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For the ones who stayed.
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“Some vows are borrowed. The truth is earned.”
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Promise Law Lantern

Rain came in sideways, the kind that found the gap between collar and skin and wrote its name there. Aisling stood beneath the Civic Offices overhang, watching the Liffey move like a dark thought. The river threw up the city in little broken pieces—lamp filigree, bus lights, the pale oval of a gull—and she let it. Her hands were stuffed into her coat pockets, fingers worrying the corner of an index card until it went soft at the edges. The card said: clinic, dignity, not a line item. She’d written it in her tiny, neat script the way she always had, the way that once crowned other people’s speeches and made them look brave.

A gust snapped the umbrella of a woman passing, a clean give with a hiss of metal. Aisling took a step forward before stopping herself. Not your crisis, not today. The phone in her pocket vibrated once, a simple buzz, the agreed signal from Sorcha that meant: here. She looked across the road and saw her sister, hair dragged into a ponytail, cheeks pinked with the cold, the hospital lanyard tucked half-heartedly into the V of her jumper. Sorcha lifted the thermos like a small flag.

“Deal,” Aisling said, and they came together on the pavement’s edge, bumping shoulders, pretending they were the kind of sisters who didn’t have to say sorry for the last fight by doing this ritual exactly the same way every time.

“So?” Sorcha said, pouring careful arcs of steam into two dented cups. The tea smelt like warmth and home, tannin and toast. “The donor meeting?”

“Pushed,” Aisling said. “To later. He wants ‘stable optics’ first.”

“Stable optics,” Sorcha repeated, eyes rolling. “What is he, a horse whisperer?”

“A man who reads the front of the Irish Daily every morning and thinks that’s the city,” Aisling said. She blew across the tea and felt her fingers again. “He’ll sign if the project looks clean. If it doesn’t—he pulls, and we’re swimming against the current with no floaties.”

“Don’t,” Sorcha said, a quick little cut of her hand. “You promised. No drowning metaphors.”

“I promised to try,” Aisling said, and tapped the frayed corner of the card. “How bad inside?”

“It’s a Monday,” Sorcha said. “Which is to say: all of it. A mouldy ceiling tile caved in the counselling room—maintenance are ‘aware’—and the printer ate the referral list. But Ruth got the vaccination clinic running with two volunteers and a prayer. If we close, those families don’t get a bus across town; they don’t go. That’s the maths.”

“Half want to help,” Sorcha said. “Half want the photo of them wanting to help. The developer wants both halves to shut up.”

Aisling smiled without mirth. “And you want me to do the impossible and keep his glass palace from blocking your sun.”

“I want you to do what you do,” Sorcha said, softer. “Put a spine in the room. Words aren’t decoration. They shape where people stand.”

Aisling took a sip of too-hot tea and let it burn, a small punishment. “He’s got a new PR lead,” she said. “Evan Kearns. Charmed half the press pack with a wink this morning.”

“Winked at them, too,” Aisling said, and Sorcha’s laugh came like a tiny bell. “He’ll be at the presser. He’ll smell blood.”

“And what have you got?” Sorcha asked.

Aisling tapped her pocket where her notebook lay, the one with the sections she’d drawn in pencil: facts, names, stakes. She didn’t say there was a blank space where she used to keep courage, a space that had been carved clean. She didn’t say the word leak, or how she’d learned that the internet never vanished anything, especially not a woman. She didn’t say Cillian.

Sorcha looked at her with that physician’s gaze that took a pulse at twenty paces. “He’s still on the case,” she said quietly.

“He’s the clinic’s solicitor,” Aisling said, too fast.

“He’s still on your case,” Sorcha said, not unkindly. “You’ll see him.”

“What do you want me to do? Cross the bridge?” Aisling asked, irritation flickering like a match. “Say: sorry about the mess I made of us, fancy saving a building together?”

“Something like that,” Sorcha said. “But fewer fireworks. We’re allergic to headlines.”

The rain thinned to a drizzle that hung in the streetlight like silver dust. A young mother hurried past pushing a buggy, a toddler hooked to her wrist with a rainbow strap, both of them damp and laughing at nothing. Aisling watched them go and felt the slow, stern hand of the day settle on her shoulder.

“I’ll be at the back,” Sorcha said, handing her the second cup. “If the room presses in, look right and down. I’ll do the face.”

Aisling grinned. “The face?”

“The ‘I am a GP and I see you lying with your mouth right now’ face,” Sorcha said, and did it; it was almost a smile and almost a threat.

“Great. I’ll aim my honesty at it,” Aisling said, and tucked the chip-handled cup into the curve of her palm like a talisman.

Inside, the foyer smelt faintly of disinfectant and wet coats. The press pen had been erected with the speed and inevitability of scaffolding; metal barriers bit the tiles, and a red rope clipped between them made a neat mouth for soundbites to pass through. Cameras blinked. Mics wore their little windjackets, branded in primary colours. Aisling felt the first roll of nausea and smiled through it. She’d been in rooms like this a hundred times. She knew where to stand so the light liked you. She knew how to make three points and leave.

“Ms Keane.” The voice slid to her left with the polish of a marble step. When she turned, Evan Kearns was already smiling. He had the face of a man who’d never been surprised by a mirror. “It’s good to put an actual person to the excellent emails.”

“Likewise,” Aisling said, and shook his hand. He had a dancer’s grip, light and controlled. He wore discretion like a tie. “Thank you for moving the presser inside.”

“Not my call,” he said, and the smile widened a notch to show there was no truth inside it. “You’ll take point? We’ve got three minutes. Councillor Doyle has a quorum call.”

“Of course,” he said. “And then Mr Ward will—ah.”

Cillian walked in without making an entrance, which in that room mattered more than any spotlight arrival. He was taller than she remembered, or perhaps his certainty fit him differently now; grief can shrink people, but time sometimes gives the spine back. He wore his old coat, the one that always looked a fraction too thin for Dublin rain, and carried a notebook in his left hand, the elastic looped round twice, frayed to a delicate fringe where his thumb found it. His hair curled at his temple like it couldn’t help itself. He reached up to tuck it behind his ear, and the gesture was so familiar her throat tightened as if a hand had closed around it.

He saw her. A small thing, but he did. Not the PR cameras, not the trembling set of the Deputy Lord Mayor’s jaw, not Sorcha’s sharp silhouette by the back wall. He saw Aisling. Something went through his eyes—surprise first, then that careful, banked warmth he’d always used when approaching a frightened animal or a fresh student barrister, the one that said: I’ll come at the pace you set.

“Mr Kearns,” Cillian said to Evan. His voice still had the scrape of sandpaper at the edge of it, Galway left in the vowels and a decade of courtrooms trying to file it off. “We’ll speak to the community covenant clauses after this.”

“On background,” Evan said, easy. “We’ll find a room.”

“Aisling,” he said, and her name in his mouth sounded as if it still belonged to her.

“Cillian,” she said, and her voice didn’t wobble. Victory.

He looked exactly once at the chipped handle of the cup in her hand and his mouth indented at one corner. “Still robbing the good crockery,” he murmured.

“Optics,” he said, as if the word tasted odd. “Ready?”

“Always,” she said. He raised a brow. “All right, sometimes.”

“Better,” he said, and the press aide was gesturing at them now, a little chop of the hand: time.

They took the rope mouth together. The cameras blinked alive, a bank of metallic eyes. Aisling felt Sorcha’s gravitational pull off to her right and down, took a breath, and placed three facts on the lectern like clean stones. She spoke about the clinic’s vaccination numbers and the way the midwife’s room lights were soft for anxious parents and how the teen mental health drop-in was the only one in the area with Gaeilge signage first. She said “dignity” and meant it, her vowels flashing like fish. She didn’t look at Evan. She looked at Niamh Doyle and watched the woman lift her chin a fraction at the sound of something real.

When the questions came, they came with fangs padded by civility. Will the development overshadow the clinic? Can services be relocated? Is there a compromise? Aisling’s pulse climbed the stairs inside her and she answered with sentences that walked. No foam. No flourish. When one reporter said, “Ms Keane, given your... past coverage—”, Aisling left the pause sitting on the lectern between them until it chilled. Then she said, calmly, “The work doesn’t change because someone took a photo of the worker.”

“Follow,” the reporter said, but Evan stepped in with a velvet pivot, and that was his talent: to move the room by half-degrees until people found themselves facing something else and thought it had been their idea. For a moment, that frightened her more than a blunt hit would have done.

Cillian didn’t perform. He said names. He said Nora, who comes on Tuesdays at eight so she can get to her shift by nine. He said Tyrone, who laughs too loud when he’s scared and is trying really hard not to make that anyone’s problem. He said Estefanía, who cried when someone finally read her form the right way round. He didn’t tell their secrets; he told the truth in the way he always had, bone-deep and angled at you, and Aisling—professional, constituted of answers—felt tears salt her tongue. The cameras, hungry as gulls, leaned in and then, somehow, leaned back.

Three minutes spilled into seven. At the end, Niamh Doyle leaned forward and said, “We will reconvene for committee at three. I want enforceable community benefits on paper before then.”

“On record,” Cillian said.

Aisling’s hand found the index card in her pocket and pressed it flat as if pressure could make it a contract. As they stepped away, flashbulbs grazed them like passing hands. Her shoulder brushed Cillian’s. They stopped.

Not yet.
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Blue Storm Heart

“Ground rules,” he said quietly, without preamble. “If we’re going to keep ending up at the same lectern.”

Aisling’s laugh surprised her; it landed light. “Two minutes,” she said. “I’ve a donor to soothe who thinks ‘optics’ is a religion.”

“Two minutes,” he agreed. He glanced around and then angled them to the side corridor near a soft drinks machine where the light went kind and the security camera blinked bored. He didn’t crowd her. He leaned against the wall an inch away, the elastic of his notebook creaking under his thumb. “All right. I won’t blindside you in public. If there’s a hit coming from my side, I’ll tell you first.”

“Same,” she said, because he deserved that. “No ‘leaks’ from me.”

He looked at her then, really looked, and the word did what words do: brought the thing into the room. For a heartbeat the corridor narrowed to exactly the size of their history.

“And,” he said after a breath, gentling it, “we don’t ask each other for lies.”

A beat of silence. The edges of her card dug crescents into her skin. “What about... performance?” she asked. “Not lies. Just—shape.”

“Shape is fine,” he said. “The world lives on shape. But if you ask me to say black is blue to make a headline sleep better, I’ll refuse, and we’ll both have to live with that.”

“That was always you,” she said, a flick of old affection, almost a smile. “You’d fight the Atlantic if it had misfiled a form.”

“Only if it threatened a client,” he said. “Yours?”

She swallowed. “We keep people out of the crossfire,” she said. “Staff. Patients. Your mother if she’s still on Facebook.”

“She left,” he said dryly. “A man posted a picture of a potato that looked like Michael D. She said it was the devil’s work and deactivated.” He tilted his head a fraction. “And us?”

She looked down at her cup, at the chip that matched the one on her own heart—both earned in kitchens doing ordinary things. She wanted to hand him the whole map. She wanted to run.

“We tell each other the truth,” she said, finally, quietly. “Even if it hurts. Especially if it hurts.”

And we choose it in daylight too—on record, on paper, with consequences.

“Grand,” he said, and his mouth did that indent again, relief disguised as amusement. “We’ll need your donor to stop putting his thumb on the scale.”

“He likes handshakes with diamond rings,” she said, then wished she hadn’t.

Cillian’s eyes flicked to her hands and back. “Does he now.”

“Optics,” she said, shrugging as if the word didn’t scratch. She glanced past him and the moment broke because everything always does. “I have to go.”

“Right,” he said. “Aisling—”

“Tea is in the quiet room on two,” he said. “If you need ten minutes. Later.”

She nodded, grateful for the offering not the drink. “I’ll text when I’m home,” she said, and could’ve bitten her tongue—the old sentence, rolling out of an old habit.

“Ah,” he said, soft as a smile and nothing like one. “Right. Do.”

When she stepped back into the foyer, Evan was there with a look that belonged on a man picking out cufflinks. “He’s very compelling,” he said as if discussing a salad. “We’ll need to neutralise him at committee.”

“Or hear him,” Aisling said, and watched his sleek eyebrows confess a moment of confusion before smoothing. “We could write a thing that makes room for what he’s defending.”

“We could,” Evan said agreeably. “But then we’d be constrained by it.”

“Sometimes constraint builds the better bridge,” she said, because she couldn’t help herself; her father had said that about fiddles and lathes and Dublin tenements. Evan’s smile didn’t move.

“Your donor,” he said instead, a clean segue. “He’ll require a show of stability. I’ve an idea.”

“I’m sure you do,” Aisling said, but her phone buzzed again—twice now, Sorcha’s code for: trouble in the waiting room—and she lifted a hand. “Later.”

“Soon,” he said. “For both our sakes.”

The waiting room was an approximation of calm, the kind you can buy in catalogue pictures: blue chairs, soft posters about breath, a plant trying its best. A man in a high-vis jacket had his hands clenched on his knees like he was praying to knuckles. A girl of about sixteen had her hood up and a sneer on, the armour of a person who hasn’t been listened to enough. Two toddlers shared a packet of crisps with the fervour of saints. Sorcha stood with her hand on a woman’s shoulder, murmuring.

“What is it?” Aisling asked, low.

“Registrar from Planning,” Sorcha said, equally low. “Apparently someone filed a complaint that the clinic is ‘in breach of occupancy’ during renovations. They want to close the waiting room until a safety inspection.”

“Now?” Aisling said. “On committee day?”

“Like a magic trick,” Sorcha said. “He’s in the hall. Looks twelve. Smells like new paper.”

Aisling smiled and turned, and it was exactly as described: a young man with a clipboard and a tie that had learned its knot today. He had the earnest terror of someone who wanted desperately to do the right paperwork.

“Hello,” Aisling said, bright and warm, and he smiled reflexively, because that’s what brightness and warmth do to people. “I’m with communications. I see you’ve got an urgent safety concern. Thank you for coming.”

“Oh,” he said, relief loosening his shoulders a little. “Yes. The note came through just now. There’s a leak somewhere? And the ceiling tile—”

“Already cordoned, already triaged,” Aisling said. “We’ve moved anyone from that corridor. Would you like to see the remedial plan? It’s thrilling.”

He blinked. “Is it?”

“No,” Aisling said, letting the joke land gently. “But it will help you write a report that says we are following procedure to the letter and spirit, and no one is in danger, and services can continue while remedial work proceeds, as per the guidelines I suspect you know by heart.”

His ears pinked. She saw the bit of him that was tired already from arguing with older men who called him ‘son’. “Yes,” he said, voice creeping toward hope. “Yes, that would be good.”

“Great,” she said. “Tea?”

He looked startled. “Ah—no, thank you.”

“More for us,” Sorcha said blandly, and handed Aisling the clipboard like it was a baton.

Ten minutes later, the note had changed shape. It was still a note. It was now a paragraph inside a larger paragraph that emphasised continuity of care. Aisling added two lines about the clinic’s compliance record and a link to the city’s own guidance. The young man’s mouth made a little O of relief as if she’d given him new lungs.

“You’re very good at this,” he said, almost admiring.

“Words follow rules,” she said. “People should too.”

“Miss?” the girl said, voice reaching up for nonchalance and failing. “D’you have a pen?”

Aisling gave her one of her own, blue with a thin grip. The girl spun it between fingers like a trick and then, after a beat, said, awkward and ferocious, “You were right to say names. They’re not just numbers.” She coloured as if she’d exposed something. “My ma... anyway.”

“Thank you,” Aisling said, because praise is a gift you don’t drop. “We’ll keep saying them.”

When she stepped back into the hall, Cillian was there, like some kind of inevitability dressed as coincidence. He lifted a brow at the clipboard in her hand.

“You look like you’ve won a minor war,” he said.

“Skirmish,” she said. “Planning tried to pull a rabbit; turned out to be a hedgehog.”

His laugh caught her completely off guard and did a foolish thing to her stomach. He held out his hand for the clipboard. Their fingers didn’t touch. This seemed important.

“Committee at three,” he said. “I’ll speak to the covenant language. We need enforceables: percentage ring-fences, not aspirations.”

Because after today, there would be no pretending this was only work.

“Give me your redlines,” she said. “I’ll build the cadence so the Deputy can swallow them with her legacy.”

“I promise,” she said, and for once the words didn’t feel like performance.

They stood there, two people in a corridor smelling faintly of boiled kettle and antiseptic, the city pressing its face against the windows. The day had started tip toward the kind of blue that makes each lamp halo brighter.

“Ground rules, part two,” Cillian said, half-smiling. “We don’t let them use the people as props. If they want a family for the cameras, they ask the family, and we say no unless the family says an uncoerced yes.”

“Agreed,” she said. “And we walk them to their bus ourselves if they get overwhelmed.”

“Deal,” he said, then, gentler: “Are you all right?”

She nearly said yes. It was the easy move. It would keep the moment smooth. But her shoulder still remembered his palm from months ago, a flash of something in a stairwell years back when she’d paused on the third step to breathe and he had not touched her until she’d said—yes, now. She had made decisions since, some clever, some catastrophically not. If they were building something—anything—on this, it couldn’t be with polite lies.

“I’m... working,” she said, honestly. “At being all right.”

He nodded, like that was an answer. “Text me when you’re home,” he said, and this time it landed as an offer, not a claim.

“Tea first,” she said, and the corner of his mouth went again. She wasn’t sure which one of them she’d saved in that second.

***
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She made it to the quiet room on two before her breath finally betrayed her.

The door clicked shut and the tears came hot and furious, not romantic, not graceful— a body refusing to behave. She braced her hands on the sink, stared at her own reflection in the harsh strip-light, and hated how steady she looked when she felt like she was breaking.

Seven years of being watched. Of being named in headlines like a cautionary tale. Of learning to smile through it so nobody could call her hysterical and mean it as a verdict.

Her fingers shook as she twisted the tap on, let cold water run over her wrists until sensation returned. It didn’t fix anything. It just gave her a task that obeyed.

A knock, soft. Not the press. Not Evan. A pause that asked permission the way Cillian always had.

“Aisling?” His voice came through the door like a hand held out, palm up. “You don’t have to be fine on my account.”

She closed her eyes. The easy lie rose first—grand, sound, sorted. She swallowed it.

“I’m not,” she said, and the honesty felt like stepping off a ledge. “I’m not fine. I’m just... still standing.”

Silence, then the gentlest exhale, as if he’d been holding his own breath with hers.

“That’s enough,” he said. “We’ll do the next bit together. No performances.”

She opened the door. He didn’t touch her. He just stood there, steady as a doorframe, and for a second she let herself believe in something as ordinary as being held—without being handled.

***
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When he moved away, she felt the cold reclaim the inch of space. She tucked the index card back into the little box of cards in her pocket—names on one, figures on another, phrases that let air in—and let the lid click. Committee at three. Donor after. Optics, she thought, and then, deliberately: truth.

Outside, the Liffey changed her mind again and ran smoother. The city’s tin roofs shivered with the memory of rain. Aisling pulled her coat close and stepped into the afternoon with her head up, the chipped cup warm against her palm like a promise that didn’t need a ring to be real.

By three, the committee room had filled with that dense, bureaucratic hush that always precedes public argument. The carpet was grey, as if designed to hide the scuffs of history. A clock ticked with unembarrassed volume near the door. Councillors shuffled papers like stage props; staff whispered across the aisle; Evan stood with his head tipped toward a reporter, smiling with only the top half of his face. Aisling took her seat at the side table, set out her pens, and slid the stack of redlines towards Cillian when he sat beside her.

“Prepared,” he murmured, skimming. “You’ve even marked cadence.”

“Helps them swallow,” she said. “Short. Long. Rest. Then the true line.”

“You’re dangerous when you’re kind,” he said, but the warmth in it softened the edge.

Niamh Doyle entered like a brisk wind and the room found its spine. “Right,” she said, clapping once, as if gathering unruly schoolchildren. “We’re reconvened on the Riverfront Development and associated community obligations. I will have brevity. I will have clarity. If you’ve brought an anecdote that would be better told in a pub, save it for the pub.” She gave the faintest half-smile. “Mr Ward, Ms Keane—enforceables first.”

Cillian stood. Aisling felt the room’s temperature alter by half a degree. He didn’t raise his voice; he brought the room closer. “We’ve proposed a binding Community Benefits Agreement with percentage ring-fences for on-site services,” he said. “Fifteen per cent of ground-floor area dedicated in perpetuity to primary care and youth mental health. Funded by the developer, administered by the clinic, audited annually by an independent chair agreed by both parties and the city.”

A councillor with a bow-tie blinked. “In perpetuity?” he repeated, as if it were a ruder word than it was.

“Yes,” Cillian said. “Children grow every year; crises don’t sunset. We cannot fund need with press cycles.”

“And staff protections during construction,” Cillian went on. “Dust, noise, access. Not a courtesy—codified. We’ve detailed ventilation requirements and protected egress so no prams are making heat maps of the stairwells.”

A small laugh gusted and died. He placed his palm briefly on the page as if to steady the clauses, then stepped back. Aisling rose into the space he left.

“This is the city talking to itself,” she said. “Our best voice is on paper. The public trusts us when we can point to a sentence and say: there. It’s not aspiration; it’s an address.”

“We’re not here to stop light from touching the river,” she said, letting the rhythm find her, “but to ensure the light falls on everyone. The clinic is an address for people who have run out of luck elsewhere. If we move them in the name of elegance, they won’t follow. If we keep them here, we choose a city that keeps its promises.”

She sat. A quiet beat. Niamh nodded toward Evan. “Response?”

Evan’s smile could have had a LinkedIn account. “We support the spirit,” he said. “We have concerns about the letter. ‘Perpetuity’ is an ambitious horizon; markets change, needs evolve. We propose a ten-year term with mutual review. In addition, we’d like language acknowledging that off-site provision may, in some cases, be superior—”

“No,” Cillian said, without heat. “Off-site provision is a historical dodge. People don’t relocate like files.”

Evan glanced down at his notes as if they’d betrayed him. “We’re building something beautiful,” he said. “Beauty belongs to everyone.”

“Beauty that can’t be reached is a billboard,” Aisling said, and watched Niamh’s mouth twitch. A councillor at the far end, whose hair remembered the seventies fondly, lifted a hand.

“Data,” he said. “If we’re making this binding, I want numbers on record.”

Aisling picked up her card and thought of the girl with the hood, of the man in high-vis with his hands clasped like a prayer, of the teenagers who came for their first appointment with their tongues clenched between their teeth. “In the last twelve months,” she said, “the clinic saw 14,032 appointments across primary care, vaccinations, perinatal support, and youth mental health. Seventy-one per cent of those were from within a twenty-minute walk. The rest took a bus. You move this, you turn a bus into two, and two buses into none.”

“And funding?” the bow-tie asked, still polite, as if money were an uncontroversial cousin. “How do we safeguard the developer from infinite obligation?”

Cillian didn’t let it sharpen. “Indexed contributions with caps set by square footage,” he said. “If the developer expands, the contribution adjusts. If profits crash, audits make that visible; renegotiation exists in the same place as sunlight: in public.”

The clock thudded a minute into the room. Someone coughed like a period at the end of an inadequate sentence. Niamh looked to the legal counsel, received a tiny nod, and said, “Right. We’ll take a five-minute recess for caucus.” The gavel touched wood like a teacup saucer. Papers exhaled.

They didn’t speak for a breath. Then Cillian leaned in, eyes still on the room, and murmured, “You pulled them to centre. Nicely done.”

“You held them there,” she said, and noticed, with a quiet, astonished joy, that the compliment didn’t feel like a treaty clause— truth.

Evan appeared as if conjured by a mild curse. “We should chat,” he said, as though they were all planning a picnic. “The ten-year term is non-negotiable.”

“It is,” Cillian said agreeably, “negotiable.”

Evan smiled. “May I be frank?”

“I’ve always suspected you might be,” Aisling said.

“You need my donor,” Evan said, softening it with charm. “He wants assurance there’ll be no further... volatility around the project. He’s a family man; he likes stories that stay told.”

“I prefer truths that get told,” Aisling said. “What’s your actual ask, Evan?”

He studied her face with the clinical curiosity of a man measuring a window for a blind. “Stability,” he said. “You and Mr Ward present as a unified front—publicly. Reliable, coherent, long-term. It reassures stakeholders. The right photograph with the right caption does a lot of work quickly.”

Aisling’s stomach went briefly cold, like stepping into the sea without warning. “A staged domesticity,” she said lightly. “You want to rent certainty.”

“Borrow,” Evan corrected, too quick. “A small investment for a big win.”

Cillian’s voice came quiet and precise. “We’re not props.”

“Props?” Evan repeated, genuinely startled. “No—nobody’s using anyone. This is synergy. Look.” He held his phone between polite fingers; a mock-up bloomed: Aisling and Cillian beneath Ha’penny Bridge, a ring almost-winking on her index finger, the lamppost above them made into a halo. The caption was some form of pablum about shared commitment to the community. It was so clean it squeaked.

“No,” she said, and discovered her voice hadn’t cracked. “We don’t sell love we don’t own. And even if we did—” she paused, because the sentence had stepped into dangerous territory and waited to see if she’d follow— “we wouldn’t sell it to pay for services that should be guaranteed.”

Evan’s smile didn’t falter, but the temperature behind it dropped. “Think about it,” he said. “Make my life easy and I’ll make yours quiet.”

The recess ended before she had to answer. Mercy disguised as schedule. Niamh returned, eyes bright. “We can argue term length until next Easter,” she declared. “But the bones stand. We’ll vote on the CBA with the clause set at fifteen years, review at five, and a bias toward extension barring catastrophe. On-site provision is the default, off-site must pass an access test. Independent audits. Annual report to this committee. All in favour?”

“All right then,” Niamh said, satisfaction tucked into her voice like a clean sheet under a mattress. “Draft it tight. Mr Ward, you’ll liaise with legal. Ms Keane—prepare the plain-English summary. If anyone uses the phrase ‘aspirational framework,’ I’ll fine you.” She knocked the gavel. “Next item.”

Relief unwound in Aisling’s chest in little silver threads. She looked sideways and found Cillian already looking, as if he’d felt the untie in her too.

“Tea?” he said, unshowy.

“Tea,” she said.

They found the quiet room on two mostly empty, the lights low, chairs arranged like islands you could swim between. A kettle burbled with the busy competence of a nurse. Rain combed the windows with its fine teeth, then gave up. Aisling poured and passed and felt something unclench in the middle of her back. The day had been composed of sharp edges; this room was curved.

“You were hard on Evan,” Cillian said, not accusing.

“He suggested we play house for a cheque,” she said, and blew on her tea. “Softly.”

“I said no,” she echoed. She found her own mouth surprising her again. “It would be easy to say yes.”

“It would be easy,” he agreed. “The easiest things sometimes cost the most.”

“What,” she said, teasing it out. “And don’t say ‘nothing’—I can hear your thoughts queueing.”

“I was thinking,” he said, obediently, “that the handle chip on your cup is on the opposite side of mine. Mirrored damage. We could drink like a yin-yang.”

She snorted. “We’re very balanced and ancient.”

He tipped his cup toward hers like a small bow. “Maybe just ancient.”

“Speak for yourself,” she said. The joke staved off something vast for another minute.

When the quiet rolled back, she set the cup down and folded her hands around her knees. “I’m sorry,” she said, quietly. “For the leaving. For the way I framed it to myself as noble. It wasn’t. I was frightened and I made a choice that looked like strategy because that’s how I know how to package fear.”

He stared at his tea long enough that she had time to regret saying anything at all. Then he nodded, slow, as if matching pace with a skittish thing.

“Thank you,” he said. “That’s... a decent thing to give.”

“And you?” she asked, delicate as blowing ash off a match head. “Any apologies to trade?”

He laughed once, softly. “Plenty,” he said. “For confusing tenacity with stubbornness when you needed flexibility. For thinking I could out-work grief, and then being furious when that didn’t work and all I’d done was exhaust the people around me. For assuming the law could fix you when you weren’t broken—only bruised.”

She swallowed, the word bruised making a small, human click as it went down. “We shouldn’t do this here,” she said after a breath. “Not the spelunking of history in a room built for calm. But... thank you.”

“Ground rules remain,” he said. “Truth, even when it hurts.”

“We’ll get better at the timing,” she said. “Not in front of kettles.”

He smiled. “Not in front of kettles,” he agreed, then glanced at his watch. “You’ve a donor.”

“God,” she said. “Yes.”

“I’ll walk you,” he said, and didn’t make it sound like protection. Just presence.

They made their way back down the stairs past a poster of a cartoon lung being very pleased with itself. On the landing, a little boy in a dinosaur jumper was instructing his father on the correct roar for a stegosaurus. Cillian gave the kid a solemn nod. “Ferocious,” he said. The boy bared his milk teeth in gratitude.

Outside the donor’s temporary office—a glass box pretending to be permanent—Aisling paused. Her heart had begun tapping again in that little rabbit rhythm that had fed her work once and almost killed her later.

“You don’t have to be charming,” Cillian said, as if reading it. “You can be exact.”

“Exact,” she repeated. “Not pretty.”

“Pretty is for bridges,” he said. “Exact is for promises.”

She lifted her hand. He didn’t touch it. He simply stood so that his shoulder made a small wall against the draft along the corridor. “I’ll be here,” he said, quiet.

The donor—Padraig O’Hanlon, a man whose sweaters looked bespoke and whose shoes were designed never to squeak—rose with automatic courtesy. His hair did an expensive thing in good lighting. He shook her hand with the firm warmth of someone who’d practised the gesture until it had muscle memory.

“Ms Keane,” he said. “Excellent work in the room. You present well.”

“Thank you,” she said. “We’ve a structure for the CBA that protects you and people.”

“People first,” he said, like a slogan. He gestured to a chair. “Do sit. Look—Evan tells me there’s still chatter. Frankly, I’m not paying to trend. What I need from you is—” he smiled with benign avuncularity “—assurance.”

“The agreement provides that,” she said evenly. “Clear terms. Audit. Review. Predictability.”

“Predictability,” he echoed, as if tasting a new cake. “And... your personal circumstances. I’m a great believer in role models.”

She didn’t flinch. “My personal circumstances are that I do my job with honesty.”

He hesitated. She saw him try to decide if he could ask the thing Evan had asked. Then, perhaps because there was glass on three sides and her eyes were calm, he changed tack.

“Fifteen years is long,” he said instead. “What if the city needs evolve?”

He looked at her for a long time. In the reflection on the glass, she could see Cillian’s shoulder-shaped reassurance a few feet away, not interfering, simply existing like a dock light.

“You’re very good at this,” Padraig said at last. “And you have the look of someone who stopped being young early and never forgave the world for it.” His smile, unexpectedly, went rueful. “I was like that. All right.” He picked up a pen. “Fifteen, review at five. On-site default. I’ll sign when legal is done.”

“Thank you,” she said, and didn’t let herself sag until she was back in the corridor.

“Well?” Cillian asked.

“He’ll sign,” she said, and allowed herself a small, silly grin. “Apparently I present well. I’m a role model. God help the children.”

“They’ll learn where to put commas,” he said. “It’ll save lives.”

“Serial commas save friendships,” she said, and he huffed a laugh that did something unreasonable to her lungs.

They walked back toward the foyer because walking forward felt like the only honest direction. Past the glass, the river wore the first suggestion of evening. A gull reeled like a punctuation mark over the water. On the bridge, somebody had started busk: a slow tune on a fiddle that lifted the hair on her arms by one degree.

At the doors, the press knot had thinned. Evan was at the edge of it, conferring with a camera. He glanced up as they approached, eyes flicking between their faces in a quick calculation and then settling back to neutral.

“Congratulations,” he said with pleasant emptiness. “We’re close.”

“We are,” Aisling said. “We’ll send the plain-English summary tonight.”

“Excellent,” he said. He looked at Cillian. “You were very... specific.”

“It’s fashionable,” Cillian said mildly. “People like knowing what they’re getting.”

Evan’s smile stayed, but he didn’t follow them out into the blue hour. The door breathed them onto the steps and the city met them with a cool cheek. For a moment, they stood without moving, as if any motion would knock something precious over.

“Eat,” Cillian said, practical. “You’ve been running on tannin and nerve.”

“Tannin and nerve is gourmet,” she said, but her stomach made a civic case. He tipped his head towards a chipper across the way that had a halo of clean light and the smell of living. They crossed with the crowd. Inside, the fryer sang. They stood shoulder to shoulder reading the board as if it were literature.

“Salt and vinegar?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, and then, because some rituals survive, “and a Coke in the bottle.”

They took a corner table. The chips came wrapped like a secret. Steam etched shapes on the window that could have been clouds if you squinted. She burned her tongue on the first one and laughed at herself, and he held the napkin dispenser like a benediction. It was a tiny, ordinary meal; it felt like a vow that didn’t demand rings.

When they stepped back into the evening, the busker had switched to a reel and a couple were trying to dance around a buggy without knocking it over. Aisling watched them wobble into joy and felt something unclasp under her sternum.

“I’ll walk you as far as the bridge,” Cillian said. “Then I’ll go pretend to be a person who doesn’t need to re-read clauses to sleep.”

They reached the crown of the arch and paused, because everyone pauses there; it’s part of how bridges teach us to look down and up in the same breath. The city threw all its light onto the water and the water said: I will take what you give and make it move.

“Thank you,” she said. “For the wall against the draft. For the names. For today.”

“Thank you,” he said. “For exactness that didn’t dress up as charm. For saying no when yes would have bought time.”

“All right,” he said, stepping back an inch that he had the right to close and didn’t. “Text me when—”

“I’m home,” she said, not flinching from the line this time. “I will.”

“Grand,” he said. “Tea first.”

They peeled away in opposite directions with the kind of reluctance that felt not like hesitancy but like respect. At the foot of the bridge, Aisling’s phone chimed: Sorcha’s single buzz—safe; good; come home when you can. She answered with a small heart and a kettle emoji and felt absurd and human.

Not yet.
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CHAPTER 2
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Oath Ink Law Night

As she walked, a taxi passed with the Irish Daily spread on a dashboard, someone’s headline yelling about a scandal of a completely different sort. She let it go. Her body was tired in the useful way: muscles speaking in low voices about all the carrying they’d done. She looked up at the lamppost filigree and found herself hunting for the hidden letters she’d imagined there earlier—the L and the C shaped by iron and intention. The city does that sometimes: puts your name in its bones to see if you’ll notice.

She noticed. She put her hands in her pockets, felt the soft-edged card like a pulse, and kept walking toward the door she would open with her own key, toward the kettle she would set on like a prayer, toward a screen where she’d send a small message that would say: I’m here.

By the time she reached her door, the rain had rinsed the street to a soft shine. Upstairs, the flat smelt like pages and soap. She hung her coat on the peg that always tilted and set the kettle on as if it were a small engine that could power the rest of the night. The window over the sink showed her the city in miniature: a bus pausing, a cyclist cutting a neat diagonal through a puddle, a couple arguing kindly in gestures that said both I’m right and I’m staying.

Her phone buzzed as the kettle sang. She didn’t look straight away. She poured, found the good teabag among the ordinary ones, set her chipped cup on the sill so the city could be a guest at the table. Then she unlocked the phone.

Cillian: Home? Aisling: Home. Tea first. Cillian: Of course. Send me the bones of your plain-English summary when you’re ready. I’ll lay the legal under it. Aisling: Ten minutes. (Fifteen.)

Cillian: You can have twenty, but I reserve the right to be insufferably precise at twenty-one.

She caught herself grinning at the phone like a teenager and set it face-down, as if the flat might judge her. On the counter, her index cards sat in a rubber-banded stack. She pulled out a fresh one and wrote: plain-English is not simple; it’s true. Then she opened her laptop, made a new document, titled it in a way that would make future her feel organised (RIVERFRONT_CBA_PlainEnglish_v1_AK), and began.

The rhythm came easier than she’d let herself hope. Bullet points that refused to be bullets; sentences that liked the taste of their own bones. What the clinic does now. What the agreement would make real. What the city could point at and say: see? She wrote like she was building a footbridge—light, strong, no wobble when a child ran across.

“Is this easier?” he said when she answered, voice wry. “Or do you prefer the pseudo-intimacy of comment bubbles?”

“I’ve been known to fall in love in the margins,” she said, and then wished she’d left the joke in her head. His small exhale held amusement and something warmer that he tucked away before it showed.

“All right,” he said. “Paragraph two—‘in perpetuity’ needs a friend. ‘In perpetuity, subject to review’ frightens fewer horses.”

“Horses like to be considered,” she said, and typed. “Next?”

They fell into a rhythm that felt like an old song they hadn’t practised but remembered. He suggested an audit structure that didn’t read like a threat. She replaced a phrase that sounded like the city apologising for existing with one that sounded like a hand at your back. He found a comma she’d slung in pure vanity and he let her keep one of them.

“Clause on egress,” he said. “Your phrasing is gorgeous. It’s a poem.”

“You want fewer metaphors and more doors,” she said. “Done.”

They worked until the steam shouldered the kitchen window and made the lamplight into a halo. She sent v2. He returned v3 with the kind of changes that proved he trusted her voice: small, surgical, respectful. When she glanced at the clock, the numbers had edged close to midnight.

“Bed,” he said, as if he’d read her glance through the line. “Or, if you must, toast.”

“Toast is medicinal,” she said. “Doctor’s orders.”

“Her orders are always toast,” he said. “And tea. And the exact right words at the moment you feel least like saying any.”

She turned the grill on and slotted in bread. The quiet between them stopped being empty and started being space. She heard him move around his place—water running, something put back where it belonged. The sound of a person getting ready to sleep. It did a ridiculous, tender thing to her chest.

“Tomorrow,” he said after a stretch. “I’ll take legal into their hole about ring-fencing. You go soften the ground with your summary—make it sound like common sense to want a city that looks after itself.”

“It is common sense,” she said. “We just forget it’s allowed.”

“You’re allowed,” he said, so simply that she had to look away.

A car door slammed in the street. A shout, then laughter. The toast popped. She buttered and salted like a woman who believed in joy in measurable quantities.

“Text me when you’re asleep,” he said, and they both laughed because that was not a thing.

“I’ll text: duvet achieved,” she said.

“I’ll award you points,” he said. “Goodnight, Aisling.”

She ate the toast standing up, the way you do in kitchens when food is function and moment both. Then she wrote two more lines in a fresh doc (“We chose a number you can remember and a sentence you can trust”) and sent the package to Niamh with a note that was calm to the point of Catholic saint. She washed her cup, dried it, put it in its place. She turned off lights. In bed, she typed without looking: Home. Duvet achieved. Then fell asleep inside the punctuation of rain.

He was up early, because the habit had settled in his bones in college and never left. Morning made the city look undecided. Cillian ran along the canal, watched a dog take its human for a drag, returned to his flat with lungs that hurt in a way that reminded him he lived in his body. He made coffee. He almost texted—about the sun’s attempt at being brave, about a line in her summary that had read like clear water—but left his phone where it was and wrote instead.

He wrote a memo for legal that was both dry as bread and persuasive as a grandmother. He wrote a note to himself that said: don’t let Evan turn kindness into currency. He wrote, in the scrawl that made his clerks despair, Nora—Tuesday 8 a.m.—remember address. And, below it, Aisling—ask for clarity on press. He circled that and pretended it was administrative.

At ten he walked into a room that smelt like carpet and the inside of ring binders and made his case again to men who liked to be told they were being reasonable. At noon he stood on the pavement with a falafel wrap and watched a young lad explain to his girlfriend that coriander tasted like the tears of angels. At one he found himself outside the clinic without even deciding and went in because it would have been silly not to.

A volunteer had hung children’s drawings along the corridor—rainbows with too many colours, stick people with circles for hands. He paused and looked until one of the receptionists waved him and said, “We’re collecting for the winter coat swap, Mr Ward. Tell your people.”

“They’re all my people,” he said, and meant it, and then he saw Aisling at the far end, standing in conversation with a woman whose hands were worrying the strap of a bag to a shine. He hovered, turned to retreat so as not to crowd, and Aisling, without looking, lifted a hand in that way she had, the patient come-here that calmed deer and councillors. He waited where he was until she finished, the woman leaving with her shoulders a little lower, and then Aisling came to him.

“You read it?” she asked, meaning the summary.

“I did,” he said. “It sounds like a place a person would like to sit down.”

“That’s the goal,” she said. “Places where people can sit down and nobody asks them to prove why.”

They were halfway to the stairs when the flash went off outside—a crack of manufactured lightning at the glass. Both of them flinched like people who knew storms. A second flash, then the whining chatter of a shutter held down. The receptionist swore under her breath. A child cried once, one note, then bit it back like a brave soldier. Aisling’s jaw had already set, the way it always did when the lens turned.

“Papercuts,” Cillian said quietly.

“Press at the door,” Aisling murmured, eyes on the shapes beyond the glass. “Looking for a fresh angle on the old story.”

“You don’t owe them,” he said.

“I know,” she said, soft. “My body sometimes forgets.”

He looked around. The corridor to the side door was clear. He angled his head. “Want the long way round?”

“Please,” she said, and they walked it, not running, not hiding, simply choosing a route that didn’t put other people in anyone’s frame. At the side exit, he held the door and the cold slid its hand between them like a chaperone. They stepped into it together.

Outside, the cameras were arranged like seabirds on a railing, patient and predatory. Evan stood at a polite distance, as if he’d merely wandered by on his way to buy milk. He lifted a friendly hand.

“Coincidence,” he said.

“I’ll buy the milk,” Aisling said. “You go somewhere else.”

“We have a comment request,” one of the photographers called, as if she’d been expecting hospitality. “Aisling—Ms Keane—are you and Mr Ward in a relationship? Is this why you’re pushing for such a robust CBA?”

Cillian felt his breath choose fight and took a very specific kind of pause, the one that let you pick words that didn’t put petrol on anything. Aisling did the same; he could see it happen—the blink, the micro-tilt of her head, the gathering of her own evidence.

“We’re working together,” she said, evenly. “On behalf of the clinic and the families who need it.”

“Have you moved in together?” a different voice said, bright with invented fact.

“No,” Aisling said. “I live with a kettle and a stack of index cards.”

A ripple of laughter that might have been kindness ran through the clump. Evan’s smile admitted nothing. Aisling lifted a hand—not a celebrity wave, just a human Goodbye now—and took a half-step forward toward the rail because she understood that sometimes you soothe a feral situation by showing your palms. Cillian ghosted alongside. He didn’t touch. He simply matched her pace. They were a duet of I won’t make this worse.

“Plain-English summary will be online this afternoon,” she said. “It answers most questions.”

“Does it answer whether Mr Ward spends the night?” the first photographer said, professional as a scalpel.

Cillian nearly laughed, because there it was: the thing they wanted more than policy. He let the breath out, not sharp.

“I spend most nights reading clauses,” he said, too mild to be combative. “It’s an illness, but I’m told it’s non-communicable.”

Aisling cut a little smile he could feel in his ribs. “Thanks for your interest,” she said to the lenses. “Do pick up your litter when you’re done. Children walk this way.”

They left by the long way round again. In the shadow of the wall, the two of them came briefly to a stop the way you do when you’ve moved through a thing together and have to let the adrenaline check out of your body.

“That’ll run,” he said, apology disguised as fact.

“I know,” she said, not blaming. “Better a soft nothing than a hard lie.”

“You were good,” he said. “You didn’t bleed.”

“I’ve learned to keep the blood on the inside,” she said. It wasn’t a joke. He let it stand and then offered the only balm he had handy.

“God yes,” she said. “Bring on the ritual.”

He bought two takeaways from the café that pretended it had always been there and passed one to her with a little flourish like he was presenting a medal. They stood under the narrow shelter of the clinic’s side awning and drank, steam drawing temporary maps above their heads.

Aisling took the call, the cup cupped to her cheek like a hot stone. “Deputy?”

Niamh didn’t bother with preface. “Good work. Two things: one, the Lord Mayor wants the vote scheduled sooner. We’ve lost a councillor to a conference. That means the hearing—” She inhaled sharply at something on her end, probably a stapler doing its worst. “—is moved up. Tomorrow, eleven. Tell me you can live with that.”

Aisling’s eyes found Cillian’s. He arched a brow: You in? “We can,” she said. “We will.”

“Grand,” Niamh said. “Two, prepare for an attack on credibility. Not yours. The clinic’s. Someone’s pushing the ‘occupancy breach’ story. Planning have been leaned on. It won’t win, but it’ll make noise. Have your facts ready; have your people calm. I’ll do the rest.”

“We’ve got a paper trail and a kid with crisps who doesn’t need a camera in his morning,” Aisling said. “Thank you.”

“Make me a Mayor who sleeps,” Niamh said, and hung up.

“Moved up,” Aisling said, handing him the headline.

“I’ll pull the night,” he said, and then corrected himself because they were better than martyrdom. “I’ll pull the hours we need.”

“We’ll pull them,” she said, and he nodded, that plural bright as a lighthouse.

They spent the afternoon making a fortress out of sentences. Aisling wrote a calm for social that made clear what “occupancy breach” meant in actual life (a ceiling tile; a cordon; three chairs moved; services unbroken). She talked to staff about how to hold the door with a smile without letting anyone inside their camera. Cillian sharpened clauses until you could shave with them, then padded their handles so nobody cut themselves picking them up. They ate something triangular from the café and called it dinner.

“Come,” she said to Cillian when the light went that late-city blue. “If we keep this up in fluorescent, we’ll start sounding like office furniture.”

“I can’t compete with Keane stew,” he said. “I won’t try.”

Sorcha’s flat was three floors up in a building that smelt of neighbours and onions. She opened the door with a wooden spoon in one hand and a look that would have bolted a horse. Then she saw their faces and the look changed to the kind that softened spines.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BORROWED

Laurav Carpenter

Emerald Harbour





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





