
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A Better Ending



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A BETTER ENDING

    

    
      First edition. October 24, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Laura Carpenter.

    

    
    
      Written by Laura Carpenter.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


A Better Ending

by Laura Carpenter

© 2025 Laura Carpenter. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

www.lauracarpenterbooks.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication


Epigraph


[image: ]




Contents



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Arrival


[image: ]




***

Chapter 2: Paper Cuts

***

[image: ]


Chapter 3: Ghost Notes

***

[image: ]


Chapter 4: Between Drafts



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5: Underlined


[image: ]




***

Chapter 6: Margins

***

[image: ]


Chapter 7: Crossed Out

***

[image: ]


Chapter 8: Truce

***

[image: ]


Chapter 9: A Better Ending

***

[image: ]


Chapter 10: The Long Cut

***

[image: ]


Chapter 11: Out Loud



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 12: Quiet Hours


[image: ]




***

Chapter 13: Against Weather

***

[image: ]


Chapter 14: Line by Line

***

[image: ]


Chapter 15: Arrival

Your next step options are now primed:

I’ll design a cinematic, emotionally resonant cover concept with tagline, typography, and style options—perfect for Kindle, awards, and promo.

Author name preference (Laura Carpenter or a pen name?)

Tagline preferences (want me to generate a few?)

Visual vibe: seaside manor, typewriter + crumpled pages, or romantic stormy walks?

I’ll begin A Better Ending with a seamless, immersive, high-literary-quality opening scene—cinematic, slow-burn, emotionally loaded.

It will include:

Tom arriving at the retreat

The manor’s first visual impression

The unexpected, lingering tension when he sees her again

A hint at the broken writers about to arrive

Use your genre preferences

Avoid gothic for this one, or lean into something totally new

Begin with a fresh hook and high-concept angle

“All three.” (and I’ll stagger delivery)

or

Choose one to dive into first.

What’s your next move, Laura?

The kettle screamed first, as if the old house had a throat of its own. Aisling lifted it off the hob and the sound cut clean, leaving only the hush of rain threading itself through the eaves and the muffled tide folding against the rocks below. The kitchen windows were a blur of sea and weather. On the sill, the hyacinth stalk bent under its own bloom, purple and swollen and indecent for a morning like this.

The rosary lay near her hand, a habit with no pulse. She turned it once and then let it go.

On the back of a chair hung Fionn’s jacket. She’d put it there because it had always hung there, and only later realised that was how a life ended—by leaving a jacket in a room and no body to fill it. It was still damp, still salted, still caked in the delicate white of the Atlantic’s teeth. She wanted to put it outside on the line so the rain would rinse it and the wind would tongue it clean. She wanted to brace a nail through it at the heart, so it could not lift or sway.

“I’m not alone,” Aisling had said, which felt true in the way heavy rooms feel full. “They’ll be here soon enough with the others.”

And they would. In this town, a wake wasn’t a question but a tide. It came whether or not you were ready to drown.

She carried the teapot to the table and set it on a trivet, her knuckles knocking the wood. She checked the white plate where she had laid the car keys and the church keys—Father Declan would want the bell rung right, not like the younger fellas who pulled the rope as if it were a tongue they thought might say their names.

She didn’t breathe. She did something else, something like listening with all the bones, waiting for the floor to tell her if it would hold.

The second buzz came on the heels of the knock. Not a timid tapping or the mad rattle of rain, but a steady, knuckled sound that knew the door and expected it to open. Aisling wiped her palms on her blanket and crossed the kitchen, down the narrow hall where the family photographs leaned toward one another as if they’d been drinking. She paused at the small table with the bowl of shells and picked one up, a periwinkle smooth as a thumbnail, then put it down again as if she’d been caught stealing.

“Cormac,” she said, and her mouth wrapped around the name like a wound wanting a thread.

He looked at her the way men look into a room they once rented when they had no money—surprised it still existed, unsure they had a right to stand at the threshold. “Ash.” His voice was softer than the photographs remembered. “I came as soon as—”

“Everyone comes as soon as,” she said, and stepped back to let him in.

He shook himself lightly, the way dogs do, a manners-checked version of it, and wiped his boots on the mat as if the sea might forgive him for tracking it through. She let the door swing shut, the wind catching the edge and thudding it into the jamb like an angry shoulder.

He looked at the jacket on the chair and then away. “The lads at the pier—” he began, then faltered, a man feeling for a railing in smoke. “I went down. Paid my respects.”

Her throat tightened at the word, respects, so clean and useful. “Did you bring them back?” she asked.

He knew what she meant. Not the men. Not the boat. The words people told her like offerings: Found, not found. The possibility of a body is a country with no map.

“Not yet,” he said, and the yet landed like a coin you didn’t want but took anyway.

“Tea?” she said, because the alternative was keening, and that was for the night, for the crowded dark when the aunties would roll the grief out of her like dough.

“Tea would be grand.”

They walked the thin corridor back to the kitchen, the walls narrowing with the weight of memory. His shoulder brushed the framed print of a storm the fishermen kept like an icon—waves reared like horses, the small black horse of a boat galloping into them, brave, stupid, alive. She wanted to straighten the picture but did not. Let it list. Let something in this house be honest.

At the table, he took the chair not wearing Fionn’s jacket. His hands were the same hands that had taught her to tie a hook and taught her the wrong way to leave. She set his cup down and it clinked against the saucer, a treacherous sound that made her love the porcelain less. He wrapped his fingers around the heat as if it were a small animal he hoped to befriend. Steam choked the air sweet and bitter.

They didn’t speak for a time. That was the way of it here: the generosity of silence, the bruise-coloured mercy of not rushing. The rain kept on, and the house shifted as it always had, timber sucking and sighing, old nails remembering they were iron.

“Your mother?” he asked finally.

“She’s coming with the cousins.” Aisling’s mouth twitched. “She’ll have opinions about the trays.”

“She had opinions about the Atlantic,” he said, a flash of grin—there it was, the boy—“and look how that went.”

“Don’t,” she said quietly, and the grin died, obedient. The kettle breathed hard beside them, not yet screaming, like a woman thinking better of it.

He lifted his cup, blew, delayed the burn. “I heard you kept the house,” he said, eyes flicking to the shelf of blue plates, to the clay gull Sive’s son had made, beak thick as a boot. “I thought you might go inland.”

“Somebody has to keep the light on,” she said. “Boats look for this window. Fionn used to say he could tell when I was here by the shine of it.”

Cormac looked at the glass as if it might shine now and tell him anything worth knowing. “He was a good man.”

She nodded. The words were true and also a wall, and she leaned against both. “He was stubborn as a bullock and could mend anything except the crack in that step—mind it, by the way—and he had the kind of laugh that made the bread rise faster.”

“I remember.” Cormac’s eyes were at the level of the table, as if he were careful not to stand too much anymore. “He looked after my dad out there more than once. I owe him.”

“There’s whiskey,” she said.

“In a minute.” He rubbed the rim of his cup with a thumb, a gesture so tender it looked like prayer. “Do you want me here tonight?”

“You can carry chairs and open jars,” she said. “You can ring the bell if Father Declan lets you. You can tell the ones who won’t leave at dawn that the sea’s not theirs to talk loud about. You can stand in the hall if the crying starts and make space with your back. But you can’t take the jacket off the chair.”

“Right.” He swallowed. “I won’t.”

“And you’ll not stay over,” she added, and hated the part of her that watched his face when she did.

“I won’t press where I’ve no invitation,” he said, and the humility sat on him like a coat that wasn’t his size, too careful, too neat.

They finished the tea and she rose to refill the pot even though nobody needed more. The kettle shrieked again. She took it off, and in the moment after the sound cut, something else rose—a thread of singing, far off, the beginning of a lament travelling the road before the people who would carry it.

“They’re coming early,” she said, more to the air than to him.

“Watch the hammer on the shelf,” she said, and felt the domesticity of the warning cut her in a way clean loss had not. “It’s old and mean.”

He moved through the kitchen as if he’d never learned its muscle memory and then remembered it all at once. He opened the back door and the rain stepped inside as if it had been waiting for its cue. The yard was a composition of wet: the line snapping a little, the grass like hair combed back, the rusted iron chair that had belonged to her grandmother whitening at the edges. Beyond the low wall, the cliff shouldered down to the cove, where the water fussed over its stones like a woman without a job to do. He crossed to the shed with his head lowered, a man in a story who knows the next thing is never the thing he expects.

Aisling stood alone for the briefest moment and put both hands on the table. The wood was warm where bodies had been and cold where they had not, a map of presence. Above the sink, the small crucifix her mother insisted upon hung at a tilt. She straightened it, then let it tilt again. The hyacinth on the sill breathed sweet and thick, a flower too sure of itself. She pressed two fingers into the soil around it until she hit the grit of a pebble and the coil of a root.

The front door opened without a knock. Mrs. Kelleher drifted in first, wrapped in a black coat like good punctuation. Behind her came Brid Ní Cheallaigh and her eldest girl, their arms loaded: stew, cake, a pot of cabbage that would insist on being in the room even when nobody asked it to be. They kissed Aisling soundlessly, hair and cheeks and the space just beside the eye, and made their way to the kitchen like birds returning to a known tree.

“By the sink, Mrs. K,” Aisling said, and her voice found a register that belonged to this work. “Brid, put the stew on the back ring. The good pot won’t scorch it. Not like the small demon there.” She nodded at the front left burner, which had a temper.

“Did you salt the ham or did the sea do enough?” Brid asked, a grim little smile.

“It’s already weeping,” Aisling said, and Brid laughed, hands already in a drawer, finding knives by memory.

In the yard, Cormac and Seamus Kelleher shouldered the trestles in and set them along the walls. The house stretched a bit to fit them, the way a decent jumper will take you again even after you’ve gone and thickened with winter. Father Declan arrived with his cheeks bright as apples, the bell rope in his fist like a leash on a dog he trusted and did not. He caught Aisling’s hand and held it far longer than a handshake required, long enough for his own eyes to water and for his voice to threaten to do a thing it was not paid to do.

“Is it the bell or the word?” Aisling asked, forcing her mouth into something that might be a smile. “Because the bell has the easier job.”

“The word,” he said, and squeezed once more, a sacrament small and human.

Cormac kept to his work, talking when spoken to, carrying more than his share. Once, as he passed Aisling with a stack of plates, his arm brushed the blanket at her waist and static jumped them both, a small sting like a private scandal. He said nothing; she did not look.

“Found,” he said into the room, voice cracking as it tried for the grown man’s range. “They found him.”

The song broke like glass. The women stood, all at once, the old choreography of women who know when a house must suddenly be a harbour. Aisling did not move. The word stood in front of her like a man with his cap in his hands. Found. The bow in her tightened; the bow in her loosened. She set her palm flat on the table and felt the old grain answer. The jacket on the chair kept on being a jacket on a chair.

“Where?” Cormac had crossed the room before anyone else, his calm a hinge the boys could swing on. “Lad, look at me. Where?”

“North of Point Connor,” the boy said, swallowing as if the geography hurt. “The cage snagged him. The rope—” He shut his eyes. “He’s... he’s himself.”

The room was already organising. Father Declan’s hand was on his keys; Mrs. Kelleher was calling her son with the van. Brid had found Aisling’s coat and held it out with a face like ironwork. Cormac turned toward Aisling, but didn’t touch her. He only waited for her eyes to find his.

As they went out into the night, the song rose again behind them, thinner now, but fierce with the work of carrying what could not be carried. Cormac kept pace at her left, as he had on the cliff path when they were seventeen and the gorse tore their ankles and the future looked as wide as it does before you know its edges. He didn’t speak. The wind did that for him, roaring in the black, shoving at their shoulders like a drunk that meant well.

At the gate, the wall was slick with rain. Aisling put her hand on it anyway, and felt the stone’s cold assurance—the way the land says: I was here before your love and I’ll be here when it’s done, but I’ll mind you while we’ve each other. The road shone, a black ribbon unrolling towards the point. Car lights stitched themselves along it, pricks of human insistence against a sky that had no business with them.

“Careful,” Cormac said once, when her boot slipped, the word a reflex he caught and tucked away as if he’d sworn in front of a child. She only nodded, as if he were a stranger who’d done her a small courtesy.

At the pier, men stood braced inside their coats, eyes narrowed to slits against the rain. The boat rocked at the slip like a thing ashamed of what it had carried. Father Declan took the blessing out of his pocket like a pocket knife and used it on the air. Someone brought a lantern. Someone else pressed a flask into Aisling’s hand and she lifted it and let the burn draw a line down her. Cormac was at her shoulder without being near enough to be accused of comfort.

When they brought him up, wrapped, Aisling saw nothing at first but the tidy work of cloth. It struck her as obscene and kind in equal measure that a body could be made presentable after the sea was done with him. She stepped forward and the men—good men, men who had fished with Fionn and fought him over bait and adored him and wished him slow—parted like a book opened to the right page.

The lantern’s light trembled. She put a hand to the cloth and felt the shape of the shoulder beneath, a familiar geography made strange by stillness. She felt, too, the weight of the rain collecting at the edge of the tarp and running off, a constant winter weeping she had no authority to stop.

“Ah, love,” she said, her voice the smallest thing in the night and also the truest. “There you are.”

Somewhere behind her, Cormac made a sound a man makes when he remembers that the worst thing he ever did was leave, and the second worst was come back too late. He didn’t offer himself into her moment. He let the sea and the cloth and the old god of this place take their due.

Aisling leaned down and pressed her forehead to the damp curve of the shroud where she knew his temple would be. She screwed her eyes shut until the dark turned red, until a song that was not the women’s and not the priest’s but her own began in the small cave of her chest. It was not pretty. It was not meant to be. The wind heard it and backed off a step, like even weather knows when to quit.

When she straightened, the lantern light found her face and skated off it, choosing instead to lay itself along the rope, the wet rail, the slick hair of the boy who’d run for her. She turned without speaking and the men moved with her, some to carry, some to watch, all of them keeping their noise low as if they were in a room that required respect. Cormac fell in at her left again, as constant as the wall, as the line of the cliff, as the road home.

They walked back towards the house that had learned to hold everything. At the gate, the hyacinth’s swagger reached them before the door did. Inside, the women made space on the table and took down the good cloth. Someone stoked the fire until it spoke up.

Aisling unbuttoned her coat and felt the weight of the wet peel off in one cold sheet. She laid her palm on the jacket still hanging on the chair. It was heavy with rain now, as if it had gone out to meet him and come back honest for once.

“Put the kettle on,” she said to no one and to everyone, and the house, grateful for an order it could manage, began again.

The kettle took its time, as if it too had seen a man come home the wrong way and needed a moment to consider its steam. The women moved like tide around the table, sleeves rolled, faces shining with grief and work. Somebody had set another tray of sandwiches as if the night were a wedding. Father Declan was in the front room with the boys, saying the words that made men look at their boots. The children had quieted into nests on quilts along the wall, each a tidepool of breath and weight, their hair stuck to their foreheads like washed-up weed.

Aisling wrapped both hands around the teapot to feel its honest heat. Her fingers came back pinked, the clean sting of being awake. The jacket on the chair hung heavy, a second moon in the room, tugging at the tide of her attention. She imagined, with an exactness that made the mouth water, the way Fionn used to shake it once before he put it on, to loosen the sleeves, to make it pay attention to the man it was meant for. She set the cups in a row and measured out sugar by the old recipes the town kept in the wrist bones.

Mrs. Kelleher came to her shoulder, her breath a smoked thing. “You want the lace cloth?” she asked low, the way you ask if someone wants to be held without embarrassing them.

“Not yet,” Aisling said. Her tongue felt like a tool she’d borrowed. “When the aunties say so.”

“They’ll say so soon.” Mrs. Kelleher’s eyes flicked to the hallway where the front door had a new shape in it, the shape of a man carried by men. “They’ll make him handsome as he ever was and handsomer too, the way the dead manage. It’s a mercy and a trick.”

“I’ll take both,” Aisling said, and then inhaled sharply, as if the air might give her an instruction hidden under the ordinary.

They did not put him on the kitchen table. The front room had been cleared, photographs turned or straightened depending on the superstition of the hand that touched them. The curtains were only half-drawn, because the sea was the guest of honour at a wake like this whether or not it had the manners to stay outside. Candles made small altars of windowsills and mantle. The aunties came with their hair neatly pinned and their hands full of pins. They washed him with murmurs and linen and the skill of women who had done this too often to call it sacred and not often enough to call it routine. Aisling was asked once if she would like to sit; once if she would like to step away; both times she shook her head gently, and kept the kettle going like a heart.

The door saw a parade of coats. Men in caps and men without; women with red hands and women with rings that flashed; the boy who’d run with the word, scrubbed now and stood beside his mother like a trophy she did not want to win. Sive arrived at last, cheeks up, eyes lit in that bright brittle way that says a woman will cry later when there is only the dog to judge her. She pulled Aisling into the doorway and held her so tight the hyacinth on the sill nodded as if to approve the engineering of it.

“Say nothing,” Sive whispered into the wool at Aisling’s ear, and then said nothing and just breathed like a person near the long shore of a panic.

Only when the last of the chairs was set and the last of the coats was hung and the last of the children properly tucked did the house let itself sit down in its bones and listen to the dark. There was a scritch at the back door, sudden and ordinary. Cormac turned and opened it, expecting wind, and got Hobbs instead, the Kellehers’ miserable cat, who considered wakes part of his social calendar. He slid in like smoke, tail flagging a rude thought, and installed himself under the stove as if he paid the mortgage.

“Ah, Jesus,” Brid said, half laughing, half scandalised. “Even the cursed animal came to pay respects.”

“Cats have good theology,” Father Declan said gently, and someone snorted tea through their nose and blessed themselves to cover the crime.

The laugh went round the room with relief, then softened at the edges and ran out.

Aisling drifted toward the front room because a body will go where the gravity pulls it. The aunties had done what aunties do: Fionn looked like a man tidied up by love, with the sea washed off him like a sin the priest had no jurisdiction over. His hair, always a bit at war with itself, lay in a compromise that made him look younger. They’d put his hands just so, the left thumb tucked, the right wedding band catching the candlelight the way it had caught the sun on picnic afternoons when there had been strawberries and not enough plastic cups.

“Do you want to sit with him?” one of the aunties—Una, the one with the eyebrows that told the truth even when her mouth didn’t—asked, and Aisling lowered into the chair with the quiet of someone sitting into a long story mid-chapter.

Cormac hovered at the doorframe. He took off his cap—when had he put on a cap?—and held it in two hands flat, the way boys hold plates. A cut ran along the back of his knuckle, a bright thread he hadn’t noticed. It seemed right he should give blood without knowing.

“You’ll do the rosary?” Father Declan asked the room at large, an easy invitation, not a trap.

“We will,” Uma answered for them, the plural a comfort that did not require vote. “But not till the second pot. Let the house catch up with itself.”

Cormac came to stand by the mantelpiece only when Mrs. Kelleher hissed him forward with a glance. He looked at the photographs there: Fionn with a fish so big it made the frame cruel; Aisling with a paper crown on St. Stephen’s; the two of them in the first year, when their mouths had been quick to forgive. He did not touch. He did not trust his hands.

***
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Sive leaned into the doorway beside him like a sharp bracket. “You’ve a gall,” she said out of the corner of her mouth, a private line that could be warmed later into friendship or cooled into a quarrel, depending on the weather.

“I do,” he said quietly, because it was the only thing not to lie about.

“You’ll be useful, so,” she said, “to earn the right of your face.”

“Tell me how,” he said.

“Do the door when it bangs,” she said bluntly. “Say the names proper. Don’t let the Kavanagh boys near the whiskey until their own father comes—the short one cries like a violin, and the long one fights like a rooster. And don’t stand too close to Aisling unless she stands close to you. The town has eyes.”

“The town can have its eyes,” he said, and then caught himself, remembering where, remembering when. “I’ll mind.”

“You’d better,” Sive said, but there was a curl of soft in it now.

He minded the door. He said the names the way men said the names of fields, as if they’d walked them in winter. He kept the Kavanagh boys at the tea until their father arrived and put a hand on each head as if he were weighing loaves. He lugged the fresh peat and laid it like a promise. He did not reach for Aisling, but he did not lean away either when she came within arm’s notice, as if accident and intention were old cousins come to the same funeral.

At some hour that had no number in it, the sky outside the window ticked half a shade lighter; dawn feeling its way, careful not to offend the night at its work. The women, who had stamina for grief that men could not borrow, began the rosary at last, beads a soft tide against palms, the Hail Marys melting into each other until the room was more prayer than air. Aisling’s lips moved without sound for a time, then found it, a thread that could be woven for the length of one decade and then another.

Between the decades, Mrs. Kelleher stood and poured again, because even prayer has breaks and the human body does not care if God is in the room when it wants sugar. Brid passed slices on the good plate without comment.

Cormac felt the hours sit on his shoulders, familiar weight, the kind he had trained for in other lives—on deck, in barracks, in the long nights that stretched between the bad leaving and the bad return. The tea sat sour in his belly; his knuckle throbbed now he had seen it. When the beads paused he nudged the back door open for air. The yard was a wash of pewter. The sea, at last, looked like a body that had slept badly. He leaned out and breathed the salt like a medicine that had not failed him yet because he had not asked much of it.

A step scuffed behind him. He turned, thinking Hobbs had come to twine himself around human calves and make a nuisance of softness. It was Aisling, the blanket still tied at her waist like a belt, the knot a firm little fist. She pushed the door further and stood with him in the damp.

“You’ll catch your death,” Cormac said.

“I’ve a head start,” she said, not unkindly. The air moved her hair in small argument. “Did you eat?”

“A sandwich hammed me in the mouth, but yes.” He glanced into the room where Fionn rested and the women’s lips moved like a field of grasses. “I’m sorry for him.”

She made a sound low in her throat, a thing cats might answer. “He’d have been sorry for himself, too,” she said. “He was vain enough to want to know if he looked brave.” She breathed and the breath shook and then steadied. “He was stupid about the weather. He loved to pretend he could outread it. I told him the last week—” She stopped. “Well.”

“I was a coward about it,” Cormac said softly, surprising himself with the way the honesty warmed him. “The coming back.”

“You had a talent,” she said, “for being brave in the wrong places.”

“Aye.” He smiled with no teeth in it. “I still do.”

“Will you sit him?” she asked after a time, as if the question had worked its way to the front of the line and would not be told to wait. “A while, later. I’ll sleep in the afternoon if I can. The house will keep turning without me if there’s a man at the door and a woman near the kettle.”

“I will,” he said, and the word set itself into him with the finality of something hammered, not glued.

“Do you remember the first time we sat a body?” she asked.

“The O’Riada girl,” he said immediately, because memory is a treacherous friend but it loves to show off when it thinks it will be rewarded. “We were nineteen and thought we were old. You kept squeezing my hand till I couldn’t feel two fingers. I didn’t mind.”

“I thought the dark would close my lungs if I let go,” she said, and her mouth made a small, unwilling smile. “The aunties snarled at us for laughing once, and we weren’t laughing—only breathing wrong.”

“You cried into my jumper and I wore the salt stain a week like a St. Brigid’s cross,” he said, and the complication in his chest announced itself for what it was. “Ash,” he added, because he had to, because the syllable had fidelity to something he could not name. “I’m sorry for all the years.”

She tilted her head and the dawn found the line of her cheek. “Are you,” she said, not as a question, and then, unexpectedly, a kindness: “It won’t change the years, Cormac.”

She turned back into the house before the air could thicken with that thread. He let the door rest against his thigh a moment longer, then followed.

The day declared itself with the sound of a van on wet gravel. The butcher, arriving at an hour nobody could call reasonable, brought trays that steamed their way into a corner of the kitchen and declared the matter of hunger settled despite hunger’s insolence. The Kavanagh boys did cry as predicted, then fought as predicted, then fell asleep leaning against each other like two saints carved in the same chunk of stone. Father Declan’s phone went off twice and he muttered apologies to St. Whoever looked after clergy who were also men, and stepped into the yard to answer in a whisper the neighbours pretended not to hear. Two cousins who had sworn not to speak after an inheritance argument in 2011 stood elbow to elbow and buttered bread with compatible speed until their arms remembered they had been children together.

“You did him right,” she said. “And now you’ll rest. Sive, you’ll carry her upstairs.”

“I’ll not be carried,” Aisling said, some pride left to put in the mouth.

“You’ll be shepherded so,” her mother said, softening the order into a thing the day might accept. “Half an hour horizontal or I’ll tell the whole parish you snored.”

“That’s slander,” Aisling said.

“It will be,” her mother agreed, and in that exchange the two of them found a thin thread out of a worse hour.

Sive took Aisling’s elbow anyway and walked her up the narrow stairs that kept the smell of peat as if it were part of the bannister. In the small room under the eaves, the bed had its old dip that fit Aisling’s back and made strangers swear at the springs. Sive took off her boots with the care of a woman removing a splinter, then tucked the blanket around her like a gift. Aisling turned to the wall and let the breath go out of her body in a long, unpretty question.

“I’ll stand guard,” Sive said unnecessarily. “Try.”

Aisling tried.

Downstairs, the house took a new breath, the way houses do when the person the day belongs to is not in the room. Cormac stationed himself at the hall where the light broke itself on the picture frames. He had the clear thought a man only gets when his hands are busy and his mouth doesn’t have to be: If he did nothing else correct in this entire failure of a life, he would get this right—hold the door, say the names, tell old stories he had no right to own, and keep the wolves of gossip outside with a grin.

He thought of his hands on Aisling’s waist at seventeen, both of them balanced on the wall behind the school, their breaths coloured with cider and bravado. He thought of letters unwritten and then too late. He thought of the years he’d petitioned the sea for permission to be as thoughtless as weather and had been granted it, and how the debt was now due.

“Cormac,” Father Declan said, his voice gentle, “you’ll sit now, with him. I’ll walk the yard and make myself look useful.”

Cormac nodded. He smoothed the front of his jumper with a brief, ridiculous vanity his mother would have recognised and forgiven, and stepped into the front room where the air had a thickness to it: candle smoke and hymn and human sorrow rendered into something you could nearly drink.

Aisling’s mother came and stood beside him for a time without speaking, then reached and touched the back of his head, one brief, fierce pet like she was making sure he was real and then absolving herself of caring. “You were always trouble,” she said, without heat, and left him there with his heart beating like a thing that wanted out.

Upstairs, Aisling slept the kind of sleep that is an agreement with the body rather than a pleasure. She dreamt of the jacket moving on its own, raising its arm as if to button itself, and when she woke her mouth tasted of copper and peat, and the light had changed into the kind that makes you believe the afternoon might go on forever just to spite you. She lay there one breath, two, the bed holding her like an old auntie who pretends she’s not fond, then swung her legs over, put her heels to the floor, and stood.

She found her boots, shoved back into them, and descended. Sive met her at the last step with a cup. “You got forty minutes,” she said triumphantly. “I lied to your mother and told her an hour.”

“Saint you are,” Aisling said, and sipped, and the tea went down so clean it brought tears to her eyes she did not give permission for.

When she stood in the front room, the aunties looked up as one and their faces softened minutely, a private consent that she might be allowed to be Aisling and not the Widow for three and a half seconds. Cormac moved to the side of his chair as if he meant to stand; she put two fingers on the air in the small universal sign that says stay, and he did.

She went to Fionn. The candles suggested a holy theatre; the sea through the half-curtain suggested something older. She touched the linen at his shoulder again, the way you touch a door you’re about to close: not in farewell but in negotiation.

“You told him off?” Sive asked under her breath, because friendship is a many-headed beast, and one of its heads is mischief.

“After the aunties left the room, I called him an eejit,” Aisling said, and the women’s heads bent, hiding smiles like sparrows.

“You’ll do the words?” her mother asked, meaning the eulogy, meaning the truth.

Aisling nodded. “I’ll do the words,” she said. “But not about boats. They’ll do the boats. I’ll do the bread. I’ll do the way he cleaned his nails with your good knife.” She looked toward the kitchen as if the knife might bridle at the mention. “I’ll do the laugh.”

“Do the stubborn,” Brid suggested.

“That too,” Aisling said, and felt, against her will, the corner of her mouth lift as if her face had been taught by a patient teacher to do that even in church.

Cormac listened to women plan a man’s ending like a chorus writes an ending to a song everyone knows and no one wants finished. He noticed the patch on the carpet where a child had spilled something purple years ago and a rug strategically lay. He noticed the flake in the paint above the mantle that looked like a map of an island no one had conquered. He noticed that he was breathing and that each breath hurt in a new place, as if grief had found an unvisited room and set about redecorating.

Aisling caught Cormac’s eye across the room without meaning to. The look stayed, which is the dangerous thing looks do when they get generous notions. There was a conversation in it they had no business starting and less business finishing. She blinked out of it and turned to her mother with a practical question about tomorrow’s trays. The room, satisfied at being chosen over hunger, went back to breathing.

“Go on, Eoghan,” she said, the kindness automatic now, a muscle developed by necessity.

“Mr. Fionn’s radio—” he began, and then faltered at the name, as if it bit. “It’s come on.”

“Come on?” She frowned.

“In the shed,” he said, flustered by his own mouth. “We were in there for the folding chairs earlier, and it was dead, like, and now it’s lit up and—” He stopped because a boy afraid of the sea will say anything and a boy used to it knows when to shut up. “I thought you’d want to know.”

Ten heads turned like sunflowers. The shed was not sacred and not secular; it was a place men keep their persistence. Aisling handed her cup to Sive, who took it as if handed a relic. She walked the hall and felt Cormac fall in beside her again with the quiet of a shadow that knows its job. Eoghan went ahead and waited at the back step as if he had escorted a queen and now did not know where to put his hands.

The shed smelled of oil and old rope and the kind of iron that gets in your blood. The little radio on the shelf—the cheap black one Fionn had mocked as if it might blush and work better—glowed with a thin green hungry light. Static feathered the air like moths at a lamp.

Aisling reached for the knob, then withdrew her hand, as if the thing might bite, and then reached again, annoyed at herself for the story she was telling about a radio. She turned it toward volume.

She laughed then, quiet, hand to her mouth as if she’d been told a dirty joke in church. It was an elemental, exhausted laugh that belonged to the floorboards as much as to her. Cormac’s mouth eased, relief at the untwisting of something braced.

“It’s only us, wiring the world,” she said, and turned the knob to off, not cruelly, only decisively. “He’s not in machines today.”

“Nor you,” Cormac said, “and thank God for that.”

“You can eat another sandwich and take one home to your mother,” Aisling said, pressing a parcel into his hands that she hadn’t wrapped but somehow had. “Tell her I’ll be after her for the plate.”

“Aye,” he said, eyes brighter with food than with fear, and sprinted, because boys run when told to go, because it feels like accomplishing something to change the shape of the air.

They stood there one second longer than sense, two. Cormac reached for the shelf and straightened the hammer that had been left at an angle, then set his palm on the workbench as if to promise it more honest use soon. Aisling watched his hand and felt slowly, like a tide coming in to confess, the old map of her body remembering the coastlines of him. She did not move toward or away. She held the doorway, guardian of both the work and the stupid heart that wanted workloads in poetry.

“I’ll need someone to look at the motor,” she said, turning to the practical because it made a good wall.

“I know a man,” he said. “He owes me.”

“Who doesn’t,” she said levelly, and then let herself be sorry for the sharpness. “All right. Have him come day after tomorrow. Not tomorrow.” She glanced toward the front, toward the shape under linen. “Not the day we bury him.”

“No,” Cormac said. “Not that day.”

They went back in. The hyacinth bowed in a draught and then returned to form, indecent and beautiful and exactly itself in a house that had room for both truth and its better lies. The jacket on the chair dripped onto the tile with patient precision, the way a clock would if clocks were honest about weather. The kettle began its old song once more, and the house, like a woman who has learned to carry and set down in the same breath, lifted its sleeves and kept going.
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He expected the door to resist, to insist on a key or a code, but it opened on the first push with a sound like a breath scraped over stone.

The vestibule admitted him like a mistake. Marble tiles in a checkerboard had lost several teeth; a runner rug showed a long appetite of moths. Beyond, a hall ran the length of the house, lit by a chandelier that refused to admit how much dust made it glitter. Somewhere deeper in, a radio played a station out of an older decade—crooner strings, a woman with a voice like smoke and lemon peel singing about calling someone home.

Warmth arrived in pockets, as if heat here was a neighborhood feud. He found it strongest in the library to the right, where a fire did its best not to be embarrassed by the size of the hearth. Books climbed the walls, foxed and patient. Against the far window, a table had been set up with an honesty bar—tea, instant coffee, a bottle of Irish whiskey with one pour gone.

“Hello?” he called, voice wrong in the high room, thinner than he’d meant it to be.

A door near the back clicked. A pair of footsteps crossed stone, then wood. The woman who entered wore a fisherman’s sweater the exact grey of the weather and jeans with dried paint caught in the seams, as if she’d been mending the house the way you mend a sentence. Early forties, hair pinned without enthusiasm, eyes the difficult green that never made up its mind what colour it wanted to be. She had the face of someone who listened more than she talked and did not always forgive what she heard.

“You’re Tom,” she said, and made it sound like a decision.

“You must be...?” He set the duffel down. His shoulder sighed its thanks.

“Evelyn Fox,” she said. “The one with the deed and the debt. Welcome to Foxlow.”

He gave her the grin that had sold at least three rooms and one film back when rooms and films had still been buying. It used to say: I am more harmless than my reputation and better company than my résumé. Lately it said: I am trying.

“Thanks for having me,” he said. “The place is—”

“Falling apart,” she offered. “Romantic, if you’re generous and it’s golden hour. Sincere in its rot. We’ve had worse blurbs.”

He laughed despite himself. “I was going to say... it has presence.”

“Ah.” Her mouth twitched. “Cheaper than heat.”

He liked her immediately for the bluntness, the way she hung truth like coats on hooks. He took in the room as she moved toward the fire—tall windows, sea beyond them like a rumor; a ship in a glass case that had never seen water; a faded oil portrait of an ancestor who wore his inheritance like a headache. In the corner, a plank table hosted a scatter of paperwork—contracts, printouts with colour-coded notes, a mug with a hairline crack that would, he was certain, eventually define the entire enterprise.

“We’ll have six,” Evelyn said, kneeling to feed the fire with a confidence that made Tom think she had learned on bigger, hungrier mouths. “Seven if the poet decides not to run away at the last minute. They always do better at arriving than staying. It’s a life skill, leaving.”

“I can do both,” he said before he could help it.

“Can you?” She looked up with mild curiosity, as if he’d claimed he could play the cello with his feet. “I read your interview with Variety. The one where you said Hollywood taught you that the best endings are the ones where everyone loses something.”

“I was trying to sound clever.”

“It worked. You sounded like a man who’d lost just enough to be interesting and not enough to be tragic.” She stood and dusted her palms. “We like those here.”

He swallowed and recognised the old professional relief of being seen at the right distance—no adoration, no knives. “You said six,” he said. “I only saw four names on the emails.”

“June,” she said, ticking off fingers. “Harper. Malik, if the gods of travel and mood allow. A thriller man who has already asked if there’s a gym, which means there will be a punchline later. And Nina.”

Her hand fell to her side with that last, as if the name were heavier than the others by several pounds.

Tom looked at the fire until it scattered his reflection into tolerable pieces. He had known it would be here somewhere, the chance he’d agreed to take and the punishment he deserved for the agreeing. He had not expected it this soon, in the first minute, before he could pick a room with a door that locked politely.

“Right,” he said. His voice came back different, thinner, a string tuned too tight. “Nina.”

“You know the name,” Evelyn said, and did not make it a question.

He nodded once, a gesture bled of drama.

“Good,” she said. “Fewer introductions. She came last night.” Evelyn’s eyes did not leave his face. “Storm pinned her car two towns down. I sent Dan with the truck.”

“She’s... here.” It wasn’t a sentence so much as a thing his mouth needed to rehearse.

“Is that a problem?”

“Yes,” he said, and then, because he’d come to be better, “No. It’s an opportunity to behave like a person.”

Evelyn’s mouth softened. “We do try for that, in this crumbling temple. There’s stew at six. The power might sulk if the wind keeps at it. Candles by the piano, blankets in the trunk under the stairs. You’ll take the room at the back—easiest exit if you bolt, nicest view if you don’t. The retreat starts at dinner. No speeches. People will arrive brittle. Don’t tap them. Let them thaw.”

“And my job,” he said, because saying the words aloud made them feel less like a dare he’d accepted at 2 a.m., “is to... make the week work.”

He opened his mouth to make a cheap joke about poets and sleep, closed it again when he saw she meant it.

“Anything you need?” she asked.

“A different version of the past,” he said, and she granted him a small smile that acknowledged the dignity of the request and the impossibility of it in equal measure.

“You’ll find Nina in the music room,” she said. “She’s been... tuning.”

She stood with her back to him, looking into the glass at the grey slice of sea. Her hair was shorter than he remembered—above the shoulders, clean, no longer the long curtain she’d disappeared behind when she wrote. She wore black in a way that looked considered and also not. The sweater sleeves were pushed to the elbow. Her forearms were strong, all tendon and intention. On the piano, sheets of staff paper lay like an inside joke; a book of Chopin wavered under the weight of a stack of Postits.

“Nobody plays the piano,” she said to the window. “It exists to make the house think it remembers joy.”

“Nina,” he said, and the name unrolled in his mouth as if it had been waiting behind his teeth for a decade, patient and annoyed.

She turned, and the years reorganized themselves between them.

“Tom.” She made the word square and set it on a shelf where it would not fall.

“You cut your hair,” she said.

“It was that or join a band.”

“And the band said no.”

“They said I’m not a joiner.” He smiled and let it fail. “You look good.”

“Don’t try to be flattering. It will make me suspicious and you tired.”

He found himself laughing, then angry at the comfort of it. “How long has it been?” he asked, battling the idiocy of the question even as it left him.

“Long enough to mistake the beginning for the end,” she said. “And long enough to forget why we started.”

“We started because they paid us,” he said, then wished he hadn’t because it made the small cheap thing between them louder than the large brave thing had ever been.

“We started because you were drowning and I could hold my breath,” she said, not unkindly.

He nodded. “And then the credit rolled.”

“And your name was spelled right,” she said, and the temperature altered by a degree neither of them pretended not to feel.

He could have said it then—the apology rehearsed in cars and showers and anonymous hotel rooms where the air conditioner made a civic noise all night. He could have said the words in the order required by decency, even if the timing had ruined them. I should have—. I didn’t—. You did. He could have said: I am here because I want to spend whatever is left of the muscle on making things better in the precise way you define better.

“Is this him?” she asked Nina, the s like a pebble she had to place rather than a thing she could slide over.

June held out her hand and he took it with care he did not know he had in him. Her fingers were warm, capable. He watched her eyes as she searched for the right sentence and found it, placing each word on its feet and making sure it could stand. “You wrote... the movie,” she said slowly, the cadence of a person who had lost words and found new ways to carry them. “I... liked the scene with the... wall.”

“The wall,” he repeated, and in his mind a set rose out of the dark—brick, wet, a man and a woman who didn’t know how to put the same argument down. Nina had written the bones; he had dressed the bones and then taken them to the premiere. “Thank you.”

“June writes romance,” Nina said. “She is trying to write a brain that forgot it knows how.”

June laughed, a small spill of sound that made Tom think of cracked ice thawing. “We’re... friends,” she said of herself and Nina, words placed like cups on a shelf. “I knew the... owner. Before the storm. When this was just a house with... bad... wallpaper.”

“You’ll want tea,” Nina said to June, and to Tom: “There’s a kettle opposite the tragedies.”

“The tragedies?”

“The books people pretend to have read until they need a doorstop.” She turned back to the window, a dismissal that carried no meanness, just a boundary laid with honest material.

He found the kettle, found the mugs, found the tin of biscuits that had lost their crisp two owners ago. June followed him, leaning her hip against the console as if practicing standing. Up close, he saw the small tremor at the corner of her mouth where effort gathered; the way her eyes tracked the kettle as if tracking was a new skill earned the hard way.

“I’m supposed to... say,” she began, and it made him want to set every object in the room closer to her reach, “what my... goal is. For the week.”

“You don’t have to perform,” he said, pouring water. “I’m not a network.”

“I want to... write the scene where a woman...” She closed her eyes and touched her temple, not for drama but to find the door inside. “Where a woman teaches her body... to trust the next... sentence.”

He slid the mug toward her. “That’s the whole book, isn’t it,” he said softly.

She opened her eyes and smiled with the relief of being understood without having to carry all the weight of it. “Yes.”

A thunk in the hall let them know another arrival had collided with the present tense. Evelyn’s voice preceded the man who entered—a handsome mess in a bomber jacket with a duffel that wanted to be an excuse. He moved with the alertness of someone who had learned to sleep in rooms that might not be safe and poured that vigilance now into the civilized act of standing near strangers.
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