enya breaks out in a hot clammy sweat. This is it. It’s time. She tastes bile in her mouth, she reaches to lower the window but it’s locked and Ursula is too focused on what she’s saying to notice her discomfort, and certainly wouldn’t care if she did. 
‘The guards know there wasn’t a call to E-Doc that night. There’s no record of it happening. But someone called you, didn’t they, Enya? Why were you out there, in the storm, on that night?’
Enya’s body is rattling. She needs to get out of the car. She goes for the handle, pulls at it. It’s locked. 
‘You’re a liar!’ Ursula yells in her face. ‘One of the other parents already told me. She came to me. Crying her eyes out. She couldn’t live with the secret anymore.’
‘What?’ Enya is confused. ‘What parent?’
‘I’m not telling you who!’
‘Wait, what are you talking about?’ Enya is more composed now, genuinely confused. She turns her body to Ursula, wanting to hear more.
Ursula recognises the genuine confusion and it takes the wind out of her sails a little. It is not the gotcha moment she foresaw. 
‘Finn,’ she says his name as though it leaves a bad taste in her mouth.
‘What about Finn?’ Enya is bolt upright now, terror clutching at her. 
‘He phoned you that night.’
‘Why would Finn phone me that night?’ Enya treads carefully. She has no idea what Ursula knows, or thinks she knows.
Ursula studies her. ‘For Dr Mummy’s help.’
‘Help with what? I don’t know what you’re implying but Finn was at home that night. Xander and I were out at a dinner party. Finn was home alone.’ 
Her mind races through the events of that night. When she’d returned, Finn was upstairs, just out of the shower. It was late – after midnight. She too was about to have a bath, to try to cleanse herself of the scene she had encountered. 
‘He was at home,’ she says again, emotion swelling in her throat. ‘He didn’t call me. I was on the way home when the taxi driver flagged me down. Ross was on the ground. None of that is a lie.’
‘But you have lied, haven’t you Enya,’ Ursula says quietly, but not with any gentleness or understanding, she is just as mad as she was when she started. ‘Ross remembers being in a car before the accident, he just couldn’t tell us who with. Thanks to a parent who eventually wanted to tell the truth we know that he was in a car with four boys and Finn was one of them.’
‘No, Ursula, no.’ She puts her hand on Ursula’s arm. She has to make her believe it.
‘Listen,’ Ursula shouts. ‘I know the truth! Your son was in a car with them. Shane was driving too fast, Ross told him to slow down and they threw him out, in the middle of nowhere, on a dangerous road, in the middle of a storm. They thought it would be funny. They left him there to die. That’s all Ross remembers, but I’m guessing they went back there for him and what happened when they got back? They hit him.’
‘No …’ She is pleading now, desperate.
‘Shut up! Do you think we’re stupid? You’re down here in the middle of nowhere, hiding from reality. You left your job, your husband, your son, and moved out of your house the very next day. You couldn’t face the truth, could you? Is it easier to lie about what your son did while you’re here all alone, instead of living at home with your broken family, and the gardaí asking questions? You certainly let your husband take care of it, didn’t you? Alexander has it all sewn up, doesn’t he?’
Enya holds her hands to her pounding temples, her fingers trembling. It’s all starting to mean something. Finn visiting this weekend, telling her that Xander wouldn’t let him tell her something. Xander not allowing her to see him, saying that he needed to protect him. From what, she kept wondering. All this time she thought he was trying to protect Finn from her. But Xander knows about this. And he was trying to protect him from it. 
‘Shocked that I know it all, Enya? Did you and Alexander think you could manage this situation? We’ve been piecing it together. Your little angel is just like his mother, showing up at the hospital and trying to fix everything. All the time filled with guilt, trying to find out information to protect yourselves. Your husband has been trying to manipulate the other parents, trying to get everyone in the same tune, be in synch with the same lies. He actually thought he’d get away with lying about it. One mother at least had a conscience and confided in me. And now Ross can speak for himself, he can defend himself. He won’t be attacked for a second time. Well, I’m going to do to you now what your boy did to mine. Get out of the car, Enya.’
Where Ursula has stopped is on a busy main road, with cars zipping by. It is no place for a pedestrian.
‘At least it’s bright and there’s no storm, imagine how my poor boy felt.’ Tears are now flooding from her eyes and she doesn’t bother to wipe them. 
Ursula unlocks the doors. 
Enya tries to reason with her one more time but Ursula yells at her to get out. 
Enya grabs her bag and scrambles out quickly. Her knee aches from twisting it yesterday in her fall. She slams the door expecting Ursula to drive away but she stays there crying, keening, into the steering wheel.
Out of breath and in utter shock, Enya gulps back tears as she limps away, back towards Abbeydooley village.
It’s only when Ursula’s car pulls away and disappears from view in the other direction that she finally feels safe. She had felt like she was walking the plank, at any moment waiting for Ursula to plough into her and deliver the blow, the same way as her beautiful boy had been struck. 
She sees exactly what it must look like to the gardaí.
Enya shows up at the scene coincidentally, and saves a boy. 
There is no record of her being called out for an after-hours doctor call out at all. 
She reaches out to Ursula and stays in contact. 
She donates money. 
All of her actions seem exactly what a mother would do for her son. And damn Xander, who has been trying to manage all of this in her absence. No wonder he was monitoring Finn’s phone.
She can’t let the gardaí interview Finn. 
She thought she’d lost Finn and she’d just gotten him back, and now she is faced with the ultimate sacrifice. Her son is in the firing line and she must tell her truth and risk losing him forever, in order to save him.
She takes a break from walking and moves in closer to the ditch. Her knee is throbbing. She has run away to another place to hide from what she has done and who she has become. But she can’t anymore.
She rings Xander. ‘I’m coming back.’
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ENYA FEELS AS THOUGH she is being played. The vultures are above her circling, getting ready to swoop in. Well if they’re preparing, then so must she. Unless they’ve been with her all along, watching her.
Margaret. 
Just as Ursula accused Enya of planting herself in her life to find out information, and Oscar had fares in his cab trying to get information, she suddenly wonders about Margaret. 
Her mind traces back over everything. She’s the local who suddenly returns with a sob story about her kids and her dad, a story that Enya can relate to. She has never seen one photograph of her children, or her husband, she has never seen any proof of a sick dad or a dead mother. A niece who is going through a tough time is all Dr Dolan has ever said. She lost her mum and her dad is in hospital. Margaret could have made up the rest to reel her in.
Before Enya returns to Enniskerry to protect Finn, she needs to know what Margaret knows. Xander has been in protection mode in her absence. He believes Finn’s story: that he and the boys drove off, and by the time they returned, the road was blocked off and an ambulance on its way. They’d raced home, in fear of what had happened. Knowing that his son wasn’t lying, he’d been comfortable with the decision he and some parents had made about hiding the fact their sons were at the scene. 
Enya summons all her strength. Knowledge is power and she is ready to equip herself to protect her son. 
When in the practice Enya listens out for the usual creaking sounds above her in the floorboards as Margaret gets out of bed. She will hear the toilet flush, the shower going, the pipes kicking in, the boiler making its exhausted push. But that won’t happen until noon as Margaret is in no rush to do whatever she does as a property manager with only one property. Usually Enya hears the muffled sounds of the TV until she leaves for Athgarven for her flow yoga and salad but right now she knows that Margaret is lying in her sofa bed, she can hear her occasionally coughing from the area where the sofa bed is. 
Enya has a house call to make and if she times it properly she’ll be back as Margaret leaves for Athgarven. The first stop is a faster than usual house call to an eighty-five-year-old with diabetes. She says no to the offer of tea and biscuits, she shortens the usual chat, which she does feel guilty about, but she has an objective. 
She parks on the edge of Athgarven and walks the main street, immediately recognising the trendy salad bar BeanSprout. She goes inside, orders her superfood salad and sits at a counter on a high stool at the window which gives a perfect view of the town passing by. There’s talk of the town being bypassed, and a stream of traffic is at a standstill in the main street. From this viewpoint she sees the primary school, an empty yard. And across the road, the white popcorned exterior of a deceptively pretty building with hanging baskets and floral displays by the front door makes her sit up to attention.
The garda station.
Of course.
Back in her surgery after her recce, as soon as she hears and then sees Margaret heading out, she tells Natasha she’ll be back in a moment, and closes the waiting room door behind her so that none of the waiting patients see her creeping upstairs to Margaret’s flat.
She has a key to the door at the top, it’s on the same key ring as the front door which seems foolish but equally gives Margaret access to the surgery so who knows how much rifling around she does when Enya’s not there. She steps inside and closes the door with a gentle click, and with her heart drumming in her ears, she looks around. She knows how much sound the floor in this room makes, she listens to it every day. She removes her shoes and steps barefoot onto the wooden floorboards which creak immediately. She tiptoes across the room. 
The one story she would like to debunk is the separated mother story. It’s exactly the kind of story that could be concocted to draw Enya in, a mother also separated from her son, the gardaí would have known that would bond them. There are no photos of the kids she apparently loves so dearly on the walls or by her bed. Natasha’s desk and Enya’s desk tell a different story. She opens the drawers in Margaret’s bedside table and roots through the paperwork.
She finds a single photograph of a family. Two children, a man, and a woman who at first Enya thinks has nothing to do with Margaret. But when she studies it more closely she can see the resemblance. A sister perhaps. A fuller, happier version. She is wearing a pink floral dress, off-the-shoulder, pink heels, she is smiling, her cheeks are fuller with too much rouge, her hair healthy and highlighted in a complicated updo. They stand in front of a church and the little girl is wearing a communion dress. The mother in the photo is rounder, warmer, softer, a shy smile. 
The woman looks like Margaret but Enya doesn’t believe it is. Perhaps it’s a sister and she’s using this as part of her own story. She roots around some more for notebooks, files, garda ID, something that would connect her and reveal her true identity. 
Enya lies flat on her belly to look under the bed. Months of gathered dust, coins and stray socks are revealed. 
She hears a key in the door and the door opens. 
She’s lying on her belly, the bedside table drawers are open and the contents of them are strewn all around her. She doesn’t have time to move, she’s caught red-handed.
‘What the hell are you doing?’
Enya rises to her knees, wincing at the pain in her still aching knee, and clears her throat, brushing off the disgusting amount of dust that has clung to her shift dress. She stands up.
There’s a look of pure shock on Margaret’s face. She looks around to see if anyone else is in the room. Then, seeing Enya is alone, her fear turns to anger.
‘What the fuck are you doing in my room?’
She comes at Enya, all sinew and muscle, chiselled face, taut and tight, nothing like the woman in the photo. But she doesn’t hit her as she expects, instead Margaret grabs the photograph out of her hand, almost ripping it with the force. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Enya says firmly, trying to sound as caring as she can. She is more sorry that she was caught. If Margaret is playing her, then she can play her game too. ‘I was worried about you. I just wanted to make sure you’re still on the straight and narrow.’
‘The straight and narrow? You’re suddenly the goddess of morality now, are you?’
‘Clean,’ she says, correcting herself, her palms sweaty and her mind racing to catch up to her lie. ‘I meant I was checking to make sure you are still clean.’
Margaret looks at all of the emptied contents of her bedside table, on the floor and on her unmade bed. She grabs them all instead of grabbing Enya and she shoves them back in the drawers. 
‘Who do you think you are, checking on me?’
Enya could ask her the same question. ‘I’m a doctor, but I’m … your friend. I was concerned.’
‘You’re just like them,’ she says, suddenly breaking down to Enya’s surprise. She was ready to fight. ‘Evan, the judge, the courts, my own parents, even my uncle and aunt all the way in Australia constantly checking up on me or getting people to check up on me. I suppose they asked you to do this?’ She doesn’t wait for an answer. ‘I have no privacy anymore. I have nothing that’s mine anymore. I don’t know what I have to do to gain people’s trust. What do I have to do?’ she says, tears falling. ‘Tell me and I’ll do it. What’s the point in all this?’ she looks around at her desperate space. ‘Running around, trying to please other people, living like this. And still no one believes me. No one trusts me. I thought you were different Enya, I thought you actually understood. But you’re just like them.’
Enya feels moved by this but she can’t be sucked in. She’s sure this is part of the backstory, part of the plan that they sat around and discussed in her popcorn-walled pretty garda station. Perhaps Ross’s case is worth the garda hours. Yet Margaret’s sadness is so palpable, her desperation so credible.
‘What did you find? Some rescue remedies and magnesium powder?’
With trembling hands Margaret starts tidying her things away. Her meagre things. This is an awfully good display for an undercover garda. She deserves an Academy Award. She’s missed her calling as an actress. 
The crystal clear picture that Enya had painted of Margaret dissolves, slides down the wall in drips and globs, back to blobs of paint on her palette of paranoia. Enya had gotten it all wrong.
‘Please get out,’ Margaret says, weeping, wiping her eyes, still holding on tightly to her family photo.
Instead, Enya sits down on the unmade bed, her face in her hands. ‘What the hell is wrong with me?’
Margaret leaves a silence then sighs. ‘I honestly wouldn’t know where to start with you.’
‘Margaret, I thought you were working for the gardaí,’ she says. ‘I thought you were undercover.’ She looks up and meets Margaret’s eye. ‘I was trying to find evidence that you’re not who you say you are.’
‘Why would I be working for the gardaí?’ she asks, with a surprised grin. Then she laughs a little.
‘I went to Athgarven. To the salad bar. It was facing the garda station. You go there so much, I thought that you were going to work.’
‘It’s also beside the school. Facing the yard. I get to see my kids playing at lunch time. I’m not supposed to. If anyone knew I was there I’d be in trouble.’ 
Enya has patients downstairs waiting right below her. A stream of people who need her to be stable and trustworthy. They’re relying on her and she has gone down a completely delusional and paranoid track, she’s just as bad as Oscar, who she frankly considers mentally unbalanced.
‘I’m losing it,’ Enya says, unable to focus on anything else. Her mind flicks through symptoms and prognoses as she tries to figure out what’s wrong with her. If she can get a prognosis then she can get a plan. Paranoid schizophrenia? Paranoid personality disorder, delusional paranoid disorder. Is it her brain chemicals? Genes? Research varies. Stress reaction? Yes, this is more likely. Severe and ongoing stress can trigger paranoia – a combination of a number of genetic and environmental factors working in combination. 
Should she admit herself to hospital? She should surely stop practising as a GP. Who knows how her misguided perception of reality has affected her diagnosis and care of her patients. 
She’s sitting on the bed, mumbling as she tries to figure it all out. Her psychological obsession with water and rain. She smells the sea, she tastes the salt, she feels the cold rain on her face, running down her back. She relives the imagined experience of her mum, and the experience of 21 December. She has somehow linked the two tragedies in her conscience. A kind of post-traumatic stress disorder? She must have said some of this aloud because Margaret is on her knees in front of her.
‘Stop it, Enya, stop. Hush now,’ she says gently, taking her hands, as if she’s soothing a child. ‘You’re not crazy. Neither of us are crazy. It’s just so hard, isn’t it? They never told us it could be so hard.’ She hugs her, for a long time. ‘But you’re a smart woman, trust yourself Enya.’
The yellow Baby-gro. The tech fleece. The man in the window. Somebody is playing with her. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Enya says. ‘That I invaded your space. That I didn’t trust you.’
‘It’s definitely not okay.’
Enya nods. 
‘You better get downstairs. Bart Flaherty is down there stretching, warming up to get in a good enough position for you to take a good look at his piles.’
Enya closes her eyes. 
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IT’S GOING TO HAPPEN anyway. The end of her career is inevitable. When everybody finds out that she lied to the gardaí about her whereabouts in a hit-and-run case that left a boy seriously injured, that she hid the fact she was meeting a man, dismal and a non-starter as he was, and that she did this under the guise of an out-of-hours GP, then her professional name will be dragged through the mud. 
Enya arrives at Midland Regional Hospital in Portlaoise where Margaret’s dad is admitted and asks to speak to the consultant in charge. Of course Margaret doesn’t know that she’s here, she would tell her not to do what she’s about to do, but she owes her friend and she needs to right some wrongs.
She meets Dr Jadhav in his consultancy office.
‘This is about Colm Gallagher,’ he says.
‘Yes, thank you for meeting with me, I know you’re extremely busy.’
‘As you are in Abbeydooley.’
‘Yes,’ she says, nervously clearing her throat. 
‘They were grateful to finally have a GP fill the post, the area was under a huge amount of stress.’ 
‘Well they shouldn’t be that grateful, I don’t know how helpful I’ve been, especially in these circumstances. I’ll cut to the chase. I incorrectly prescribed Colm Gallagher with antidepressants in the weeks after his heart surgery. I incorrectly, again, as that’s a word I’ll be using a lot in this conversation, felt that his symptoms of depression and insomnia would be best dealt with by a course of tricyclics.’
He looks at her in silence for a moment, as he processes this. She sees the, anger and irritation flicker across his face. 
‘But depression is a symptom of heart disease,’ he says, as though she’s stupid.
‘Yes.’ 
Of course she knows this. She has always tried to prepare her patients for the anxiety and depression that come after a cardiac event. It occurs in four out of five patients, it’s like an existential crisis where they’ve had to face their mortality. She would help patients build a mental health plan by seeing a psychologist. 
‘I felt he had a severe case.’
Dr Jadhav opens Mr Gallagher’s file before him. He’s clearly disturbed by this news. He rubs his forehead and she can sense his anger.
‘I made the decision with the most careful consideration. But I’m not here to debate medicine with you, I’m here to tell you that is what is in his system and perhaps that knowledge will help in his care and rehabilitation.’
‘It does explain things, yes,’ he says, deeply distressed. ‘It would have been better to know when he was admitted.’
‘I only recently learned he was here. My intent was not to harm him. He was deeply distressed.’ She swallows. ‘And that’s not all. I prescribed this for his pain.’ She takes out a piece of paper and pushes it towards him. The painkillers Margaret is addicted to. Enya can’t even say the name out loud. 
‘Both of the medications are listed there.’
He looks at it in shock.
If he’s any good at his job she assumes he will be having words with the medical council about her fitness to practise medicine. If she’d prescribed this to a patient on heart medication, she could have killed him. Margaret is lucky her dad didn’t die or his death would have been on her, though his sickness is already weighing heavily on her. It’s Enya’s wish to relieve that for her friend. 
‘Thank you for your time.’
Losing her doctor’s licence is inevitable. She wants to protect her friend Margaret who has been a rock to her, while also helping Margaret’s father. 
She may as well go out with a bang. 
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ENYA, FINN AND XANDER travel to the garda station together. They’d arranged to meet on neutral ground at Flora’s house where she is staying and travel to the station together in a display of unity, strength, stability and because Xander said so. Enya doesn’t care about the aesthetics, she just wants to be there for Finn. The interview is voluntary and all four boys who were present in the same car on the night of Ross’s accident have agreed to do the same thing. 
Xander’s backchannelling leading up to this has muddied the waters with the gardaí and the parents, and it’s time for the four boys to come clean. 
Enya and Finn share a nervous look as the garda station comes into view. 
Finn is understandably anxious and has been a shadow of himself for the past few weeks, perhaps the past few months just as Enya has been. Xander is lawyered up to his eyeballs, and has procured one of the finest criminal barristers who happens to be his friend Brian Boland. The Brian who likes playing charades at dinner parties with his wife Anne, and is dressed as if heading into a courtroom to razzle-dazzle a jury. The Brian whose dinner party she left to meet Mark, on the night of the accident. It all comes full circle. 
Brian meets them outside the garda station. He greets her with a kiss on each cheek. ‘Good to see you Enya, I didn’t know you’d be here.’
Enya shoots a look at Xander.
‘I didn’t say anything because I didn’t know if she’d make it. She’s not exactly reliable these days.’
Brian ignores the public jibe. 
‘I’ll make sure it won’t be a problem with the gardaí to have both parents there, it’s not unusual, I’ll let them know you’re here.’ He studies Finn in a manner that she finds disconcerting and addresses them in a calming voice. ‘Remember this is voluntary, you are not under arrest. You are free to leave at any time, I will sit with you and I may intervene during questioning. If I do, it is to seek clarification, challenge an improper question, advise you not to answer or to request the interview be suspended so that I can advise you. I can’t stop you from answering questions or tell you what to say. You can choose not to answer questions and instead provide a prepared statement.’
‘Take his advice in there,’ Xander says. ‘No freestyling.’
Finn swallows and nods, looking so pale and terrified. 
Enya reaches out and wraps her arm around his waist. 
‘Don’t do that,’ Xander snaps, watching her. ‘It makes him look incapable.’
Enya drops her arm but Finn reaches out and holds her hand, which Xander views with irritation.
They enter the garda station and Brian approaches the hatch.
‘Finn Pickering with his parents Dr Alexander and Dr Enya Pickering.’
Enya steps forward and joins him at the hatch. ‘I would like to talk to the gardaí myself. I have something important to tell you.’
‘Mum, what are you doing?’
‘Enya, step back,’ Xander growls. 
‘It’s okay,’ she tells them, her eyes filling with tears. ‘I know what I’m doing.’ 
‘Enya,’ Brian says, placing a hand on her back to guide her away. ‘Give us a moment please.’
She stands firm, ignoring him, and speaks more loudly. ‘I’d like to speak to somebody on the case immediately please. You need to talk to me before you speak with Finn.’
‘Just a moment,’ the garda says, sensing the importance and swiftly leaving the hatch before she changes her mind. 
‘Mum,’ Finn says, voice cracking, panicking. ‘What are you doing?’
Xander lands heavily on a plastic chair and gives her an angry glare, veins pulsating in his perfect forehead. ‘I knew she shouldn’t have come,’ he says loudly to Brian. ‘She shouldn’t be here.’ He points at her. 
‘Okay, Xander,’ Brian says, trying to keep calm and get ahead of the situation, but clearly confused.
Xander puts his head in his hands. 
‘Enya,’ Brian says, calm on the surface but she hears his tone. ‘What’s going on?’
‘I have to talk to them. They have to speak to me before they speak to Finn. This is for Finn. I’m doing the right thing,’ she says. 
‘Well then, I insist on going in there with you.’
The garda station is quiet while they wait. A family come inside, parents and two children, who need to update their passports for a family holiday. The kids are excited, the garda is playful and interested as he signs and stamps the forms, asking the children where they’re going. The place is transformed. It gives her a flashback to a former life, to the way things used to be. She has a sick feeling in her stomach. She watches the family leave, the children hopping and skipping, unable to conform. She hopes to follow them to freedom in the same way. The fresh air, and clear sky await. Life awaits, just outside the door, away from the bright strip lighting, and the uncomfortable plastic chairs. Could they go back to who they want to be, to that safer former life?
The heavy door beside the waiting room opens. ‘Dr Enya Pickering. We’re ready for you.’
‘It will be all over after this, okay?’ she whispers to Finn.
He nods but his tortured look tells her he is anything but.
Enya nods at Brian and they both enter through the door. 
Inside the interview room, she’s faced with two gardaí, neither of whom she recognises from the night of 21 December or the morning after. These are higher-level detectives. They tell her their names, she has already forgotten. 
‘Will I start?’ Her heart is drumming in her chest, her fingers are trembling. She can barely control her voice, but she is as focused as she can be. She has one job to do. Protect Finn. He should not be in this situation, he has his whole entire life ahead of him, while hers is already disintegrating. 
Brian is ruffled but trying to remain composed. He doesn’t know what’s about to come out of her mouth. If he knew, he’d tell her not to say it. 
‘Okay,’ she says, taking a deep breath. ‘On the twenty-first of December, I was driving home when I accidentally hit Ross with my car. It was me. Not Finn and his friends. I’m responsible.’
Brian looks at her in surprise. He must be sweating because she can suddenly smell his deodorant and cigarette smoke seeping from his pores. 
The detectives take a moment, they weren’t expecting this. 
‘You hit Ross Cullen with your car?’
‘Yes.’ The less she says now, the better. She will just stick to the basics. 
The main detective takes a moment. 
‘According to statements made by you and Oscar Bennett on the night, you were driving when you came across Oscar on the road. Ross had already been hit and was lying on the road. You gave us this statement, as did Oscar Bennett. Were you both lying?’
‘No, that is true, that did happen,’ she says stammering, not wanting to get anyone else into trouble. ‘Oscar didn’t lie.’
Her mind is racing. She has to be careful with her words, or they’ll be used against her, even though she’s already using her own words against her. They can so easily mix a person up, they’re trained to do this.
‘Was Oscar there when you hit Ross?’
‘No. Oscar had nothing to do with it either. It was just me.’ 
The detectives look at each other. The main interviewer suddenly relaxes, which has the opposite effect on her. He’s settling into his flow. 
‘How could you have hit Finn with your car, and then arrive on the scene after Oscar?’
‘I turned the car around. I went back.’
He pauses. 
‘So let’s start from the start of the evening. You say you were at a friend’s house, at Brian Boland’s house who’s here with us,’ he says looking at Brian beside her, ‘at a dinner party, when you received a call at eight thirty p.m. Is that correct?’
‘Yes.’
‘You were on E-Doc duty that night.’
‘Yes.’ 
‘The call was from Mark Rossi.’
‘Yes.’ 
‘He called you about his baby son Bobby, who had a high temperature he was worried about?’
She takes a moment. ‘No.’
He’s looking down at his notes, and his head whips up quickly. 
‘I left the dinner party to meet with Mark at the Horseshoe bar in the Wicklow mountains. I had one glass of wine.’
She avoids eye contact with Brian but she feels her face flush. She has already admitted to worse in this interview but finds this part difficult.
‘We both left the bar just after ten thirty p.m. We drove separately. It was stormy, I could barely see out the window. And that’s when I hit Ross. Finn had nothing to do with Ross’s accident. You can check our phone records. There were no phone calls from him to me on that night.’
‘Did Finn ring Mark?’
‘Absolutely not. Finn didn’t even know him.’ Her voice breaks. She is trying to save her son, but she is breaking something precious in the process. 
‘Did Finn call you at the Horseshoe bar?’
‘No. He didn’t even know I was there.’
‘Did you use the phone at the Horseshoe bar at any time?’
Brian interrupts. ‘The phone at the Horseshoe bar or her mobile phone?’
‘Both.’
‘No. I texted Xander at around ten to say that I would be delayed.’
‘Your husband, Alexander.’
Her cheeks burn. ‘Yes.’ 
‘So both you and Mark left the bar at the same time.’
‘I drove away first. He left after me.’
The detective beside him makes a note on his page. She closes her eyes. They cannot suspect Mark if she has already told them what she did. This confession should remove the blame from everyone, but mainly Finn. He is her first concern. 
‘Tell me Enya, I’m finding it hard to understand, how you could possibly have hit Ross Cullen with your car, when Oscar was the first on the scene and witnessed you arriving after him. Tell me how this is possible?’
She gulps. ‘Well it was a very stormy night. I couldn’t see out the window. I thought I hit something with my car, the wall or a deer, and I kept going, but then I thought what if it was a person? So I turned the car around and I was driving back to the area when I saw Oscar waving me down on the road.’
‘If you turned your car around, you would have been on the other side of the road, heading north. But you weren’t, you came from the other direction, from the south.’
She’s confused. Her fingers are trembling, she holds them to her head. She has a migraine. She can’t think. The confession should be easy, why aren’t they lapping it up? ‘I don’t really know north and south or what direction I was coming from but I came from the bar …’
‘North.’
‘Okay.’ She swallows. ‘I came from that direction.’
‘But when you approached Ross and Oscar you were still coming from that direction.’ 
‘Um … I …’ Her cheeks are blazing and her mind is frazzled. She tries to think back to the moment to explain. She shakes her head, ‘Finn didn’t do this.’
‘Enya,’ Brian says softly, then he turns to the police. ‘I’d like to have a word with my client.’
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AFTER HER INTERVIEW, BRIAN leaves her to join Xander and Finn for his. They have deliberately kept them apart. 
Her body is shaking from head to toe. She’s rattling bones inside of her skin. Her teeth chatter as if she’s freezing cold. She wraps her arms around her body, to keep warm, to contain herself. She sits on the plastic chair, awaiting instruction. Will they charge her now? Does she go to prison immediately or after a trial? Will she get to see Finn before they take her away? There’s so much she wants to say to him. She drinks from a bottle of water while she waits for Finn to finish, every single scenario running through her head. 
Over an hour later, the heavy security door opens again and her heart lifts in hope that she will see Finn, but instead Brian enters. His face is red, the station is hot and clammy. He has lost his gloss since she saw him for the first time that day but he still feels solid and in control. Someone she can trust.
‘Is Finn okay?’
‘He did great. He’s gone home with Xander now, but they have a few more questions to ask you, just to follow up. Okay?’
She makes a tiny sound. She wanted to see him before he left. She didn’t think she would be going home with him, in light of what she has confessed to, but she longed for that physical connection to keep her going. She nods. She can’t trust herself to find words, everything feels caught in her throat.
‘You are free to leave at this point,’ Brian advises her. ‘But I would advise you to stay. Don’t answer if you don’t want to but it’s better if you’re seen as compliant.’
She nods again.
He lowers his voice. ‘I know you want to protect Finn, but the best thing you can do is tell the truth, Enya. I’d urge you not to mislead them. They will find the truth with phone logs and on one of the family’s home CCTV. You don’t need to do this.’
‘When will they charge me?’ she asks, teeth chattering. ‘After this?’
He places a warm hand over hers. He smells strongly of cigarette smoke. ‘Let’s take it step by step.’
The detectives return to the seats before her. 
‘Let’s return to your initial statement. The statement you made on the night of the twenty-first of December, and the morning of the twenty-second of December, before today’s confession.’
She nods. Then clears her throat. ‘Yes.’
‘Let’s just say that Finn didn’t call you from the hit and run scene as you and he both say.’
She nods, wrings her hands together, her fingers all twisted together she’s not sure they’ll ever disconnect. They won’t need to handcuff her, she’s got herself in knots all by herself.
‘When did you learn about Finn’s involvement?’
‘I learned about him being in the same car as Ross a few days ago, when Ursula Cullen visited me in Abbeydooley.’
She’s said that at least a dozen times already.
‘Your husband Xander didn’t tell you?’
‘Not a word,’ she says, surprising herself with her anger.
‘Finn told us in his interview that he wrapped Ross’s jumper around a tree in your garden in Abbeydooley, a spare jumper that Ross left behind in the car before he got out.’
‘He did what?!’
She hesitates. She looks at Brian.
‘The question?’ Brian asks the detective.
‘Did you know that Finn did this?’
‘That he took the jumper from the car or that he hung it on a tree?’ Brian clarifies.
‘Did you know that Finn hung the jumper on the tree?’ the detective clarifies. 
She looks from one man to the other, in shock. 
‘No! What? Finn hung the jumper on the tree? No, I had no idea.’ She’s utterly flummoxed. ‘Did he?’ she looks at Brian. In all of the theories she had, Finn being responsible for leaving what she saw as a threatening message to her was never one of them. She was trying to protect Finn from the invisible threat, Finn couldn’t be the threat. ‘No. No,’ she repeats again, so very confused. 
‘You didn’t know it was Finn who tied the jumper to the tree.’
‘No!’
‘Did you know that Finn took the jumper from the car after they told Ross to get out?’
‘No.’ She frowns, wondering where this is going. ‘I didn’t even know they were in the same car until a few days ago.’ 
‘When Ursula told you.’
‘Yes.’
‘But you saw Ross’s jumper on the tree before Ursula’s visit,’ he continues. ‘Finn said you looked at it and were very distressed.’
‘I was.’ She is stuttering, stumbling. ‘I didn’t know how it got there. I remembered what Ross was wearing that night because it reminded me of my son Finn. They had identical tracksuits. When I spoke to your colleagues in my medical practice the morning after the hit and run, I was still shaken. I told them that it was because Ross reminded me of my son. I specifically mentioned the clothing he was wearing, they might remember that. Every single time I see a child or a teenager wearing that item, it brings me back to that night. Seeing the jumper on the tree gave me a fright. It reminded me of that night.’ 
‘When you read the label, you saw Ross’s name?’
‘Yes.’
‘When you saw the tech fleece on the branch of the tree did you then realise Finn’s involvement?’
‘Absolutely not. I didn’t link it to Finn at all. I thought it had been left there in the night, by someone else. That’s what happens with the tree. It’s a rag tree. People come and go at odd hours, items are left there all the time.’
The detective takes a moment to scratch his nose, and leaves a silence to show how ridiculous that sounds.
‘Who did you think put the jumper there?’
Oscar, Mark, Ursula, Margaret the undercover garda. She had thought it had been everybody else messing with her but it had never occurred to her that it was the actual genuine actions of her son who wanted to heal his schoolmate. But she can’t say that, she can’t explain the layers and levels of paranoia and activity that have taken place over the past few months.
‘Did you tie it to the tree, Enya?’
‘No!’
‘Well then, who else would have been in Abbeydooley who was linked to the scene but Finn?’
‘Mark was there,’ she blurts out, scared that they keep bringing this back to Finn and her and him being in cahoots. ‘Mark was in Abbeydooley the night before. He showed up at the bonfire uninvited.’ 
They can’t hide their surprise. What has she done? Her heart pounds. 
‘How would Mark have the jumper in his possession?’
‘He was driving on the road that night too. He was following me, he overtook me at one stage. He could have been at the scene of the accident, I don’t know.’ Her head is pounding. ‘And Oscar was at the end of my road too on the same night. He came to tell me that you’d questioned him again, he was scared. He’d been at the scene too, he could have taken the jumper. I thought maybe he’d been at my house. The two of them were there, I never thought it was Finn at all.’ 
The detective looks down at his notes, then back at her. 
‘Mark Rossi and Oscar Bennett were both in Abbeydooley?’ 
‘Yes.’
‘Enya.’ The detective sighs. ‘You’re a good mother who loves her son. Phone records will tell us whether you were in communication that night or not. Mark Rossi and the Horseshoe bar will confirm your presence there on the night of the twenty-first of December. You love your son, we know you’re trying to do the best thing and protect him, but your story doesn’t add up. You can’t both hit him with your car and be the second person on the scene. Could it be you’re saying you hit Ross Cullen with your car just to protect Finn?’ 
She looks at them all, three men, doubt in their eyes. They see her as a good person. The good doctor. The not so good wife. The protective mother. They don’t believe her. 
She sighs and sits back in her chair. Then after biting her lip and tasting blood, she nods and dissolves into tears. 
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ULTAN MEETS HER OUTSIDE the station. Exhausted, Enya falls into the car, feeling like she’s run a marathon. She quickly glances at herself in the mirror of the car sun visor and seeing her puffy face and red swollen eyes, she flips it closed. 
‘Are you okay?’ Her brother-in-law glances over. 
‘No. Please get me out of here.’
He does exactly as she wishes. 
‘What’s the mood in the house?’ she asks.
‘Not as bad as you might think,’ Ultan says, thoughtfully. ‘The boys are keeping Finn occupied.’
‘And Xander?’
‘Is in the síbín drinking whisky.’
She groans. Whisky, Xander and anger aren’t a good mix. 
‘Alexander said you didn’t sit in with Finn for the interview. That you had your own.’ He never calls him Xander, he believes nicknames need to be earned, and he and Xander have never been close.
‘I had some things I wanted to tell them on my own,’ she says, picking imaginary fluff from her dress. 
‘Like?’
‘I wasn’t working that night like I said I was. I was having a drink with someone. Another man.’
Ultan considers this. ‘That’s the best thing I’ve heard all week.’
She smiles. She can’t summon a laugh.
‘Does he know?’ he asks. 
‘Not yet. I have to talk to him now.’
‘We’ll batten down the hatches. I’ll be on standby.’
‘Mum,’ Finn says, hurrying to her, as soon as she walks into the house. Now taller than her, he hugs her, squeezes her tight and starts to cry. The others in the room, his cousins, remain in a respectful silence. ‘I’m so sorry about the tech fleece, I wanted to tell you that it was me but I was scared. You had such a reaction to it and I was afraid to say anything. You kept talking about the tree in your voice notes and I thought it was worth a try because I know what happened to Ross is my fault. I’m sorry, I used you to get to the tree, and I’m so sorry that I’ve got you in trouble.’ It all comes tumbling out so fast. 
‘It’s okay,’ she whispers into his neck, as close as she can get to his ear. She’s sad about so many things. That his visit to her was to get to the tree and not her, that he couldn’t tell her the truth so she could help him, that they’ve got themselves in this mess. But she’s not sad about the bonds that have tightened between them. Whatever walls that were blocking each other have now come down. After a while Flora joins them in an embrace and then the five boys pile on until their tears have turned to laughter. Ultan stands back knowing the storm clouds are gathering.
Enya finds Xander in the síbín sitting at a table which is a beer keg fashioned into a table. She doesn’t want to drag this out a moment longer. 
‘I hear he did well in his interview,’ she says, sitting with him.
He nods. ‘Very confident. Clear. I was proud.’ He studies her. ‘What happened at yours?’
‘I told them that I accidentally hit Ross with my car.’
He glares at her for a moment and then curses. ‘Let me guess, they didn’t believe you because you’re just a stupid mother trying to defend her son.’ He spits it out with venom. 
‘Xander, why do you make it so hard for me to tell you things?’ she cries out, with frustration. ‘All the comfort you offer your patients, and there seems to never be any for me. I would talk to you more, you know, if I felt you would care. I would open up to you more, share things.’
He’s surprised by that comment for a moment. ‘I’m sorry.’
It’s his turn to surprise her. She feels the clouds parting for just a moment, before they storm over again and she realises what she has to tell him. 
He ruins it first. ‘But you’re a fool, Enya. Now the gardaí won’t believe anything either of us say about Finn. I told you to stay away and stay out of this. I had it in hand. I was protecting him.’
‘Manipulating the parents of the other boys is having it in hand?’ she asks, annoyed. ‘You should have told me what was going on as soon as you realised Finn was in the car. I had a right to know.’
‘Finn didn’t tell me, I put it together myself and you should have been able to too. If you’d stopped making everything about yourself, you would have figured it out. You went upstairs to him that night and he was showering at midnight. You never thought why? You shouldn’t have needed to be told. Aren’t you supposed to have motherly instincts?’
They’re raising their voices. She stops herself from responding, counts to ten silently to calm down.
‘Tell me one thing,’ he says bitterly. ‘Seeing as we’re being honest and it’s just the two of us. Did Finn ring you that night? Is that what the phone call was at Brian’s house, because I knew something was up?’ She sees his terror. He has wanted to believe his son, but how could he completely?
‘Finn didn’t call me,’ she says, her voice trembling. ‘Finn and I are telling the truth about that.’ She gulps nervously. ‘But I didn’t tell you the truth about where I was that night.’
He nods, his suspicions correct. ‘Not helping a baby.’ His mouth tightens. 
‘No. I’m sorry. I was having a drink with a man, in a bar.’
‘A man,’ he says flatly. ‘Who?’
‘I’d rather not say.’
‘WHO?’ he yells.
She jumps, startled by his ferocity.
‘Mark. My boxfit trainer.’
‘Who? What the hell is boxfit?’
‘I’d been doing boxing lessons. For a few months.’
‘Why were you boxing?’ His mind is confused by who this woman is, is visualising all kinds of odd things now. 
‘It’s exercise, Xander. We were in a gym, not a ring. He was my trainer. He asked me to go for a drink and that night I did. I had one drink. I shouldn’t have, I know it was wrong, but I was struggling with us. And me. I was too afraid to actually end us. I should have done it sooner. It was wrong.’
He’s silent as he processes this.
She’d like to think that it’s not easier to say it this time but it is. Every other time she said it today to men she doesn’t know and her husband’s friend, the pressure has been building but now it’s the real deal. It’s happening and she feels awful but there is a sense of relief. This horrendous part is almost over. 
‘Did you sleep with him?’
‘No. We kissed.’
He looks disgusted as if that’s worse. 
‘I’m sorry,’ she says, reaching out her hand to hold his. He allows this to happen and they hold hands for a moment. 
He looks up at her, eyes red and bloodshot. 
They loved each other, once. 
‘You’re a cheat, you’re a liar, you’re a terrible mother. I think you need psychiatric help.’ 
She lets go of his hand, breaks the connection.
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ENYA’S MUM’S COLUMN SITS on her lap, laminated; mummified as if to preserve her mother’s spirit. Enya sits in the abbey early in the morning, the taste of coffee still in her mouth, and she lifts her face to the sun that pierces through what was once a window. It’s so bright, she’s forced to close her eyes. She rocks herself slowly side to side, imagining her mother’s presence, summoning her, before she reads.
The Longest Day of the Year 
By Brighíd Ní Braonán
The sun rises and sets, the tides rise and fall, the seasons change, the world keeps spinning and each transition is to be celebrated. I’m a weekly sea swimmer and I love nothing more than celebrating the longest day of the year with a swim, specifically a dip at dawn in the light of the solstice sunrise. 
The connection between people and place is strong; we develop emotional attachments to and have meaningful relationships with certain places which become part of our self-identity. The sea is part of mine. I came to sea swimming late in life. I watched the sea, I walked along its valued shores; the bewitching place where land, sea and sky meet. But I was an outsider to its wonder, mystery and charm and never made the personal connection to it until I waded in and felt its nourishment.
While as a nation our relationship with land can be fraught, there is freedom in the ebb and flow of water, a great awe in floating at the doorstep to an in-between world. 
My ritualistic summer solstice swim is a nod to the stretch of light, and of celebrating the relationship between human, astronomy and nature. 
Enya and Flora had gone sea swimming with her mum’s swim group on the last summer solstice before her mum died. Flora had gone into the sea, Enya had again stayed out. She’d been dragged out of bed too early, she was tired, she was too self-conscious in her swimsuit, all the awful adolescent reasons why she didn’t want the world to see her perfectly healthy body. She’d been grumpy while she listened to Flora’s excited screams and laughs, the playful splashes as she larked around like a seal, while her mum and her friends swam out to the orange buoy and back again. Her mum wore a green swim cap. She’d gotten it for free at a hotel swimming pool on holidays, and it had become part of her uniform, the green cap bobbing steadily and confidently towards the orange buoy and back again. Breaststroke was her stroke, only those who had notions did the butterfly. She never put her head under water. She didn’t like to get her face or her hair wet.
Now, here in the abbey, Enya starts sobbing. All the love and respect her mum had for the sea and it took her away. Her mum didn’t like to get her face or hair wet. The girls hadn’t been with her. All Enya can imagine and feel in her tightening chest is the panic of her mum’s final moments. It haunts her. For each day that goes by, each day that draws closer to her birthday, her mum’s panic is inside her and belongs to her now. She wishes she’d joined her mum in the sea that last time. She wishes she could hold on to that memory of them swimming together, rather than live with the memory of her swimming away, and the imagined feeling of them drowning together. All the time in her dreams and in waking hours, they’re both twisting and turning under the water, gulping and swallowing, pulling each other down. 
She leans her back against the ancient stone wall, forming a connection with this place. She’s surprised to be back in Abbeydooley. Before her visit to the garda station with Finn, she had said goodbye to the abbey, to Salley Gardens. She had said goodbye to the rag tree, to the town, to her practice. She had, terrifyingly, welcomed an end to all of this, hoping punishment would slay her guilt and fear, but she has returned unsatisfied. She knows now that she cannot control her punishment, she cannot pick and choose how she feeds her self-condemnation and insecurities, it will be doled out by another hand. There is retribution to come, lurking in the shadows, and she waits for it to come for her, on the longest day of the year. 
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WHEN ENYA RETURNS TO work she’s greeted not by a queue but by Handyman Willy who has painted ‘Doctor’ in white on the road in the parking space directly outside her clinic. There’s white paint on his face, and on his overalls, his skinny arms in a white vest proudly display his work. She’s incredibly touched by the gesture and she’s grateful that due to the wet paint she can’t yet park there and the drive to a side road to park gives her the moment she needs to gather and prepare herself. 
Margaret, Larry and his mother Claire from the newsagent, Father Walsh and Marie, Natasha, and Nuala Timmons who is head of the town council and Bridie. Margaret stands just inside her doorway, not wanting to be part of the group but there, all the same. 
‘We wanted to get you a sign,’ Nuala says. ‘We discussed it at a recent meeting but Handyman Willy here offered to paint it for you and we thought the personal touch would be better.’
‘It was cheaper than a sign,’ he says. 
‘It’s approved by the council of course,’ Nuala says quickly, covering Willy’s faux pas. ‘So on behalf of Abbeydooley we formally welcome you.’
She starts clapping and the others join in. 
Even Margaret’s loud applause sounds sarcastic. 
‘Thank you all.’ Enya’s incredibly moved, to be embraced by the community, but mostly she wishes they hadn’t done it at all. Very soon she will be struck off, her time here will end, and she feels like a charlatan right now, lying to them. They’ll lose the GP they waited years on and they’ll be thrown back into the state they were in. Her leaving will feel like a betrayal to them, another one to add to her list. 
‘And it’s kind of a sorry from me for giving you a fright at your window,’ Handyman Willy says. 
‘What did you say?’
He looks around nervously, her reaction leaving him wishing he hadn’t said anything at all. ‘Just that time, when I was at your window, and you got a fright. Sorry about that. You texted me about cutting down the tree, and I wanted to come over and see what the job was.’
‘That was you outside my house? At four a.m.?’
He shrugs. ‘I was up.’
Margaret shakes her head.
Instead of feeling anger, Enya actually smiles, relieved. She hadn’t imagined the man in her window at all, and it hadn’t been Mark, Oscar or Xander coming for her or monitoring her. Perhaps all the ghosts are imagined.
She sits at her desk to get organised before she sees her first patient. She hasn’t yet lost her job, she hasn’t been struck out of her profession. She places her new phone on the desk. 
The gardaí believe that Enya’s confession was made only to protect her son, that it was false, but they’re still piecing together the events as described by her, Finn and the three other boys involved. They are all fully co-operating and the evidence will show that Finn and Enya were telling the truth about there being no phone call between them on that stormy night. The car Finn was travelling in did not hit Ross, and he did not call his mother to come to the rescue. They are no doubt trawling through her old phone, listening to her voicemails, reading her emails, her friends’ WhatsApp groups, which have been inactive for so long. They’re sifting through all the little pieces of her with a fine-tooth comb, analysing and assessing her character, while the dial moves with each revelation. 
She has to wait. 
Her revelation to the gardaí about her true whereabouts during E-Doc hours has not had the vibrations that she thought. Not yet. And Dr Jadhav at Midlands Hospital is slower off the mark than she thought he’d be. His reaction to her malpractice is so slow she could almost report him for not reporting her. 
And she must wait too for that.
It’s difficult to move forward while waiting, knowing there’s a target on her head. She feels like a sitting duck. Any moment, any day, she’ll receive a letter or a phone call being told she must cease and desist practising her profession, the one thing that has kept her afloat. 
She has known for some time what she doesn’t want. She’s not sure she is any closer to discovering what she does want. The town have welcomed her. They have let her in and yet she still has one foot out. To them she is as solid as the buildings and the church and the school and yet she feels like crumbling still. She has never told anyone but at times, moments in her perfectly normal day while examining a patient or driving to or from work, she hears the sound of waves crashing over her. She tastes the rain on Ross’s lips, she feels the shower water droplets as she hugs Finn. 
Something is looming. The tide is rising. 
Natasha appears at the door, looking concerned.
‘What is it?’
‘We’ve received some voicemails this morning. There were so many that it filled the space, we couldn’t accept any more.’
It has begun. The medical council.
Natasha hands Enya the phone and closes the door gently behind her as she leaves. With a pounding heart, she listens. 
She’s surprised when Mark’s voice appears, but he’s yelling so much she has to move the phone away from her ear, proceeding to call her every expletive under the sun. 
‘What have you done? WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?’ 
She listens to the first three messages in their totality, he rages for so long he’s cut off by the timing each time. She can hear the spit firing from his mouth as he rants and raves but then after hearing enough, she toughens up and deletes each message as soon as they begin. It’s therapeutic. 
‘You FUCKING BI—’
Delete. 
‘What the hell do you—’
Delete.
‘I’m going to destroy you, do you—’
Delete. 
‘Did you tell the gardaí that I hit the boy? Because if you did, if you so much as planted a seed in their head, you are dead, absolutely fu—’
Delete.
She steadies herself and takes deep breaths. 
The countdown clock continues to tick.
A hundred and thirty-three days to her forty-seventh birthday. 
This does feel like the longest day of the year. 
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Reap What You Sow
By Brighíd Ní Braonán
Lúghnasa, my friends. The beginning of the Celtic harvest season, a time of great celebration in rural Ireland, so named after the god Lugh. Harvest time; reap what you sow. Future consequences are inevitably shaped by present actions. Unless they’re not. 
During this time I think back to our brothers and sisters of 1845–1852 who, depending on a single crop, not helped by landlords, toiled and sowed but did not reap the benefits of their hard work and sacrifice. Their slaving and drudgery did not equal black slimy rot. Our ancestors could not reap what they sowed. They called it the Great Famine; a famine of food, a greater famine of humanity, of compassion, empathy, of heart. 
As we approach the harvest festival, an important time in rural communities, a time of fairs, festivals, visits to holy wells, pilgrimages and ritual athletic competitions, I’ll share with you how I, a young woman and new mother, was encouraged to celebrate. Eight months into my first year as a mother, I entered my daughter into a bonny baby competition. I was already pregnant with my second child and looked bonny myself. While Dr X surveyed a cattle field, I stood on the back of an open truck stage on Main Street while I and a line of nineteen other new mothers held our babies in our arms, and allowed the judges to walk the length and breadth of the truck so that our children could be inspected for their bonniness. A cattle cart of its own type perhaps? Or a community with a strong sense of maternal pride; the celebration of mother and child. 
My baby Enya won. Twenty pounds and a silver tray. You might say Dr X and I reaped the rewards of the baby we sowed.
However you wish to celebrate, it’s harvest time and the world is ripe for the picking, go out and pluck it, my friends. Hungry July has been and gone, go fill your stomachs, hearts and souls with food, love and light. 
Enya searches for inspiration in her mother’s words, she usually finds something uplifting. She should; she is the baby who earned her mother the win, she should at least bask in her mother’s pride, but she has to read it again. And again. She is caught on ‘reap what you sow’, which feels less like an inspirational quote and more like a threat. What has Enya sown?
She has separated her family, split them apart like an open raw wound. Every week apart, every new and dangerous communication with Xander and every second without Finn and knowing the torture he is living through and being unable to do anything to fix it. Sometimes she still closes her eyes and hears the sea, feels the rain of 21 December on the night of the accident, and imagines it taking her away. 
She has ignored, evaded and avoided her sister in order to keep her dark secrets to herself and she has in turn stopped being a support to her sister. When is the last time she asked how Flora was? How are her children, her business, her marriage, her heart? She has all but cast her father out of her life. 
No, Enya does not want to reap what she has sown, for what she has sown is putrid and is as oily, slimy and rotting as a potato harvest in 1845. She is considering such things on a humid and rainy grey summer’s day, leaving the office late, and considering buying a packet of instant noodles for dinner, when the sound of guitar music catches her attention. It’s coming from the church. It’s 8.15 p.m., a Saturday night mass. 
She doesn’t want to go back to Salley Gardens. There’s a load of dirty washing awaiting her and an overflowing basket of ironing. Usually she would have had a sun holiday by now, Greece was their favourite, where she would lie on the beach with a half dozen books, drinking mojitos. They would rent a cottage, in an unspoiled part of town. A place so uncool and lacking in tourists that Finn would groan about being bored. Enya and Xander wanted the authentic experience. It was the one time Enya was still, and was comfortable being still. 
It seems a gift she never fully appreciated. She can’t be still now, there are too many demons in her mind. She walks towards the church, following the music and the sound of a lone singing woman. The town is even quieter in the summer, as people travel abroad on holidays. She is busy printing and emailing letters for air travel, permission for patients to fly with medicine on board. It has rained for most of July, the wettest July on record, but the weather has been humid and headache-inducing. 
She wonders if Xander and Finn are going somewhere without her. If Finn would try to spare her feelings by not telling her if they were. Finn and Enya talk and text now more than ever but she knows he tries to protect her. 
Enya doesn’t know how she’s still here in Abbeydooley. She doesn’t know how she hasn’t been hauled out for prescribing a man with a serious heart condition drugs that could have killed him. She had expected to return from the garda interview to pack her bags and try to figure out her next move and surprisingly nothing happened. Nothing is easy, not even quitting. 
She imagines the PPC, the Preliminary Proceedings Committee, are considering Dr Jadhav’s complaint to the medical council and that it’s only a matter of time. If there is one thing she has learned approaching forty-seven years old is that even a downfall can be slow. Complete and utter destruction doesn’t actually happen instantly, these things take time.
The only relieving result from the entire fiasco is that Finn and his friends are finally in the clear. They are not suspects in Ross’s hit-and-run accident, it is clear from the substantial evidence. Ross had been struck by a car moments before Oscar’s arrival on the scene, and by that time all the boys had returned home. A Ring doorbell recording from one of the boys’ houses gives proof, along with reports of a witness seeing Ross walking on the road at the time when they were all at home. It couldn’t have been them. 
Phone records also prove that no phone call was made from Finn, or any of the boys’ phones, to Enya during the time, nor was he in contact with Mark, who also has had to turn over his phone. Nor were Finn and the boys in contact with Flora, who was the only other person to call Enya around that time. Flora had spoken to the gardaí too who had to confirm that their conversation had not been related to Ross being struck. Enya had managed to drag her entire family into the ordeal. So Finn and the boys are in the clear, but they are not blameless. They left their friend out on the road on the night of a storm, which led to his accident, and while they don’t face the courts, they face the court of public opinion. Whispers, stares, comments from friends and the local community are what Finn is battling with now. Along with the rumours about his mother having an affair. 
The boys were allowed to do their state exams in June but Enya knew he didn’t have the brain power to focus on his studies. He will no doubt not receive high grades when they’re revealed in September. He has a few years to get himself back on track. It will be the making of him, not the breaking of him, but while she has no doubt that he has learned from this devastating mistake and wants to do better and be better, unfortunately his lesson is Ross’s sacrifice. 
Anything she has learned about Ross is naturally no longer through Ursula who views her as poison, but from Finn who is not allowed to see him but who is kept in the loop. Ross is talking fluidly now and he is learning to walk again. 
And all of this of course is Enya’s fault. Every breath she takes she feels the weight of what she has done. Everyone is suffering because of her. Her affair, her lie, her slow decline towards what feels like madness. 
She peers inside the open door of the church, telling herself it’s what she should have done when she arrived. Father Walsh wanted to reach out to her for some time but she was slow to connect. She came here with all her walls up. The church is half empty, the first ten rows are filled and then people are scattered among the remaining pews. They are mostly an aged community. She slides into the empty back pew. If Father Walsh notices her, he doesn’t react. He’s sitting in a chair listening to the music, calm as can be. 
The church is shaped as a cross. The music comes from the empty seats around to the left of the altar; Enya can’t see the singer. The music is guitar, the woman’s voice is soft. 
Enya is surprised to find tears pricking at the edges of her eyes, threatening to fall. She wipes the corners of her eyes quickly. 
She stays for Father Walsh’s sermon which finishes with, ‘We pray for the sun. It has been a very wet summer, we pray for the light, and we pray for the harvest.’
She slips out of the church. While everyone concentrates on reaping, she has to start sowing. 
‘You want all of us to come for the bank holiday weekend?’ Flora asks, surprised. ‘But you hate guests.’
Flora’s surprise embarrasses Enya. It’s the reason she hasn’t been picking up the phone and the silences get longer. She doesn’t want to be reminded of her shortfalls. She has to face the music now. 
‘I don’t hate guests, I’m just not very good at it. And yes, you’re all welcome. It’s Lugh’s birthday, you can’t leave him behind, or anyone else for that matter. Maybe Ultan would prefer to stay home.’
‘He’d love to come, we all would,’ Flora says quickly, as if she’s afraid of Enya taking back the invitation. 
‘There’s only three bedrooms. It will be a squeeze.’
Enya’s already talking it back in her head.
‘We’ll bring the tent for the boys, sure they’re used to sleeping in that and they’ll love it.’
‘Okay. I thought a dinner would be nice outside if the weather is good.’ She looks up at the grey sky even though August bank holiday weekend is weeks away, and hopes Father Walsh’s prayers work. ‘I’m not a good cook as you know so maybe we should eat out …’
‘I’ll cook. I’ll bring food. I’ll bring everything. You don’t need to worry about it.’
It breaks Enya’s heart and warms her in equal measure, this eagerness of her sister’s to see her, this resolve to stay with her throughout it all. She’s weathering Enya’s storm. 
‘Hopefully the weather will be good. For the harvest,’ Enya says, watching the church empty of the town’s farming community. 
Flora laughs lightly. ‘Since when have you been concerned about the harvest?’
Today. Since the day she became concerned about reaping. 
Father Walsh shakes hands with everyone as they leave, as she sees him doing on Sunday mornings when his congregation arrive. The ultimate host. He looks over and sees her.
‘Grateful for your attendance today, Dr Pickering.’
‘I came to tell you about Anthony Duggan. He’s not good.’
He nods and bows his head in respect. ‘He has suffered, the poor man. I’ll visit with him soonest.’
As he’s heading back inside she adds rather awkwardly, ‘It was a lovely sermon, Father.’ She won’t be in town for much longer, surely, she owes him some honesty at least. He smiles his thanks and disappears into the darkness of the church, sucked back into his sacred ministerial vortex. 
The church’s side entrance door bangs shut followed by crunching on the gravel. She leans over to see who’s coming and sees Margaret, head to toe in her double denim uniform, carrying a guitar case.
The thought of Margaret as the soft, moving church singer is so alien to her it takes her a moment to put it together. She considers everything else first before coming to that realisation. She was fixing pipes, sawing pews, a leaky roof, anything but that voice she heard echoing through the church which sounds nothing like her speaking voice. 
Margaret looks up, sees her, then stops. Her shoulders drop. ‘Ah fuck.’
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‘MARGARET!’ ENYA SAYS.
‘No. Go away, Pickering.’ 
Margaret steps to the right to pass her, Enya is fast and blocks her. Margaret steps to the left, and Enya is fast and again blocks her. Margaret closes her eyes and tries to keep her temper. 
‘I don’t want to talk about it.’
Enya smiles. ‘I haven’t seen you for weeks. Now I know why. You found God.’
‘I found my guitar.’
‘You’ve been cheating on me … with God.’
Margaret dodges to the right again and Enya blocks her. She bluffs, steers Enya off course to the right and then passes her on the left. Enya jogs to keep up with her, laughing.
‘Go on, enjoy the laugh.’
‘I’m not laughing at you. I’m smiling. I’m smiling because I can’t believe that was you singing. Who knew something so beautiful could come out of a mouth that swears like a sailor?’
‘Do sailors really swear though? Have you ever met one?’
‘You have a sweet, beautiful voice.’
‘I will smack you over the head with this guitar if you don’t shut up.’
Enya laughs, hurrying along after Margaret’s giant strides to keep up. 
‘Is this relationship with God a new one? Is it serious?’ 
‘I’m serious.’
‘Okay, okay.’
‘What were you doing in there anyway?’ Margaret asks. ‘At least I was singing, what’s your excuse? I thought you’d burst into flames just stepping inside.’
‘Apparently demons are welcome too.’ Enya’s smile fades.
They stop outside the door to the medical practice. Enya blocks the door so that Margaret can’t get her key in the lock, though she could knock her over easily if she wanted to. 
‘My sister and her family are coming to stay with me for the August bank holiday. We’re having a dinner. Please come.’
‘No thanks.’
‘I’m not cooking.’
‘Then I might reconsider.’ She shoos Enya away to gain access to the door. She opens it and steps in, Enya follows her, but stays at the bottom of the stairs. 
‘The family all sing. Everything turns into a session at the end. You could join in the singsong. Will you come? Bring the guitar.’
‘For that to work, he would have had to sleep with all of them.’
‘Just the mother.’
‘Mother von Trapp was dead,’ Margaret says, leaning against the wall. ‘Maria was the stepmother.’
‘Will you come? Bring the guitar.’
‘I would rather poke my eyeballs out than attend somebody else’s family event. However, I will attend.’
‘Great. Though if you’d prefer to mutilate yourself I’m not sure why you’re coming.’ 
‘You know why,’ Margaret says, seeming angry. Her voice starts to shake.
‘I don’t.’ 
‘I owe you,’ she says, eyes very quickly tearing up. She wipes her tears away quickly, as Margaret always does. Margaret the fixer; she clears gutters, unblocks pipes and yet does everything to repress her own emotion. 
‘I owe you because I’ve never had a friend like you, certainly not in the last few years. Everyone fell away when I needed them most. And please shut up and don’t interrupt me because I won’t ever be saying this again.’ She clears her throat. ‘You accept me as I am. Apart from thinking I wasn’t who I say I am, I forgive and even understand your momentary madness. Everyone else, Evan, my in-laws, my brother, even my mother before she died, and definitely my dad, keep wanting me to be someone else. There’s a judge who keeps telling me that I need to change, an entire justice system making me be something else. I know that they want that for me and the kids, but the other part is wishing that the very core of me that can never change will change. They’re all at me all the time, testing and checking, warning, threatening, double-triple-checking. You accept me as I am and I’m grateful to you for that. You don’t want anything from me. Other than for me to fix every single thing in that house because you can’t seem to be able to do anything yourself.’
Moved to tears, ignoring Margaret’s weak joke, Enya hasn’t heard anything so positive about herself from anyone in so very long. 
‘Margaret, because I respect you, I have to warn you that I won’t be here for much longer. I’m going to have to leave soon.’
‘Why? Are you going back to Xander?’
‘No. I’ve …’ She considers this. ‘I’ve done some awful things. I’m sure I’ll be reprimanded or punished, most likely will lose my licence to practise.’
‘What did you do?’
‘Nothing I can talk about. Nothing I don’t deserve. So if you’re still open to having me as a friend when that happens, then I’d be grateful. I don’t really know what the future holds for me.’
Margaret studies her, making her uncomfortable.
‘Is that why you told Dr Jadhav that you prescribed my dad the pills?’
So Dr Jadhav has made his moves. He took his time.
‘I wanted to help your dad. It’s important for them to have the full medical picture,’ Enya says, no longer wanting to continue the conversation. ‘And I’m on the way out anyway.’
‘It did help.’
‘Good.’
‘You took the fall for me.’
‘Yeah well, like I said, I deserve it.’
‘What are you punishing yourself for?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I recognise it when I see it.’ Margaret sits down on the step halfway up the stairs. Enya sighs, realising they’re doing this, they’re having this conversation now. 
‘I lied to the gardaí about where I was on the night of the hit and run. I wasn’t where I said I was, doing what I said I was doing. I used my job as an alibi. I assumed there would be professional repercussions.’
‘It’s not illegal to have an affair.’
Enya’s body starts to shake again. Her knees weaken. She leans against the wall for support. She appreciates the kindness but can’t listen to it. She doesn’t deserve it. 
‘It’s not illegal to leave your husband. It’s not illegal to take a break from a child, if you need it. If it’s to better yourself you’re doing everyone a favour.’
‘I don’t think it’s making me any better,’ she says, eyes filling.
‘I told Dr Jadhav that you had nothing to do with Dad’s illness, that the pills Dad took were mine.’
‘What?’ Enya’s tears evaporate. ‘Why would you do that?’ 
‘I didn’t want you to take the fall.’
Enya is angry. ‘Margaret, why the hell did you do that? I had a plan. I deserved it. You didn’t. Do you know what they’ll do if the courts find out? They’ll reduce your visitation times. You’re getting so close to seeing your children more often, having them for sleepovers. Getting them back. Margaret! This is ridiculous. You were clean! You were doing so well. You need to get your solicitor to properly represent you here.’
Enya feels frantic by the injustice, Margaret is strangely calm. She’s sitting on the stair, resolved to her fate. 
‘Don’t give up, Margaret,’ Enya says, kneeling on the bottom stair. 
‘It could have been my kids who found the pills.’
‘But they didn’t. That’s not what happened.’
‘I lied to you.’
Enya is silenced. 
‘I was back taking pills. I lied about needing them around for the placebo effect. I thought you’d believe that.’
She had.
‘I’ve been lying to you, to everyone. It’s what I do.’
Enya slumps, exhausted. 
‘Visitation, even supervised, has been denied until I go through drug treatment again and stay clean for six months, before the first visitation. The reunification process begins again.’
‘Margaret, no.’
‘It’s okay,’ she says calmly, resigned to her fate. ‘You know it’s not so bad when it happens. There’s no more fighting with them or with myself. Total surrender. I feel a kind of peace. It’s the fear and anxiety leading up to collapse, to a collapse that you know is coming, that’s the worst thing. When it comes, you feel a kind of calm.’
Margaret is looking at her intently, Enya can barely meet her eyes.
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‘THE MERRY MARYS ARE performing at ten p.m.,’ Flora says, reading the leaflet for the Abbeydooley Lúghnasa festival events. ‘Are they any good?’
‘I’ve never heard of them.’
‘They sound like fun.’
‘If you say so.’ Enya curses as she burns her fingers on the baking tray and drops it on the counter sending a few roasted potatoes sliding off the tray, onto the counter and then to the floor. Her sister’s dog, Nora, rushes over, scoffs one and then quickly spits it back out again due to the heat. 
‘Relax, I’ll do all that,’ Flora says.
‘Will you? Or are you reading that stupid flier?’ Enya snaps. ‘Sorry. Hosting stresses me.’
‘You’re doing a great job,’ Flora says, calmly as if she’s addressing a child. ‘You’re gracious enough to open your home and welcome us all in here and we’re delighted to be here. I’ll take care of the food.’
Enya keeps fussing around the place, jumping from job to job and not really completing anything. This is why she hates hosting. She is efficient at work, and completely inefficient in the kitchen. Her timings are all over the place. When she’s eating her starter, she’s worrying about the main course, when she removes the main course plates, she’s ready to plonk desserts down when everybody would prefer a breather. She can’t relax until it’s all served. 
‘There’s no bonny baby competition,’ Flora says, finally putting the flier down and laughing. ‘What’s a harvest festival without a bonny baby competition. Remember that?’
‘Of course I remember, I won, didn’t I? The reigning champ here.’ Enya finally gives up scraping the roast potatoes from the tray, before she lifts the aluminium up with them.
‘You wouldn’t have been the winner if we’d gone head to head.’
‘There was no defeating your head. Biggest baby head there was.’
They both laugh. It has worked, Enya has calmed.
‘It wouldn’t work here anyway, there were three babies born last year. Fifteen died.’
‘Fifteen babies died?’
‘Fifteen people died. Old people. The town is not prospering.’
‘That’s sad.’
‘It shows how much Mum changed after having us. A competition like that seems to be against all her beliefs. A child being judged by their looks. On a cattle cart,’ Enya adds, recalling the words from her mum’s column.
‘Yes, but she spoke of mother and child worship being the highest. The divine mother and the holy child. The community of maternal pride.’ Flora dips her finger in a sauce and tastes it. 
‘You read her columns?’ Enya asks, recognising the wording. 
‘I practically know them by heart. I used to read them all every night when I was a teenager. When my friends were depressed and analysing “The Raven”, I was studying Mum’s columns for clues. I still read them from time to time, I find I get more out of them when I take long breaks and come back to them. I always find something new in them. I think it must depend on my age and what I’m going through.’
Enya wants to speak, to agree, but her throat has seized up. She suddenly can’t talk about her mother, the fear and grief is overwhelming. Her mother had so much hope for her, she has let her down. Her fingers start to tremble. 
‘Her Lúghnasa piece about the harvest is where I came up with Lugh’s name. I think she would have liked it.’
Flora’s smile fades. Then she takes Enya’s hands and holds them tight.
‘Enya, what’s happening?’ she whispers. 
Finn wanders in with his cousins, and clocks their hand holding. Enya quickly lets go. She doesn’t want to give him another reason to be worried about her. He’s quiet, in the shadow of Flora’s boisterous boys. He has grown up fast and lost his sparkle. Enya hopes he reclaims the joy in life again but she doesn’t blame him for his reluctance to let his guard down. 
She wraps her arms around him. He would have pulled away from her before, but now he nestles in, needing her comfort, unconcerned about what his cousins think, and his cousins aren’t bothered anyway. 
‘Boys, help me set the table,’ Flora says, putting the leaflet aside. The Merry Marys will have to wait until another year. 
The sun is splitting the rocks, Margaret’s long folding table has been decorated and dressed and is displaying Flora’s delicious food. Father Walsh’s prayers worked, despite the dismal July, everyone is getting the hot August bank holiday weekend they wished for. Hay bales dot the land like nuggets of gold.
‘Is everything okay?’ Enya asks Finn when they’re alone at the table. ‘You’ve been quiet.’
He shrugs and carries the stack of plates to each table setting, leaves the bottom plate in place before moving on again to the next. 
She has to nudge him some more. ‘Your dad said you have something to tell me.’
He puts the plates down. 
‘School expelled me.’
Her heart drops first, but the anger surges immediately after. She assumed there would eventually be repercussions to the events with Ross, a school punishment of some sort, but expulsion seems severe. ‘What happened?’
‘Me and Dad went to meet with the principal last week. He said there were so many complaints about the four of us being allowed to stay in school that they had to make a decision to ensure there were no disruptions in September. They said they have to make the place a positive environment for Ross when he returns.’
‘But you didn’t hit him with your car,’ she says, panic swelling in her chest for him, that he will be tainted with this false narrative for the rest of his life. ‘The gardaí have already said that’s a fact. What else do they want?’
There are already whispers and comments made to him daily by boys at school. One of the four had already dropped out of school, unable to take it. It doesn’t matter that they didn’t hit Ross, they were guilty of leaving him out in the storm. News travels fast, gossip travels faster. 
‘Have you started looking at other schools?’
He takes a moment. Releases a plate from the bottom of the pile, lifts the stack and moves to the next place mat. ‘What about here?’
She hopes he means the placement of the plate in his hands. She physically freezes, but her mind goes ninety.
‘I could stay here with you,’ he says, continuing along the table with the plates. Destacking, lifting and moving on. ‘Nobody knows me here, nobody knows about what I did. I could just go to a normal school and get on with it. I only have two years left.’ He places one at the head table and moves around to her side, getting closer. She steps away, going around to the other side of the table, physically distancing herself from him as though that alone answers the question.
She doesn’t want anything more. It’s all she has hoped for since she moved here on 1 February, for Finn to be with her. If Finn moves in with her then that will mean permanency, and responsibility, and the idea of that makes her panic. This move is supposed to be permanent, isn’t it? Margaret saved her from losing her licence, her affair hasn’t tainted her reputation here in Abbeydooley. The community are depending on her to remain. There is a certain pressure and expectation on her to stay here already, she should already feel the weight of responsibility, but Finn moving here makes her feel an intense pressure that reveals to her that none of this is permanent in her mind. She’s just playing. Pretending to be herself. Passing the time while the clock ticks. She can’t let him down a second time. 
‘There aren’t any secondary schools in Abbeydooley.’
‘There are loads of secondary schools in Laois. I’ve googled them.’
‘Yes but how would you …’ she swallows hard. ‘How would you get to them? From here? Rural life is different, Finn. There isn’t a regular bus route, and I work such long hours.’ She raises her arms helplessly at the fields around them as if to emphasise how far they are from everything. The sheep seem to bleat in supportive response. 
‘Do you not want me here?’ 
Flora walks out from the house with a tray of food as he says that. She stalls, then makes a decision to keep going. 
‘There’s nothing I want more in the whole world than for you to be here with me.’ 
But.
There are eighty-nine days to her birthday, Enya just needs to hang on until then in the self-induced hibernation. The panic and anxiety building up to the unknown is killing her soul, what happens after that she doesn’t know, but she hopes that when she eventually feels peace and stability within herself she can take control of her life and her son then. But that’s all in the future, she is too unbalanced to try to maintain a measured life with Finn too.
Flora lays out food in the centre of the table. 
Enya drops her voice and moves closer to Finn. ‘Could we decide in November?’
‘Why November?’ he asks too loud. 
‘I’ll leave you both to it,’ Flora says quietly, abandoning her jobs and making to leave.
‘It’s okay Flora,’ Enya says, composing herself. ‘You can stay. We can talk about this later.’
‘No we can’t,’ Finn raises his voice.
‘Finn.’
‘No Mum. What’s happening in November? You just picked a random date?’
‘I didn’t. I just think that things might be, if not better, then clearer in November.’
‘What the hell are you talking about? Why November? School starts in September.’
Even the sound of the word gives her palpitations. November. It’s a ticking clock, a countdown, clock. Eighty-nine days until her forty-seventh birthday.
‘We talked about this before,’ she says, her voice trembling. ‘Remember?’ She’s hoping he’ll be discreet about it.
‘What, the thing about your birthday?’ he asks. He doesn’t understand the gravity of it. He’s too young to understand. ‘But that’s stupid. You’re not going to die on your birthday just because Grandma did.’ 
She closes her eyes as a wave of dizziness comes over her. Flora’s hearing everything, all her deep dark nightmares and fears reduced to nonsense.
‘Oh,’ Flora says. If the sound of a heart breaking could be audible, it would be in that one word. ‘Finn. Okay. Sweetheart, maybe we just give your mum a break for now.’
‘What did I do? Sorry, I didn’t mean to be cruel, I was just saying …’
‘I know. Go on inside. Enya, are you okay?’
‘Is she okay? What did I do?’
‘She’s fine, she’s fine. Can you go inside and get the bread? Good man. There you go.’ Enya feels Flora’s arms around her. Her sister tries to hold in her shaking. 
‘Oh Enya. Is that what this is about?’ she whispers and Enya can hear and feel her crying. ‘You’re shaking so much.’ Flora squeezes her tighter as if she’s trying to lock the shaking in, holding her together. ‘You’re afraid of dying like Mum, is it? Is that what it is? Why didn’t you tell me?’
Enya’s teeth chatter, as the ghost of the icy sea beats her and holds her down.
None of it is as simple as that. It’s not that she fears she will drop dead suddenly like her mother, she worries that if she doesn’t, she doesn’t know how to be without her. It’s impossible for Enya to explain because there’s too much for her to even fathom herself. The levels of fear and complexities are impossible to say, only to feel, but there are layers of fears and insecurities, feelings she can’t put words to and words she can’t say aloud. She is a cauldron of anxiety, they’re all bubbling inside, boiling her alive. 
‘What happened to her won’t happen to you. You’re not her, Enya.’ 
Logically, she knows she’s not her mother, but illogically, it’s as if her mother is reaching out to her from beyond the veil, grabbing her and pulling Enya to her. 
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, WHEN Ultan, Flora and the kids are packing up the car to leave, with hangovers after the very late-night singsong that went on until the early hours with Margaret, Enya sees Finn at the rag tree. She watches him from the kitchen and holds her breath, hoping the item he produces from his backpack is not another of Ross’s. She can’t face knowing something else that she shouldn’t. He takes his time, winding it around in a careful fashion, better than Ross’s tech fleece tracksuit attempt. It’s a sock. 
It belongs to her. 
‘Now I know why I always have odd socks,’ she says gently.
He looks at her in surprise, then confused by the scissors in her hand.
‘It’s for Ross’s tech fleece. Every morning I have to pick it off the grass somewhere in the garden and tie it back up. The idea of this tree is that you cut a section of cloth and tie the cloth to the tree. It’s an emblem that represents the person. It doesn’t have to be the entire item of clothes.’
‘Oh. Do you think it’s okay to cut it up?’
‘No one has come for it yet.’ They’ve both done worse things. 
He unties the hoodie from the tree and unzips it so that she can cut through the fabric. She cuts a long thin rectangular piece and Finn ties it more easily around the limb of the tree. He double knots it. 
‘I love you.’
He looks uncertain. ‘Do you?’ 
‘I don’t blame you for questioning it but I love you,’ she says firmly.
‘I know,’ he admits.
‘That is the only thing I know for sure anymore.’
He touches her sock. ‘Dad says you’re not well. I thought he was being a prick about it, I stopped talking to him every time he said it because I know he’s angry with you. He said I can’t live with you here because you’re sick.’ He swallows. ‘Are you?’
‘In a way Finn, I think I am, but I’m working on getting better.’
It takes the little strength she has left to not be wiped out by admitting those words. 
Finn wraps his arms around her, his long dangly strong man-child arms.
Long after the car has disappeared from view, Enya stands at the rag tree watching her sock, waiting for the tree to work its magic. To fix her, to heal her, for the water from the stream leading from the once holy abbey to cleanse her. Water has continuously connected her to drowning but this spring could lead to her rebirth. 
Finn tied her sock to the same branch as Ross’s fabric. It’s fitting that they are together. 
Both are out on a limb, fighting for their lives. 
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IT’S RAINING; TORRENTIAL RAINFALL. A thunderstorm is expected with lightning strikes, carrying a status orange thunderstorm warning. Significant flooding is anticipated in parts of the country, the public are advised to stay inside to avoid fallen trees, and already some businesses and homes are without power. The day went from dark to grey, to dark again, the light never shone through the thick blanketing clouds.
Enya is inside, but trembling and unable to get warm, as the weather unleashes flashbacks of the last time she was out in a thunderstorm. She asked Margaret to come over but she’s unavailable, acting superhero and seeing to a fallen tree that toppled on a parked car. Earlier that day Enya had watched the swallows fly away. They knew what was coming and were leaving Ireland for warmer climates and even that left her feeling despondent. 
In the kitchen, Enya fills the kettle with water. There’s a flash of lightning and a man is suddenly lit up at her window. Wearing a peaked cap, the peak is dripping with water. Enya drops the kettle in the sink, screams and backs away from the window. 
The thunder rolls. Her fingers fumble along the wall, to feel for the light switch. She turns it off and is plummeted into darkness, but it gives her a clearer image of the man at the window. He’s not looking at the tree, he’s not here for the tree. He’s here for her. He stares in at her, the rag tree is behind him, now leafless and naked, like a skeleton. 
She has seen this view before; on 21 December when he leaned in her car window and the rainwater from his saturated cap dripped down on her arm. She remembers the cold causing goosebumps to rise on her skin. He walks away from the window, in the direction of the front of the house. She hurries to the front door and, with fumbling fingers, ensures that it’s locked. She could call the gardaí but with one station thirty minutes away that is closed from six p.m., what good would it do? Her history with Oscar is too complicated to explain, and besides, she doesn’t want anything more to do with the gardaí. She is grateful she doesn’t have their attention anymore. 
She can’t ask anybody for help and she can’t ignore him. She reaches for her raincoat, unlocks the door and steps outside, pulling the front door closed behind her. The porch doesn’t do much in the way of protecting them; the rain is coming sideways. 
‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she yells over the wind and rain. ‘I told you to stop coming here.’ 
‘What did you say to them?’ he asks, his eyes red, bleary and swollen. ‘I think they’re close to pressing charges. They told me not to go anywhere.’
‘Then why are you here? You’ll get us both into trouble.’ She looks around, feeling like this is a set-up. Is he trying to get her to say something that will incriminate herself? Will they all jump out from behind a hedge? Margaret, the garda, who have been fooling her all along? She’s not clearing fallen trees at all but is behind this sting operation. 
‘You don’t seem to ever get in trouble,’ he says, with an accusing tone. ‘They’ve only ever looked at you like you’re Ross’s saviour. They breathalysed me at the scene, they let you go home. They let you in the hospital to see him. They told me to stay away. His mother updates you on his progress. I’m not allowed to be anywhere near them. I’m the one who stopped the car for Ross. I’m the one who found him. I’m the one who called the emergency services.’
He’s too angry, she must appease him. 
‘I know. You did everything you could. I’m sure they appreciate that but they’re being cautious. And you’re mistaken, they certainly have questioned me. And my son. It’s not just you, Oscar, it’s everyone who is linked to the scene. I know it’s not pleasant.’
‘Pleasant? I’m terrified. They think I hit him. They’ll send me to prison. I won’t survive that. You have to help me.’
‘I don’t know how I can. I can only tell them what I saw and I certainly didn’t see you hit him. I have never and would never say that.’
‘You wouldn’t say it because it’s not true!’ he yells. ‘You didn’t tell them about you, did you?’
She steps back. He steps forward.
‘About the fact you were drinking that night. I saw the receipt in your pocket, you had a bottle of red wine. In the Horseshoe bar. I know that you weren’t with a patient like you said you were. You were with someone else. I saw you chewing mints before the gardaí came. They should have breathalysed you, not me. I’m not stupid, I kept copies of your receipt.’ He lifts one in the air. It becomes immediately sodden by the rain. 
‘Are you threatening me?’
‘I’m saying, if you don’t help me, then I’ll tell them everything I know about you.’ 
‘Threatening me won’t get you anywhere,’ she snaps back, ready for the fight. ‘And they already know about me being at the Horseshoe bar. I told them.’
His mouth falls open. Then he looks utterly lost, his trump card no longer valuable, his panic and fear palpable. ‘What am I going to do? I’m going to prison.’
‘You’re not going to go to prison, Oscar, calm down. Ross is alive, he didn’t die. He’s recuperating. Even if you did hit him, you called the emergency services, you didn’t run. If anything it would be considered careless driving. They won’t send you to prison.’ She’s trying to convince herself as much as him. She wants everything to be over but he doesn’t deserve to go to prison. 
He’s not really listening, he’s panicking. ‘My mother is sick. She needs me. If I go to prison then she’ll have no one.’
Suddenly he stops and looks at her with suspicion. 
‘When did your son and his friends talk to the gardaí? Before the summer?’ His mind is racing. ‘That’s when you told them about you, isn’t it? You didn’t just tell them about you, you broke our pact, didn’t you?’
‘No.’
‘You must have. You had nothing left to lose. They turned on me right after that. You had to give them someone else to look at instead of your son.’
His eyes are wild, his pupils big and black. 
‘I imagine when they ruled out Finn and the boys, they naturally looked at the next person.’
‘Naturally? There is nothing natural about this. It’s been fabricated since the beginning. You …’ he says, coming at her. 
‘You have to leave, Oscar.’ 
‘You made them look at me so that your son would get away with it.’
‘My son didn’t do it!’ she yells from the top of her lungs, losing all reasoning. She yells it over and over again. It frightens him for a moment. Then he doubles down. 
‘I’m not going down for this,’ he shouts, equally thunderous, pointing a finger in her face. ‘I didn’t do it either.’ 
‘Get away from here. Leave me alone!’ she screams. ‘Or I’ll call the gardaí.’
She runs inside the house, and as he chases her, she slams the door in his face and with trembling hands locks the door, then double locks it. There are two panes of frosted glass by the front door, and he stands at one, his hands against the window trying to look in. He shouts her name, over and over, knocking at the glass, before crossing to the other window to do the same. He criss-crosses from one to the other, shouting, crying, yelling, from anger, to panic. She stands with her back to the door, so that he can’t see her, her heart pounding, trying to block out the sounds of his pleading. It’s like listening to somebody slowly run out of air. It’s desperate and terrifying. 
Finally he stops, goes quiet. Her anxiety increases. She runs to her bedroom window and is grateful to see him getting into his taxi. He sits inside for a while, and then he starts the engine and drives away. She watches the taxi disappear from sight and remains there for a further fifteen minutes to make sure he doesn’t return. 
The trembling fails to diminish. Enya starts to cry. There is no one to comfort her, and the tears bring no sense of relief. A grown woman, sobbing like a child. Help me, Mum. She reaches for the folder containing her mum’s final columns.
Spring Tides in September
By Brighíd Ní Braonán
A spring tide is a tide in which the difference between high and low tide is the greatest. When the harvest moon is aligned with the distant sun and the earth, their collective gravitational pull on the earth’s water is strengthened and we have spring tides in September. With over half of our bodies being made up of water, how are our bodies are being affected by these lunar cycles? Are we being pulled backward and forward, horizontally and spinning, creating bulges in our bodies as we’re drawn to the moon, becoming so dizzy we can’t see or think straight? 
Perhaps we should all start listening to the shipping forecast, it’s not just the boats and fishermen or us keen swimmers who need to be forewarned about full moons and cold waters. Perhaps it is human bodies and minds that feel the riptides the most. 
As the green leaves bronze and the temperatures cool, the autumn equinox gives us a moment to pause between autumn and winter. Light and darkness are of equal length. It’s a chance to review our lives, create an intention as to how to live our last quarter of the year. 
As the balance starts to tip in favour of darkness, pause, recalibrate, align, cleanse, balance. 
‘Pause, recalibrate, align, cleanse, balance,’ Enya reads aloud. She speaks the words again slowly, calming as she goes. ‘Pause. Recalibrate. Align. Balance.’ She looks down at the column again. She missed a word. Cleanse. 
The thunder and lightning have stopped, the rain continues, thick and heavy, the rag tree sways. She watches it withstanding all of the elements, waving wildly but staying rooted. She needs to learn from it; weather the storm.
She has managed to calm the panic within her when her phone rings. 
‘Hello?’
‘Dr Enya Pickering?’
‘Yes?’
‘I’m calling from dispatch. We received a call that there was a crash on Kilderry Road, we have an ambulance but it’s thirty minutes away, you’re listed as the local GP.’
She knew these duties would be a part of the job, rural GPs are obliged to attend accidents if requested by the ambulance service and yet she hasn’t been required to do it yet. She was hoping not to have to do it at all, especially not tonight, not now.
She stands and the column falls to the floor. ‘Where is it?’ 
Enya’s pulled out in the rain. The September night doesn’t have the same cold bite, but the torrential rain is exactly like 21 December. Immediately her head is back to the worst and longest night of her life. She wonders if she ever truly left, a part of her, the part that counts, was left back there on the road lying in Ross’s place. As she drives, the wind shakes her car, trying to veer her in another direction. Equally as forceful as the wind, the memories of that night bring with them the feeling of drowning. The rain on her face, the water from Ross’s lips, the droplets on Finn’s back. Her mother’s panicked gulps of sea water in her lungs, Enya’s cold body submerged in the too hot bath, forcing herself down. She has to remind herself to breathe.
She follows the sat nav to the exact address dispatch gave to her, taking her time on the roads, windshield wipers moving hectically to clear the screen. 
It’s all so familiar, it’s like a dream.
The rain falls over the windscreen like someone is on her roof pouring buckets of water. She’s nearing the site of the accident, she’s following the spot on her sat nav. Flashing hazard lights in the distance alert her to slow. She pulls in behind the two crashed cars which are at awkward angles. She reaches for her raincoat on the passenger seat with a powerful out-of-body feeling of déjà vu.
She gets out of the car and the rain is thick, fat, glob-like. She’s soaked in seconds. A woman gets out of a small red car as soon as she arrives, someone is in the passenger seat. Nuala, from the town council. 
The second car is on its side, in the ditch at the edge of the road. 
‘Dr Pickering,’ the woman says, distraught. ‘He just came at us, he veered and went over on his side. He barely touched our car but poor Nuala has a weak heart. I’m her sister, Gráinne. She can’t get out. The man is talking but not much.’
‘Are you okay?’
‘I’m shaken but fine. It’s him really. We shouldn’t have been driving. We should have stayed in like they told us, but I was bringing Nuala to mine for the night because she lost her electricity.’
The car on its side is a minivan. A silver minivan.
‘No, no, no,’ Enya says, aloud, dreading this being what she thinks it is. She walks around and sees the taxi sign on the roof of the car. 
‘Oh dear, do you know him?’
‘Oscar,’ she whispers, trying to figure out how to get into the car. It’s her fault. They had an argument. He was distressed and she allowed him to drive away. 
The car has fallen to the left, leaving Oscar suspended in the air, still in his seat, with the belt on. The left side of the minivan is in the ditch. She tries the door, which she is hoping has unlocked automatically because the airbag deployed.
She pulls the door open, relieved.
‘Oscar.’ His nose is bloodied, due to the force of the airbag. She guesses a broken nose, perhaps other facial fractures, she has seen disfigured jaws, noses, eyes as a result. ‘Oscar, it’s Enya. There’s an ambulance on the way.’
He grumbles, opens his eyes for a moment, but they’re darting around in a panic, he lifts his arm and moves it, shoving her. She’s not sure if this is deliberate or not. 
‘Oscar,’ she says, voice trembling. ‘I’m so sorry.’ 
She hurries back to her car, and retrieves the oxygen tank. She carries it over then goes back for her bag. Her body is shaking, her fingers trembling so much, she can hear her own ragged breathing. She is not in a calm position to make smart decisions. 
She’s soaked through in an instant. She tries to speak soothingly to Oscar but can’t find the words. Her mind is gone. She’s standing beside her mother on the shore, watching the wild angry waves, rising and crashing before them. Her mother could swim. Her allegiance was to the breaststroke but she was a strong swimmer. She could tread water for the twenty minutes she stayed in. Her heart was her strongest asset and it had failed her. Her mother walks towards the water, Enya reaches out for her hand to pull her back. If she can just hold on to her here, in her mind, in this frozen moment, then maybe she can stop her from plunging into the sea again. Then she can stop herself from imagining it over and over again. She can stop herself from drowning. But she’s too late, she can’t reach her mum’s hand. She’s back to being twelve again, watching her walk away, into the angry sea, the green swim cap bobbing above the surface. The rain falls, the waves crash, Ross’s blood runs into the now bloody stream that runs down the roadside on the mountain. 
She cleans Oscar’s face, trying to see where all the blood is coming from. It’s not all from his nose, his head is cut too. As she dabs at the blood on his head, Enya reaches out and holds hands with her mother. 
She finds her mind circling the realisation that if Oscar were to die, it might help things. The gardaí might feel they got their man, it will be solved but they just didn’t get to him in time. No one will suffer. He won’t go to prison. His mother will be looked after. It will help Finn to have somebody held responsible, then people will stop whispering and wondering, it will get them off all of their backs. 
She is terrified to have these thoughts. She places the oxygen mask over Oscar’s mouth. She holds his hand, she closes her eyes. She and her mother are pulled down by the spring tides of September and take their first mouthful of salty water. 
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SOAKED TO THE BONE, Enya drives home, shivering. The heat blasting at full throttle only causes the windshield to fog up. Then the AC comes on at full blast to clear the window and freezes her to the bone again. The raincoat served no purpose. She should have learned that from the first time. She should have learned from the first time. 
She doesn’t even remember the drive home and she’s sitting in her car with the engine off unable to figure out the configuration of getting out, when there’s a knock at her window giving her the fright of her life. She’s almost expecting Oscar again. She can’t see who it is through the fog and raindrops. She turns off the engine and opens the door and finds Margaret looking like the Grim Reaper in a long black raincoat. 
‘Are you okay?’ Margaret asks. ‘I heard there was a crash and you were at the scene.’
News travels fast in Abbeydooley. Enya gets out of the car, feeling sore all over as if she was the one in the car crash who’d been thrown around like a dummy. Margaret runs to the door, wanting to stay dry, Enya takes her time, it won’t make the slightest bit of difference to her. 
Her mind is not a place for the photosensitive flashing images she’s currently experiencing. Flashing lights of Oscar’s hazards mixed with the hazards from Gráinne’s car at today’s accident. Ross’s unnaturally placed body and Oscar’s bloodied nose. Ross’s runners, Finn’s baby feet, a yellow Baby-gro. Rags flapping in the breeze on the limbs of a skeleton tree. Enya racing through the roads on 21 December feeling dangerous, fresh after the loaded kiss with Mark. Driving too fast for the conditions, breaking hard when bends suddenly appeared. 
‘Enya,’ Margaret says, concerned.
She’s standing at the closed door, just facing it. 
Margaret roots in her own pocket for the key and opens it. She guides Enya in, as if she’s incapable of moving, or thinking for herself. She’s watching the kaleidoscope of hellish images in her mind.
Margaret takes off her own coat first and then pulls Enya’s off. 
‘Come on, let’s get all these wet things off you.’
‘Margaret,’ Enya whispers, frozen in place.
Margaret looks at her. Sees her. Knows her. 
‘No,’ Margaret says, guiding her into the kitchen and flicking lights on. ‘None of that now, let’s get settled and warmed up.’ 
She pulls out a kitchen chair and Enya sits down directly in front of the rag tree. Margaret goes to the sink and fills the kettle with water. She wipes her wet face with a tea cloth and steals a glimpse of her friend.
‘Take those shoes off.’ Margaret gets down on her knees, unties her sodden laces and pulls them off. ‘Your socks are soaking wet. You’ll get sick. And you a doctor. And those jeans. You’ll have to take them off. I’m not looking. I’ll get a towel and something dry and warm from your bedroom for you.’
She’s talking a mile a minute, as if by using all the words and filling the air and space it will mean that Enya can’t.
‘Margaret,’ she says, grabbing her arm as she tries to leave the kitchen. 
Margaret stops. She looks down at Enya’s tight grip on her arm but she doesn’t look at her.
‘I have to tell you something.’
‘No you don’t. You stay quiet now, okay? Just stay quiet and I’ll get you warm.’
She hears the tremble in Margaret’s voice and she knows. That she knows.
‘I did it. I hit him with my car.’
Margaret whimpers and she falls down to the ground as if her knees aren’t strong enough to hold her up. 
‘You didn’t hit him with your car, Enya. You were here, you were called to the scene. Nuala and Gráinne were in the second car. You were nowhere near it. You’re fooling yourself again. The mind can play tricks on you, you know that.’
‘Not tonight. On the twenty-first of December. I hit Ross with my car.’
Margaret’s face screws up in anguish. 
Enya drives too close to the edge, trees brush her car. Flora’s voice in the car with her gives her the confidence to keep going. 
‘Maybe I should leave a seat for her,’ Flora says. ‘Why didn’t I think of that before? Orla won’t be impressed, she’ll think it’s weird.’
‘Or she’ll think it’s unfair we didn’t leave a seat for her mum.’ Either way she’ll find something to moan about.
‘I don’t care,’ Flora says, sounding like Enya for a change. ‘If Mum is coming to dinner, I need to rearrange the seating again. Oh Enya, I’m quite excited about that. Mum is coming to dinner.’
She feels a bump, a thud, something has hit her car. 
Enya brakes suddenly and stops the car in the middle of the road, her chest heaving up and down as though she has personally run the distance herself.
She looks in the rearview mirror to see what’s behind, there’s so much rain and it’s black outside, she can’t see the road. She checks her wing mirror. Perhaps it was a fox, or a deer, maybe even a badger, but her windows and mirror are so blurred, like melting wax, she can’t make anything out. It was probably nothing. A bump in the road. She should slow down. Flora is talking about their mother. She needs and wants her so badly now. 
‘I want to sit beside her,’ Enya says, heart pounding.
‘Me too,’ Flora says. ‘I’ll rearrange it all. I’ll go and let you concentrate on the road. It’s getting worse out there. Be safe. I love you.’ 
‘I love you.’ 
Enya’s car is in the middle of the road, her windscreen like a watercolour painting that has run. Her heart is beating in her throat, she can hear her pulse in her ears. Anything could come along the road behind her and plough into her, though the car that overtook her is the only car she has seen on the road since she left her appointment. Her engine is off, her lights are too, her wipers have stopped. The rain continues to batter the land, washing everything away. 
She’s surrounded by black all around. Not a light from a house or car to be seen, an isolated spot in the mountainside. 
The sky flashes and a second later there’s an almighty crash and rumble of thunder. The earth is angry. It seems to yell at her, pull her from her trance, dragging her out of the water and to shore. 
She starts the engine. 
Margaret’s hands are clamped over her mouth.
‘The road was wet, slippy. I turned a corner too fast and …’
Silence.
‘I felt the bump,’ Enya whispers. ‘I thought maybe I clipped the wall. I was talking to Flora at the time, she was talking about table seating for Christmas dinner. I stopped the car. She didn’t even notice. It was like nothing had happened. Everything was still normal. All I had to do was keep driving. There was too much rain, I couldn’t see anything behind me. I should have gotten out and checked properly but I didn’t. I kept driving.’ Enya starts crying at the admission aloud. ‘God forgive me, I kept driving.’
‘You went back though,’ Margaret says, offering a lifeline, something meagre to help. ‘You didn’t leave him there.’ But she’s crying now too.
‘I took the first left turn I saw. I knew that it would loop back around and bring me back to the spot. I don’t know how much time passed. Five minutes maybe. By the time I got back there, someone had already got to him. A taxi driver. Oscar. I thought that was it. I was caught out. He’d seen me. But he was waving me down for help, he had no idea that I’d been there already. He was panicking as if I thought he’d done it and I said nothing to make him feel better, Margaret, nothing. He thought I’d arrived for the first time and then I was able to act like it.
‘And then the paramedics arrived and I was ready to tell them what happened too but they didn’t ask. They doubted Oscar, I could see the way that they were looking at him. And they looked at me with such respect. And then the gardaí came and they were the same. Not once did anyone ask me if it was me, Margaret, I swear, and if anyone had asked I would have said it straight away. It was on the tip of my tongue the entire time. I nearly told Xander. I nearly told you. I didn’t do anything to deliberately deceive, it just kept being dragged out. 
‘But then they thought it was Oscar. And then they thought it was Finn.’ She sobs, rocks back and forth, and pushes out the rest. She has to continue. ‘And I had to confess, I had to tell them it was me. But they didn’t believe me, they said my story didn’t add up. It was as if nobody could possibly think that I could do it, so if no one else could think I could do it then maybe that meant I hadn’t. 
‘Because I never saw him, you see. I never saw Ross on the road before I hit him and I never saw him after when I stopped the car. I was driving back to check …’
The rag tree sways at the window, it reaches out its long limb and taps at the window. 
‘The tree knew,’ Enya says, watching it. ‘It knew from the second it laid eyes on me.’
‘That’s crazy talk,’ Margaret says, wiping her eyes and getting up from the floor. 
‘And you knew too,’ Enya says, her eyes on Margaret. 
‘I didn’t know.’
‘But you suspected.’
‘I know what it’s like to live with guilt. Not just ordinary guilt but flesh-eating, soul-devouring guilt. Your closeness with his mum. You were obsessed with it. I didn’t know. I wondered.’
They leave a silence. So much to digest. 
This house that has grown to feel like home, her job in the town, her connection to the community. It has been nurtured carefully for the past nine months. It’s how long it takes to grow a person, it’s how long it took to grow this person. 
‘What are you going to do?’ Margaret asks. 
Enya always knew this was all going to be temporary. 
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ON BRIGHÍD NÍ BRAONÁN’S forty-seventh birthday, she died. A celebration of life, followed by dying. 
Enya couldn’t imagine a life for herself beyond her forty-seventh birthday. She couldn’t imagine outliving her mother, she didn’t think she had the tools to get through it. She couldn’t see a clear path ahead of her. She reads her mum’s final column before her death. 
All Hallow’s Eve
By Brighíd Ní Braonán
Falling between the autumn and winter solstice Samhain is recognised as the beginning of the Celtic new year with celebrations on Oíche Shamnha, also known as All Hallows Eve. It was believed that on the new year, the veil between the land of living and the underworld was at its thinnest and could be broken, allowing the dead to revisit the earth for one night only. Neolithic tombs were opened to show the passage to the spirit world and bonfires were lit to purify the air.
I recall my grandmother watching the darkening evenings from August onward with sadness, counting down and noting the fewer minutes of the sun, knowing that darkness and a long winter were coming. There was always a feeling of grief in the air. The decline of light, the end of harvest, the death of the crop.
For me, Samhain brought the most welcome spiritual presence. My oldest daughter was born just after midnight on 1 November, the night when the veil between the living and the dead is at its thinnest. It was a traumatic birth for mother and baby and we almost lost her, but right at the moment she was born, my grandmother passed away. I think their paths crossed on the way as one was entering and the other was leaving. Their spirits were momentarily entwined, as death and life are, and I know that my grandmother was there helping her into this world. One woman helping another, passing the baton. 
It is in enormous moments like that that I remind myself that even the darkness can bring life and the dead can nurture the living. They are always there, watching, waiting and guiding. The pagans didn’t fear death, they saw it as a natural cycle of life, Samhain was and is a time to honour and celebrate the everlasting connection between the living and the dead. 
Her mum’s words ring true. Indeed her mum has been guiding her this year. She has felt her holding her hand. Perhaps it was Enya who was drowning and her mother who was pulling her up. She holds her hand now and guides her as she makes a decision that will change her life forever.
On Enya’s forty-seventh birthday, after days of consultation, discussion, peace-making with Flora, Finn and her father, Enya steps out of Ultan’s car and faces the garda station.
She looks up at the morning sky and breathes in the cool air, needing every bit of strength she can get. She’s aware of Flora and Ultan just behind her but she’s taking these steps alone. Her decision, her mistakes, her time to do the right thing. 
She pushes open the door of the garda station, and steps through the portal that leads her from one world to the next. 
‘My name is Enya Pickering,’ she says, surprised by how firm her voice sounds when her entire body is shaking. ‘I’m here about the Ross Cullen case. I’d like to give some important information. I want to tell the truth.’ 
On the day that celebrates her life, she makes a decision that will change it – kill it – as she knows it, forever. She crosses the veil. 
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FINN AND ENYA ARE walking on Cuilcagh boardwalk in Co. Fermanagh, across one of the largest blanket bogs in Northern Ireland. It’s just the two of them and they have almost eleven kilometres of a trail behind them. They’ve walked at a comfortable pace, neither of them in any rush to turn around to come home. Enya, disqualified from driving, was unable to bring them to Fermanagh but Ultan, who was visiting family, had dropped them off and would return for them in a few hours. Leaving Dublin and walking away from the car park toward Cuilcagh mountain is therapeutic. They feel lighter as they go. Enya doesn’t need to ask Finn if he feels the same, she can feel it in his presence. Their bodies are untensing as they leave their troubles behind. 
At the end of the boardwalk is a staircase, known as the ‘Stairway to Heaven’, which leads them up four-hundred-and-fifty steps to an observation platform where they can view the beauty of the protected peat boglands below and Cuilcagh mountain. Only they can’t, because the fog has come in so thick and so quickly that they can barely see a few steps ahead of them. 
It was clear at the car park but now the bleating in the distance is the only giveaway to life around them. They never once discuss turning back. 
Climbing the wooden steps built into the mountain, Enya is ahead of Finn. Her breathing becomes laboured and she pauses now and then to catch her breath. She’s conscious of holding him up, though he patiently awaits her every time she stops and doesn’t make a snide remark.
‘You go ahead, love, enjoy it. I’ll see you at the top.’ 
He overtakes her and takes two steps at a time in fearless, energetic, enthusiastic leaps. She watches him, his long legs ahead of her, leading the way, before disappearing into the fog. For a moment she is completely alone. Living with Flora in her busy household, she has barely been on her own for a minute, and it has most likely been orchestrated that way. For one panicky moment she feels claustrophobic. She can’t see the sky. She can’t see before her, or behind her. She was leading her son, but she was slowing him down so he overtook her. 
Despite the fog, it is all so very clear. It has been this way for some time. And it will be this way for some time. But she knows he will forge ahead of her and make it on his own, as she will have to find the strength to make it through on her own. Her eyes fill with tears and she’s not sure she can make it, and she doesn’t mean to the top of the staircase. 
‘Come on, Mum!’ he calls from the fog, above her, perfectly clear. ‘Wait until you see this!’
Her tears never manage to fall, Finn’s voice brings her out of her despair. He’s always going to be there. Even if she can’t see him, he will be a voice in the fog. He will be waiting. 
She pulls herself up the steps and joins him on the viewing platform. Catching her breath, she pulls a bottle of water from the side of her backpack and slugs it down. She joins him, elated to have reached the top. 
Then she takes in the view.
‘Wow,’ she says, looking around. 
‘Yep.’
The fog is so thick they can’t see beyond the barrier. They can’t see anything at all of the spectacular view they have travelled hours to see. 
She looks at Finn, wondering if he’s disappointed, but he’s grinning. 
‘There’s no one else in the world I’d rather get lost in the fog with than you,’ she says, wrapping her arm around his waist and resting her head on his shoulder. 
‘We’re not lost,’ he says pragmatically. ‘We just follow the trail back.’ 
He wasn’t being deep but the moment feels too large to take it any other way. She secures her other arm around his waist and he hugs her back. She had thought the walk and the climb would give them perspective. Something uplifting, maybe even spiritual, the metaphorical climb upward to view the world below them, to help make their problems insignificant, at least for a moment. But she hadn’t been expecting this, that seeing absolutely nothing and still finding their way, would be the lesson gleaned. 
Mobile reception has been poor for the journey, but up here, she feels her phone vibrate in her backpack. So does Finn, because he lets go of her immediately. They could have gone to the moon and they still couldn’t have escaped it. 
News of her sentencing hearing date. 
Enya turns to look at Finn in the courtroom. He sits with Flora, Ultan and her dad in the row behind her. Margaret is in the back of the courtroom somewhere, wringing her hands, devastated. This ordeal has been a test on her sobriety but she has reigned supreme, as if rallying against the court system for her and her friend. 
Xander does not attend, deciding that the show of togetherness is of no benefit to anyone on this occasion, and she doesn’t blame him. He has his medical practice to protect, his good name, and his and Finn’s future. 
Flora holds Finn’s hand and Enya is grateful that he has her by his side and in his life. She wishes she could be too but, though terrified, she is ready, as ready as she can be for her punishment. 
Enya has plead guilty and therefore dispensed with a trial; today is a sentencing hearing, but it doesn’t stop the trial being carried out in Enya’s head. She hears the dissenting voices of all those involved in her tornado, all that were ripped and whipped up in her storm. Enya hears arguments in her favour: a woman who had made a tragic mistake but who desperately helped at the scene, remained in contact with the family, donated money to Ross’s recuperation, visited him in hospital and never allowed anybody else to be accused. Ursula’s perspective of her from the witness box would paint a far more cold, calculated and controlled picture of Enya. 
Enya, the spectator, listens to both views with an unbiased opinion and recognises herself in both descriptions.
Oscar, she imagines, is true to his pact until the very end, speaking to how she had helped him at both the scene of Ross’s accident and his own. She’s saved two lives. Though she was responsible for both accidents, the dissenting voice shouts louder. 
Mark speaks to how drunk, lying and manipulative she had been on that night and every day after.
She listens again to all sides, ears pricked, and sees herself in both descriptions. 
But that is all in the imaginary court in her head. 
There is only one voice that matters on this day. It is not Enya’s, it is not the judge’s, it isn’t the garda who reads his report, it’s Ross’s. It’s Ross’s reading of his victim impact statement that she can’t shut out, or unhear. The tremble in his voice, the emotion in his throat, the anger inside him, she doesn’t only see the evidence but she hears the damage she has done to his sweet soul. 
During the weeks they’d been awaiting her sentencing, Finn stewed in his own guilt and remorse. He’d talked on a loop about being responsible for Enya being in this position. If he and his friends hadn’t put Ross out of the car that night then Ross wouldn’t have been injured and his mother wouldn’t be on trial. One stormy night when it all went so very wrong. The what ifs could destroy them all. Enya wants her son to fly free; the guilt is hers to carry. 
‘This is a contradictory case,’ the judge begins, ‘for what seems to be a contradictory woman, where the two sides of Enya Pickering; Enya Pickering and Dr Pickering were at odds with each other since the events of the twenty-first of December. 
‘It’s simple and yet complex at the same time. 
‘It was a hit and run, and yet you returned moments later to the scene. You hit Ross Cullen with your car, injuring him, and yet you also saved his life by administering CPR. You were a careless driver and yet you were caring in your actions afterwards. You confessed yet recanted. You have been co-operative with the gardaí and yet for some time, a period of eleven months from the date of the accident to the date of your admission, you have deceived. 
‘And so here are the facts. You hit Ross Cullen with your car, you fled the scene, you returned and administered CPR which saved Ross’s life. There was significant co-operation with the gardaí but it is my opinion that co-operation was far from total.’
She hears Flora sob behind her.
‘I believe that you have expressed regret for what you have done, I believe that you are remorseful, that you are a person of good character and have no previous convictions. I also heard and understand the trauma you were suffering as you approached the year in which your mother tragically lost her life and that you were suffering from mental health issues in the time leading up to, during and after the accident. It was without doubt an accident. Your guilty plea to the court will also be taken into account. However.’
Enya’s heart thuds. Her pulse is in her ears. She feels faint. Physically sick. The clock has been ticking down to this moment, it feels like a bomb is about to explode in her head.
‘I must take the victim impact statement into account. Ross Cullen’s experience in his own words tells us how your actions resulted in the injury of a fifteen-year-old boy who may never recover from some of the physical injuries, certainly not from the mental and emotional injuries. I also heard from his mother Ursula about the distress that your actions on that night and afterwards caused to her family. In her words you played a game of cat and mouse, and you toyed with her and her son Ross for a prolonged period of time to suit only yourself. You are a GP who is supposed to be trusted and respected in the community and you used your position to your advantage, to fool and evade.’
Enya closes her eyes. 
‘A careless driving charge causing serious bodily harm carries a two-year prison sentence for which you receive twenty-four months, and a four-month concurrent sentence for the hit and run. I sentence you to two years, a total of twenty-four months, in prison.’ 
The wave engulfs her.
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WHEN THE LIGHTS GO out in the small room that is now her world, Enya tries to calm the panic that builds inside her. She flees to the only place where she has felt safety and happiness in such a tight space; she goes to the Newgrange chamber with her mother and Flora. She clings to them both, remembers the feeling of peace, and relives witnessing the light entering the roofbox and filling the chamber, and her heart. 
Light finds a way to seep in, even in the darkest of days, the darkest of nights, the darkest of hearts, the darkest of rooms. All there needs is the slightest fracture. 
She goes to the fog-filled viewing platform with Finn, she hugs her pillow remembering his arms around her, hearing his voice. ‘We’re not lost. Come on, Mum! Wait until you see this!’ 
Her mother in the chamber gives her light and Finn’s voice guides her through the fog. She falls asleep every single night with their presence in her heart and mind. 
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ENYA IS MAKING HER bed when suddenly a woman runs into the room with her fist in the air and flies straight at Enya. Enya ducks and dodges her, banging her head on the metal frame of her bed. 
The woman, known to Enya as Lisa, laughs viciously at Enya’s misfortune, then winces, her knuckles still in Enya’s direction.
‘Does this look broken to you?’
‘Let me see.’ Enya touches Lisa’s fist and she yelps in pain. Enya opens her hand and gets her to wriggle her fingers. Each time Lisa cries out in frustrated and angry pain. 
‘Yes, I think it’s broken. Who did you hit?’
‘The wall. But in my head it was Philly.’
‘You definitely would have broken his jaw.’
Lisa looks pleased at the imaginary pain inflicted on the prison guard. ‘What will I do?’
‘It might need a splint. It definitely needs ice.’
‘No problem, I’ll just get some from my freezer, or maybe you can press your room service button in here.’
‘A cold compress. Wet a towel and wrap it while you wait for medical attention.’
Lisa storms out of the room, swearing.
Her roommate Susan smirks. 
‘I didn’t need to move her hand around,’ Enya says, ‘I could tell it was broken just looking at it.’
Susan laughs. ‘Well that cheered me up. She deserves it. I’m going to miss you when you’re gone.’
Enya doesn’t patronise her by returning the comment. She’s weeks away from the end of her sentence and she won’t miss anything about being in here. Perhaps the only thing she’ll miss is being taken seriously as a doctor. She won’t be able to practise anymore but the stream of women in here asking her professional opinion has given her a feeling of some sort of relevance. Having a hypochondriac as a roommate has been helpful too, it has kept her mind active. 
‘What’s the first thing you’ll do when you get out?’ Susan asks, ‘I think about it all the time.’
Susan has a lot of thinking time to do, more years ahead of her than Enya.
‘Get a job. Pick up the broken pieces of the shambles of my life.’
‘No, I mean the first thing. When you get in the car, where’s the first place you want to go? I’d go to a McDonald’s drive-through. I’d love a Big Mac.’ She closes her eyes and seems to taste it as she licks her lips. ‘My brother’s boy works in a drive-through, he used to throw in extra curry sauce for free. And I’d get the most chicken nuggets you can get. A pack of fourteen.’ 
The thing Enya has wanted to do in here the most, is the thing she feared most outside, but she’s not afraid of it anymore. This place will do that. She dreams of going to the sea. She wants to lie on her back and float, moving in synch with the waves beneath her, no longer afraid of hearing them crash over her head, or of sinking to the bottom. She wants to spend all the seconds she can with Finn and put all her energy into making his life better. She wants to be there for her sister. She wants to find the shiniest parts of herself and give herself to others. She wants to leave this place feeling clean. She wants to feel forgiven by others and she wants to forgive herself. She wants to feel worthy. She wants a fresh start with all that she has learned. She wants to focus on the good and be the best she can be, she wants to make sure illogical fears don’t take over her again. She wants to celebrate every new birthday feeling grateful and no longer afraid. She wants to be a good human. She wants to be on the other side of the storm clouds. She longs to be free. 
But she doesn’t share that, she’s learned to keep that sacred stuff to herself. ‘Mint dark chocolate.’
Susan wrinkles her nose. ‘That’s you all round. It’s like eating toothpaste.’
A prison guard bangs on the door. ‘Enough chatting. It’s dinner time.’ 
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ENYA PICKERING THOUGHT HER life would end at forty-seven years old.
And it did. 
But she didn’t know that she could be reborn. That there was life on the other side of it. That she could be released into the world with a sense of peace inside her that she hadn’t felt since she was enclosed in a chamber with her sister and her mother at twelve years old. The safe cocooned feeling of that moment is forever captured in her heart and in her mother’s writing, and just as her mother wished, Enya carries the light they took from the chamber that morning with her in her body, soul and mind, using it to light all the darkness that life brings, as she walks her own path. 
No longer following, but in front. 
Flora, Finn, Margaret and Enya stand on the sand in the cove where Brigid’s life ended. Enya wriggles her toes in the cold sand, and lifts her face to the sky, breathes in the salty air. Finally, she feels the storm clouds have passed, she has weathered it and she has survived. Serenity awaits in the lapping water and her mother’s ritual will be continued. 
They will hold hands, walk in, then lie on their backs and float, gazing at the sky above them, marvelling at the life beneath them, above them and inside them. Using breaststrokes, they will tread water and bob to the orange buoy, careful, steady and confident. 
But first, they wait for the tide to come in.
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A STORM LIES AHEAD OF HER.
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AHERN

THE NUMBER ONE BESTSELLER






images/00002.jpg
7)§ .
[ LJVG/ %w

CECELI/\
AHERN





images/00001.jpg
5
H
H
H
5
&






images/00003.jpg
- WaAYS -
Cec%!ja Ahern





images/00006.jpg
&= HarperCollinsPublishers





images/00007.jpg
[
[—]

HarperCollinsPublishers





