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Every month, when the moon is full, she forgets.

Every month, when the moon is full, he remembers.

And every month, he has to make her fall in love with him all over again.
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The Morning After

Luna

She wakes the way she always does—like surfacing from a dream that has no edges, no colour, no narrative she can hold onto. One moment there is nothing, and the next there is ceiling: whitewashed plaster, faintly cracked in the corner above the window, a pale spiderweb of lines that she knows with some wordless certainty she has looked at before. Many times. In many different lights.

She knows this ceiling.

The smell comes next: salt and something green and living, the cold particular freshness of sea air moving through a gap beneath an old door. Then the sound—the rhythmic, unhurried sigh of water against stone somewhere below, the sea doing what the sea always does, indifferent and ancient and quietly magnificent. She knows these things too. Knows them the way you know your own heartbeat, without having to think.

She does not know what day it is. She does not know what month it is. She reaches, carefully, for the thirty days before this morning, the way a tongue seeks a sore place, and finds nothing—only the particular absence that has its own shape, its own weight, its own hollowness. The absence is so complete that it is almost peaceful. Almost.

Luna March lies still for a long time, letting her body come back to itself. She is twenty-nine years old. She lives in a cottage in Ballycove, County Cork, on the wild southwestern coast of Ireland, in the house her grandmother Nora left her when she died four years ago. She is a painter. She has a condition. These are the facts she wakes with every time, the small hard kernel of self that the moon cannot take.

Everything else is gone.

She sits up slowly. The duvet falls from her shoulders—worn linen, the palest blue, soft from a hundred washes—and the morning air settles around her like a second skin. Through the small window the sea is a heaving grey-green, beautiful and slightly terrible, and the sky above it holds that particular quality of early Irish light that she has always found impossible to reproduce in paint: luminous and flat at once, as though the sun is diffused through something very thin and very old.

She swings her legs to the cold stone floor and presses her feet flat against it. The stone is real. The salt is real. She is real. Dr Cahill taught her this grounding technique years ago, before she stopped seeing Dr Cahill, before she accepted that no doctor on earth could diagnose what happened to her each month and therefore no doctor could fix it, and that the energy spent searching for a cure was energy that could be spent simply living the life she had.

She gets up. She crosses the small bedroom—her bedroom, familiar even when the past is not, the body knowing its path through space even when the mind has been emptied—and she opens the door.

The sitting room stops her, as it always does.

✦  ✦  ✦

He is on every wall.

She knows, on some clinical level, that this would look strange to a stranger. She has imagined that stranger—a visitor, a delivery person, someone who wandered up the cliff path by accident—standing in this doorway and looking at the walls of her cottage and forming an impression that she cannot fully control. Forty or more paintings, of varying size and medium and period, all of the same man. All of him.

Storm-gray eyes. Dark hair that falls forward slightly, as though it has never quite submitted to being combed. A jaw that is too strong to be conventionally handsome but that works, that works absolutely. And the smile—she has been trying to paint the smile correctly for what must be years, given the volume of attempts on these walls, and she has not managed it yet. Not quite. There is something in it that resists translation: a warmth that doesn't announce itself, a brightness that is somehow also steady.

She has painted him in early morning light and last light and the flat grey light of overcast afternoons. She has painted him looking out to sea, looking at something she has placed offscreen to the left, looking directly at her, which is the hardest version and also the most frequent. In those paintings, the ones where he is looking at her, she cannot hold his gaze for long without feeling something in her chest that she doesn't have words for yet.

She stands in the middle of the sitting room in her nightgown and looks at him.

"Who are you?" she says. She says it to the room, to the walls, to the forty versions of his face that offer her nothing but presence and silence. She has said it before. She knows she has said it before. The not-knowing is its own kind of grief: not acute, not sharp, but low and constant, the background note of her life.

She makes herself tea. Her hands are steady—she has always been proud of this, the morning-after steadiness, the way she can move through the early hours of a reset with a kind of deliberate grace that she knows is partly performance and partly genuine. She fills the kettle. She finds the tea in the cupboard where it always is. She stands at the window while it boils and watches the garden slope toward the cliff path, the yellow flowers she doesn't know the name of this morning, the rowan tree at the fence whose leaves are beginning to turn.

She stands there and she thinks: it is autumn, then. At least I have that.

The gate at the bottom of the garden opens.

Luna goes still.

He moves up the path with the ease of someone who has walked it many times, hands in the pockets of a dark fisherman's jacket, his dark hair pushed back from his face by the wind off the sea. He is carrying things: a paper bag in one hand and a thermos under his arm and the particular expression of someone who is trying very hard to appear casual and is not entirely succeeding. He is looking at his feet. When he reaches the garden gate, he lifts his head.

He looks up and sees her through the window.

She watches his face do something complicated and swift and entirely involuntary—a passage through several things at once, things she cannot name at this distance, though she catches one of them, almost certainly. Something that might be relief. Something that is more tender than relief, actually, more worn and careful than simple relief, as though he has been carrying this moment for a long time and is now setting it down very gently.

He smiles. It is the smile from the paintings. All forty-odd paintings, all the versions, and still she had not got it right—had not captured this thing it does to the light, this warmth that is also somehow steady, as though it has roots.
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