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Language Guide

Niamh 

[NEEV] 

Irish feminine name meaning "bright" or "radiant". It carries strong cultural significance, associated with beauty, enchantment, and Irish heritage

Nóinín 

[NOH-neen] 

means little daisy, sometimes little wish

Ceilidh

[KAY-lee] 

is a traditional celebration in the Irish and Scottish cultures, with good food, dance, music, and stories

Sláinte

[SLAWN-cha] 

meaning good health, good fortune, goodwill, and it’s a wish carried outward. 

“Ó! Is annamh agus álainn thú!” 

[Oh! iss AH-nuv ah-GUS AW-lin hoo]

meaning ‘Oh! You’re a rare and pretty one!’

“Bhuel, dia duit… tá fáilte romhat fanacht.”

[Vwel, dee-uh gwitch… taw FAWL-chuh ROH-ut FAH-nukht]

meaning “Well hello, you’re welcome to stay”

“Sean-nós”

[shan NOHS]

means literally “old style” — refers to a traditional Irish ballad sung without accompaniment.

“Maith thú”

[mah TOO]

means “well done” or “good for you”

Bodhrán

[BOW-rawn]

is a traditional Irish frame drum, played with a small stick called a tipper.

Champ

[CHAMP]

is a traditional Irish mashed potatoes made with butter, milk, and scallions.

 


Chapter 1

Fire Chief Patrick O’Connor had learned, over the years, that nothing important ever happened until you did it yourself.

He sat at his desk with the late-morning sun pouring in through the high windows, turning the dust in the air into something almost deliberate. The early March light had a way of doing that: catching on things, softening edges, making even concrete feel less final. 

Outside, there was still some snow tucked into the far corners of the lot, along the tree line, and laying in shadows between buildings. But it no longer owned the place. It lingered the way an afterthought did, pale and thinning, as if unsure whether it was still welcome.

Nóinín was sitting contentedly in the sunbeam on the corner of his desk. 

She had placed herself there with the confidence of someone who had never once asked permission and had no intention of starting now. 

She’d chosen this spot, and Patrick honored it with a blanket neatly folded in the corner. 

One ginger paw was lifted delicately, her head bowed as she washed it with ritual care. The sun caught her fur and lit it from within, copper and flame, sparks glancing off each careful movement. When she glanced up, her eyes flashed, bright, alert, unmistakably awake.

Patrick leaned forward and gave her a scratch under her chin lovingly. She shook her head and leaned away just enough to break contact. Patrick smiled without thinking.

“Supervising again?” he asked.

Nóinín flicked an ear, stretched across his papers, and hopped down from the desk, disappearing into the main bay.

One of the firefighters was polishing Engine One, humming tunelessly. He paused when he noticed one of the hoses hadn’t been rolled quite right. He took it down, redid it carefully, and returned it to its place. Then he stepped back and nodded, satisfied.

Nóinín approached the engine, sat, and looked up at the truck.

She fixed him with a steady gaze the reached up and tapped the metal bumper once with her paw.

He blinked, followed her line of sight, and laughed softly.
 “Ah. Good catch, girl. Thanks.”

Patrick watched the exchange, something warm settling in his chest. The firehouse ran better when she was visible. Everyone knew it, though no one ever said it out loud.

He turned his attention back to the papers spread across his desk, not official reports, not schedules, but sketches and notes he’d been pretending were casual. 

It was all about a parade route, modest and sensible, for St. Patrick’s Day. He had been wanting to mark the holiday with something special for years, but hand not done anything formal. He thought, just a few trucks, decorated enough to feel celebratory without tipping into nonsense would be the ticket. 

He felt the town needed a reason to come out of winter hiding and smile. He could see kids waving, people cheering and smiling. It would be good for everyone to have some fun after the harsh winter they had just endured.

He hadn’t told anyone yet. It was meant to be a surprise. He thought, I’ll tell everyone once I have finalized the plans.

At the age of 43, he was the youngest firefighter to make Chief in Cedar Hollow. He’d moved from Chicago to take over the volunteer position from his father when he retired. 

Since then, the town of Cedar Hollow change the position from volunteer to paid. The rest of his crew were part-timers, but also paid. He made sure of that himself.  

After the noise and the constant urgency of Chicago, Cedar Hollow had been a peaceful change. He’d grown to love this town and the people in it. 

The town didn’t have many celebrations but when it did celebrate, it was done right. Not loud or flashy; but  thoughtful and with charm and warmth. 

They hadn’t had a St. Patrick’s Day festivity before, and Patrick wanted to give them that. For him, making it through the winter to March said we’re still here, we made it through another winter, let’s begin again.

Nóinín had returned from her inspection of the firehouse, and had jumped up on his desk again; this time, sitting between his keyboard and his screen. She groomed her paw for a moment, then looked at him.

Not casually. Not idly.

Her gaze settled, sharp and measuring, and Patrick had the oddest sensation, like he’d been caught mid-thought by someone who could see it clearly.

He cleared his throat. “What?”

She reached out, very deliberately, and nudged one of the papers with her paw. The top sheet slid just enough to reveal the word PARADE written in careful block letters.

Then she sat back. Waiting.

Patrick frowned, leaning forward. “You think I missed something?”

Nóinín’s tail rapped the desk once then curled around her feet. She did not move again.

Outside, Patrick heard the river give a faint, distant sound. The ice was shifting; the water remembering how to run.

Patrick stared at the paper, then at the cat, and felt the first small, unfamiliar tug of doubt. Not enough to stop him, but it was enough to unsettle the neat picture he’d been holding in his head—the townspeople lining Main Street cheering on the firemen as they marched by the engines. Irish decorations hanging from the lamp posts, and the sound of traditional music in the background.

He smiled again, slower this time. “We’ll see,” he said.

Nóinín closed her eyes. Not approval. Not refusal. 

Her judgment was deferred.

And somewhere beyond the firehouse, Cedar Hollow itself was waking up. The green was just beginning to edge its way back into the world. 

The forest surrounding the town was alive, wrapping it in the intoxicating scent of new leaves.


Chapter 2

Niamh Flynn stepped off the train and let herself stand still for a moment. After the three-hour, stuffy train ride, she inhaled deeply because the air asked her to.

Early March had a way of doing that. The cold still had a say in things, especially in the mountains. It was crisp enough to sharpen the breath, but the sun carried a heat that didn’t apologize for itself. You could feel your face warming as if by a fire. 

Some snow lingered in the shadows; thin, retreating, no longer the dominant force. The ground beneath her boots felt awake in a way it hadn’t a week ago. It was soft enough to feel the bounce in her step. 

Glancing around herself, she saw that the town was closely surrounded by the lush, dense conifer forest. Maple trees stood in the gaps between the spruce and fir, with their branches held up to the sun, and the buds a bright red. They just needed a day of warm sunshine, and they would all be open. 

She could smell the damp earth and the new leaves pushing open. There was a sweetness to the air that came from life returning. The faint, unmistakable sound of water moving came from somewhere beyond the trees, telling her there was a river nearby beckoning her to splash in it. But she knew it would be cold!

She closed her eyes briefly and inhaled deeply again. Yes, she thought. This would do. 

It was exactly as the book had described, quaint, warm and friendly looking, and quiet. Niamh had been looking for quiet. She had been on the move so long, she’d forgotten what it was like to live somewhere.

When she’d found the book, her imagination fell in love with the town, and she felt she had to see for herself if it was real. And here she was.

Niamh adjusted her grip on the handle of her bag and started walking. It rolled easily behind her, a single, sensible piece of luggage that suggested intention rather than permanence. She was dressed for movement: a well-cut coat, dark jeans, boots made for walking without advertising the fact. New York practical, with just enough edge to say she hadn’t surrendered herself to comfort entirely.

The town unfolded before her at a human pace.

Storefronts were spaced generously enough to breathe. Windows were dressed simply, with green ribbons here, a sprig of something hopeful there. Nothing loud. Nothing desperate. A pub on the corner had already committed to the season, its sign cheerfully advertising a St. Patrick’s Day party serving “green beer” in lettering that made her mouth tighten just a bit.
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