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Dedication
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For the ones who learned to lock up first — and still chose to open the door again.
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Epigraph
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“Protection doesn’t have to be loud.”
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Prologue
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People in Derry didn’t notice things. They stored them.

They kept receipts in their mouths and brought them out like coins: at the till in Spar, at the rail by the pitch, at the bus stop when the rain made everyone brave.

Saoirse Kavanagh learned that the night the breakup became public property.

It was meant to be private. A slammed door, a shouted sentence, the kind of ending you could tuck into a drawer and lock.

But Mark Kavanagh — always performing — made sure it had an audience.

He’d done it in the doorway of Bríd McLaughlin’s terrace, in full view of the streetlamp, the neighbours, and the holy trinity of Derry gossip: an open curtain, a kettle on, and time.

By morning, Saoirse’s name was moving through the town faster than the River Foyle after rain.

She told herself she didn’t care.

She told herself she’d rather be talked about than pitied.

She told herself she was fine.

And the first caller at work said, bright as a blade, 'Saoirse, love... is it true he left you standing there?'

She smiled into the headset like it was a mask she’d trained for years to wear. Her voice stayed calm. Professional. Perfect.

'Ambulance Service, Control. What’s your emergency?'

After that, she swore off two things: men, and being seen needing anything.

Needing was how people got their hands on you.

Needing was how they pulled you into the middle of the street and called it love.

She would not be that girl again.

Not in a town that watched everything.

Not with a door open behind her, and nowhere safe to go.
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Chapter 1 — Teal Door
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The teal front door had belonged to her mam before it belonged to her.

It was the kind of colour that looked optimistic even in winter — a stubborn slash of brightness against the constant Derry grey.

Tonight, the rain came sideways, and the wind kept trying to shove its shoulder into the lock like it had something to prove.

Saoirse pressed her forehead to the cool wood for half a second, breathing in the faint smell of old paint and lemon polish, and counted to three.

One.

Two.

Three.

Then she lifted her head, set her jaw, and went back to being the version of herself that didn’t crack.

Inside, the kitchen light was warm and blunt. The kettle clicked off with a soft metallic clack — familiar, domestic, maddening.

Mabel trotted in tight circles at her feet, tail whipping, the little cavapoo’s merle phantom coat catching the light like smoke and caramel.

'You’re excited about literally everything,' Saoirse muttered, toeing off her boots.

Mabel sneezed, as if offended, put both front paws on Saoirse’s shin and made a small, pleading noise that meant pick me up, I have suffered terribly, you’ve been gone for forty-six seconds.

'Aye, all right,' Saoirse said, and lifted her.

The dog settled instantly into her arms, warm and trusting, her chin resting under Saoirse’s collarbone like she belonged there.

Saoirse didn’t. Not. Not since—

The thought tried to get in. She shut it out, the way she always did.

Her phone buzzed on the counter.

CONTROL ROOM: UNAVAILABLE — missed call.

Her stomach tightened. She’d only been off shift an hour. She stared at the screen, thumb hovering, pulse telling on her.

Then the phone rang again.

Saoirse answered on the first ring, voice snapping into place like a seatbelt.

'Ambulance Service, Control.'

'Saoirse.'

That voice.

Not a colleague. Not a supervisor.

Low. Calm. Derry-soft at the edges, like he’d grown up with rain in his mouth and knew how to speak around it.

She closed her eyes. 'Who is this?'

A pause. A smile she could hear without seeing. 'Cian O’Rourke.'

Her brain offered a file: firefighter, Derry station, steady hands, blue eyes, the one everyone said you wanted on scene because he didn’t panic and he didn’t shout.

She’d heard his name a hundred times through the headset, always attached to the sort of calls that left her staring at a wall afterwards.

She hadn’t expected him to ring her at home.

'Why are you calling me?' Saoirse asked, sharp on purpose.

'Because I’m not meant to, technically,' he said, like it was an apology and a joke at once. 'And because I’m stuck.'

Her gaze flicked to the window. Rain streaked the glass in slanting lines. The streetlight outside turned it into silver threads.

'Stuck where?' she said.

'On your street.'

Saoirse’s spine went rigid. 'My street?'

'Aye.'

And, softer, like he’d lowered the volume for her: 'Before you bolt — I’m not at your door. I’m in the engine, parked down by the corner. We’ve just cleared from a job nearby.'

'So why—'

'I need a favour.' His voice stayed even. 'Not work. Not an emergency. ... a human favour.'

Saoirse laughed once, humourless. 'You’ve the wrong number.'

'I don’t,' he said. 'Your number’s on the incident log. You handled a call last week. You said something.'

What had she said? A hundred things. A thousand.

'You told the wee woman on the line to put the kettle on,' he continued, and something in his tone gentled. 'You told her she could do one small thing while she waited. That she could keep her hands busy. That she could be brave for thirty seconds at a time.'

Saoirse swallowed, throat tight. She remembered that call. She remembered the trembling voice, the smell of smoke that didn’t exist in the control room but somehow got into her lungs.

'Aye,' she said, because she couldn’t deny it.

'I’ve a wee girl here,' he said, and the words changed the air in her kitchen. 'My niece. Keira. She’s three. She’s with me tonight because my sister’s on a night shift. The sitter cancelled. It’s a whole thing.'

Mabel lifted her head, ears pricking, as if she understood the word girl.

'And?' Saoirse said, careful.

'And Keira has decided she’s not leaving the cab until she gets a proper cup of tea like Uncle Keep makes.'

Saoirse blinked. 'Uncle... Keep?'

A low chuckle. 'She can’t say Cian. Or she won’t. Depends who you ask. I’m Uncle Keep now. It’s official.'

In spite of herself, Saoirse felt the corner of her mouth twitch.

'Right,' she said, trying to keep it flat.

'Right,' he echoed. 'She’s in her pyjamas, she’s cranky, and she’s got me wrapped. If I try to move her, she’ll wail loud enough for the whole Bogside to hear, and I’m not in the mood to add traumatised toddler to my evening.'

'So what’s the favour?' Saoirse asked.

Another pause. She could hear a faint child’s voice in the background, bright and bossy: 'Uncle Keep, I want your hair.'

Saoirse frowned. 'Your hair?'

Cian sighed — a man surrendering. 'She’s after my curls.'

And, like he couldn’t believe he was admitting it: 'She wants to brush them. And put clips in. And—'

A new sound: tiny nail polish bottles clinking.

Saoirse stared at the phone.

'Tell me you’re not letting her paint your nails in a fire engine,' she said.

'I am,' Cian said simply. 'Because she’s three. Because she’s tired. And because when she looks at me like I hung the moon, I can’t be bothered disappointing her.'

The image landed in Saoirse’s mind with cinematic clarity: a 6’3 firefighter built like a rugby player, sitting in the cab of an engine, brown curls falling over his forehead, those stupidly stellar blue eyes fixed on a toddler’s hands while she painted his nails like it mattered.

Something in her chest went tight and strange.

Because it wasn’t sexy, exactly — though God knew it was. It was... safe.

Men didn’t do safe. Not in her experience.

Not when people were watching.

'So?' she said, voice softer despite her best efforts. 'What do you want from me?'

'A minute,' he said. ' one. If you could step outside — not to me. Just outside. Look down the street.'

Saoirse’s skin prickled. 'Why?'

'Because,' Cian said, and his tone sharpened into seriousness, 'there’s someone at the corner, watching your house.'

Silence filled the kitchen.

Mabel went against her, sensing the shift in her body.

'Who?' Saoirse whispered.

'I can’t see his face clear in the rain,' Cian said. 'But I can see the posture. The way he’s hanging about like he has a right. And I’m not ringing you to frighten you. I’m ringing because I don’t like it.'

Saoirse’s heart thumped hard enough to shake her breath.

In Derry, your street was your business. Your front door was your boundary.

And she’d sworn nobody would ever have her standing exposed in one again.

She set Mabel down gently. 'Stay,' she told the dog, like the word had power.

Mabel didn’t listen. She followed anyway.

Saoirse crossed the kitchen, each step too loud, and put her hand on the teal door’s handle.

It was cold. Familiar.

Her pulse hammered.

'Saoirse,' Cian said, and there was no humour in it now. steadiness. 'Don’t open it if you don’t want to. I’m here. The door can stay shut.'

Her fingers tightened.

Outside, the rain pressed against the glass like impatient hands.

Inside, the kettle clicked as it cooled.

Saoirse breathed once, deep and shaking.

And she turned the lock.
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Chapter 2 — Boundaries
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The radio cracked, the rain hit the glass, and Saoirse’s pulse went sharp. Cian made tea like it was a job.

Not the dramatic kind. Not the romantic kind, either — no slow eye contact over steaming mugs, no 'milk first or after' flirting for the craic.

He made tea the way he did everything, Saoirse was starting to realise: as if small comforts were part of the rescue.

The engine stayed parked at the corner, idling low, lights off now that Mark had vanished, rain ticking against the metal like impatient fingers on a table. Cian didn’t move from the footpath outside her teal door. Didn’t lean. Didn’t inch closer.

He held his position like he’d set it and locked it.

A boundary he was keeping for her, not from her.

Saoirse stood inside the doorway, shoulders stiff, Mabel pressed to her shin like a warm anchor. The chain was off now, but the door stayed half-open — her choice, her control — and the cold air made her eyes sting.

Keira trotted out first, proud as anything, dragging a tiny fold-up chair behind her like a triumphant camper.

It was bright red with reflective stripes, the back printed with FIRE CAPTAIN ASSISTANT in block letters. Far too official for a three-year-old. Exactly the sort of thing a man like Cian would buy because the world was hard enough without denying a child a title.

Keira slapped the chair down on the hall tiles with a little grunt. she hauled it forward, inch by inch, until it sat right by the threshold — close enough to feel included, far enough that she didn’t have to step outside into the rain.

She plonked herself down and crossed her ankles like she was in charge of the whole situation.

Bella followed, tiny and offended, her little red raincoat making her look like a divinely unimpressed strawberry.

Cian set Bella down beside the chair with ceremony, reached into the engine and produced a small stainless-steel bowl printed with the green mermaid logo.

Saoirse blinked. “Is that... a Starbucks bowl?”

Cian glanced up, rain beading on his lashes. “Bella won’t drink out of anything.”

Bella sniffed the bowl like she was inspecting a wine glass. she drank, delicately, as if she was doing everyone a favour.

Keira leaned forward, whispering loudly, “She’s a princess.”

“Aye,” Cian agreed, completely serious. “That’s why she rides like one.”

Saoirse didn’t mean to smile. It happened anyway, sudden and traitorous, and she bit the inside of her cheek like that would discipline her face back into sense.

Cian caught it. She could tell he caught it because his eyes warmed — not in that cocky way men did when they thought they’d won something — but in a quiet, pleased way, like he’d found a safe notch in the conversation and was going to stay there.

He pulled a flask from the engine and poured steaming water into a travel mug. Teabag. Sugar. Milk from carton that had absolutely been stored in the cab fridge for exactly this kind of human moment.

Then he lifted a tiny thermos, pink, with cartoon flames on it, and started pouring into the lid.

Keira bounced. “That’s mine.”

“I know it’s yours,” Cian said, voice soft. “That’s why I’m making it right. You don’t get scalded on my watch.”

He let it sit, lid off, steam rising. he blew on it — gentle, patient — like he had all the time in the world to cool one child’s tea.

Keira watched him, solemn.

Saoirse watched him, more solemn.

Because no one ever cooled anything for her. Not anymore.

Cian turned the lid toward his mouth and tested the temperature with a careful sip. His brows lifted, satisfied. he blew again, more, and held it out toward Keira like an offering.

Keira took it with both hands, eyes wide with importance. She sipped, made a pleased sound, declared, “Perfect.”

“Course it is,” Cian said. “I’m trained.”

Keira nodded, accepting that as fact.

Cian reached into the engine again and produced a second travel mug. Not for himself. For Saoirse.

He held it out, arm extended, but he didn’t cross the threshold. He didn’t step closer.

He offered it at the line like she could meet him there or not at all.

Saoirse’s throat tightened. “I didn’t ask—”

“I know,” he said gently. “You don’t have to ask. It’s tea, not a proposal.”

Her mouth twitched despite herself. “Bit forward of you, like.”

He huffed a laugh, low. “Aye. I’m wild.”

Keira leaned forward in her little chair and looked at Saoirse like a tiny tribunal. “Teal lady, you have to drink it,” she said. “You look cold.”

Saoirse stared at her. “Teal lady?”

Keira nodded. “That’s you. You have a teal door and you’re sad but you’re nice.” She lifted her thermos like a toast. “We’re protecting you.”

Saoirse’s chest went tight, fierce and strange.

Cian crouched beside Keira, careful not to bump the door. He rested one big hand on the back of her camp chair like it was his job to make sure it stayed steady.

Then he looked up at Saoirse, and his voice went quieter, the humour easing into something truer.

“It’s okay to be scared,” he said. “Teal lady.”

Saoirse blinked hard.

Cian’s eyes held hers — those ridiculous storm-blue eyes that didn’t flinch, didn’t demand, didn’t look away when things got complicated.

“But we protect you,” he added, and he didn’t say it like a line.

He said it like a fact.

Keira nodded emphatically, curls bouncing. “We do,” she confirmed, as if this was an official station policy.

Bella yapped once, sharp and supportive, and went back to drinking her fancy water.

Saoirse should’ve laughed.

She should’ve rolled her eyes and shut the door and told herself it was nothing, a firefighter being neighbourly, just a toddler being sweet.

But her hands were shaking, barely. The kind of shake she only got after bad calls. After adrenaline and fear and the realisation that she’d been watched.

She stepped forward, one step, and took the mug from Cian’s hand.

Their fingers didn’t touch. He’d angled it so she could grab it cleanly. He’d thought of that.

Saoirse held the heat between her palms, breathed in the scent — tea and milk and sugar — and felt something in her chest loosen by a fraction.

“Thanks,” she managed.

Cian nodded once, as if she’d given him something important.

***
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The next morning, the photo arrived before Saoirse did.

It was waiting on the control-room printer like a summons — grainy, angled, her face caught mid-step outside the station, coat half-open, hair pulled back, the teal of her door behind her like a signature.

Someone had circled it in pen and written a single word in block capitals: WHO.

Saoirse’s stomach dropped.

She walked past it as if she hadn’t seen it, shoulders squared, pulse beating hard in her throat. Her team were already at their stations. The radios crackled. The screens glowed. The city needed her steady.

But the room felt different. Quieter. Watching.

Mark’s chair creaked as he leaned back. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. His silence had always been his way of making people do the emotional labour for him.

Keira texted. A screenshot, the same photo, now online, captioned with a laughing emoji and a tag for a local gossip page. Saoirse turned the phone face-down on the desk without replying.

‘It’s nothing,’ she told herself. ‘It’s just the town.’

Then the supervisor’s office light blinked — her name on the little panel outside the door.

Saoirse exhaled once and stood. The chair legs scraped. Every sound felt too loud.

Inside, Aoife Ward was at her desk, hair scraped back, reading glasses low on her nose. She held herself the way firefighters did when they were trying not to swear.

She tapped the printed photo with two fingers. “Did you want to tell me before it ended up here?”

Saoirse swallowed. “There’s nothing to tell.”

Aoife’s gaze sharpened, not cruel — tired. “I’m not your mother. I’m not here to scold you. I’m here to keep this station clean.”

“I’m not—” Saoirse started.

Aoife held up a hand. “Listen.”

The hand wasn’t angry. It was steady. The same hand that had lifted bodies out of wrecks. The same hand that had carried Keira to bed when she fell asleep on the sofa.

“Perception matters,” Aoife said. “Not because I agree with it. Because men in suits do. Because the council do. Because someone will try to make you smaller with it.”

Saoirse’s jaw tightened. “Let them try.”

Aoife’s mouth twitched — almost a smile, almost pride. “That’s the Saoirse I know.”

Then her face sobered. “But you don’t get to be collateral, love. If there’s a complaint, if there’s a question about your judgement, they’ll come at you from the side. Quiet. Paperwork. Policy. They’ll pretend it’s neutral.”

Saoirse felt the old rage flare — hot, familiar. “And what do you want me to do? Stop existing?”

Aoife’s voice softened. “No. I want you to be smart.”

She slid a folder across the desk. Inside was a short, typed note: an informal report from a councillor’s office, asking whether Saoirse Ward’s relationship with a member of station staff might present “a reputational conflict.”

Saoirse stared at it until the letters blurred.

Aoife leaned in. “Are you in a relationship?”

The question hit harder than it should have. Because Saoirse didn’t know how to answer it. Because safety felt like intimacy now. Because one cup of tea at a threshold had already changed the map of her body.

She said, carefully, “I’m being protected. That’s all.”

Aoife nodded slowly. “Then that’s what we say. Truth, but tidy.”

She reached for a pen. “We document boundaries. We make it boring. We give them nothing to bite on.”

Saoirse’s hands shook as she took the pen.

Aoife’s eyes met hers. “And if you want it,” she added, low, “you bring him in here and you make him look me in the eye. Not because he owes me. Because I want you to feel like you’re not hiding.”

Saoirse’s throat tightened.

Aoife tapped the folder again. “This is not a warning. It’s a heads-up. The town is loud. We don’t have to be.”

Saoirse nodded once. “Okay.”

As she left the office, the control room came back into focus — the radios, the screens, the work. But now there was something else beneath it.

Consequence.

And with it, the strange, stubborn clarity that if she wanted a quiet good thing, she’d have to protect it the way Cian protected her: deliberately.

Keira sipped again, sighed dramatically. “Now we have to sit,” she announced. “Like on camping.”

“We’re not camping,” Cian said.

Keira narrowed her eyes. “We are. This is the camping chair.” She patted the seat. “And you have to sit too.”

Cian looked at Saoirse as if to ask permission even for that.

He didn’t want to sit on her step. Didn’t want to take up space.

Saoirse swallowed. The mug warmed her hands. The rain cooled her face. The line between inside and outside felt like a cliff edge.

“You can sit,” she said, and the words surprised her. “On the footpath. Like you said.”

Cian’s shoulders eased, barely. “Aye. Footpath.”

He sat down on the wet concrete, long legs bent, back against the low wall opposite her door, keeping his body angled away from the threshold like he was proving he could be close without crossing anything.

Keira kicked her feet in her chair like she was hosting a tea party.

Bella curled up at Cian’s thigh, utterly satisfied with the arrangement.

Mabel crept forward and settled beside Keira, tail wagging, as if she’d found her people.

Saoirse stood there with her mug, watching the scene unfold on her doorstep like something out of somebody else’s life — a life where comfort showed up uninvited and didn’t feel like a trap.

She took a careful sip.

It was perfect.

Of course it was.

Cian watched her face, subtle, like he was reading a call log. “All right?”

Saoirse nodded. “Aye.”

“Good,” he said, and that was all.

Keira suddenly leaned toward Saoirse again, whispering loud, conspiratorial. “Do you have biscuits?”

Saoirse blinked. “I... have biscuits.”

Keira’s eyes lit up like a small sun. “We need them. For the fear.”

Cian’s mouth twitched. “That’s medical advice, that is.”

Keira nodded gravely. “Yes. Biscuits fix everything.”

Saoirse’s gaze slid to the old biscuit tin on the counter — her mam’s tin, dented at the corner, painted with faded roses.

The tin she’d been eating out of alone for months like it was a punishment.

Her throat tightened.

“Wait there,” she heard herself say.

Cian didn’t move. “Aye,” he said. “We’ll be right here.”

Saoirse turned, walked into her warm kitchen, and opened the tin.

The lid squeaked — the same squeak it always made — and she was nineteen again, her mam humming while she made tea, the world smaller and safer.

She took a packet of chocolate digestives and brought them back to the door.

Keira squealed like Saoirse had presented her with treasure. “Chocolate ones!”

Saoirse crouched — inside, still not stepping out — and slid the packet toward her.

Keira grabbed it, tore it open with two hands and a lot of enthusiasm, held a biscuit out toward Cian.

“Here,” she commanded. “For you. Because you’re brave.”

Cian accepted it like it mattered. “Thank you, Captain,” he said solemnly.

Keira beamed, promoted on the spot.

Then she held another biscuit out toward Saoirse, arm extended across the threshold, small hand unwavering.

Saoirse stared at it, heart doing something stupid.

Taking something offered was a kind of vulnerability. A small one. A safe one. But the old fear rose anyway — if you accept, you owe. If you accept, they can take it back.

Keira’s face stayed open. Uncomplicated.

Saoirse took the biscuit.

Keira sighed in relief. “Good,” she said. “Now you’re in it.”

“In what?” Saoirse asked, voice too thin.

Keira gestured broadly at the whole tableau: the rain, the tea, the dogs, Cian on the footpath, her little chair at the door like a base camp.

“This,” she said, as if Saoirse was daft. “We’re protecting you. Uncle Keep said.”

Saoirse’s eyes shot to Cian.

Cian held her gaze for a beat, looked away like he didn’t want to pressure her into any emotion she hadn’t chosen.

But he didn’t deny it.

The rain softened, as if even the weather was listening.

Saoirse took a bite of the biscuit.

Chocolate and warmth and something like permission spread through her chest.

Cian’s voice came, low and steady, into the quiet between rain drops.

“Mark comes back,” he said, “you ring me. Or you ring the police. Or you ring the station. You don’t stand alone in your door again. D’you hear me?”

Saoirse bristled at the instruction, reflexive.

Then she realised he wasn’t telling her what to do.

He was offering her options.

Offering her a team.

She swallowed. “Aye,” she said.

Cian nodded, satisfied, shifted his attention to Keira as if to keep the pressure off Saoirse’s throat.

Keira yawned huge, the kind that came from a full day and a small body.

Cian’s face softened into something almost tender. “Right,” he murmured. “That’s you done.”

Keira protested weakly. “No... I’m camping.”

“Aye,” Cian soothed. “And the campers sleep.”

He lifted her with one arm — easy, practiced — and tucked her against his chest.

Keira’s head flopped onto his shoulder. She clutched her thermos like it was sacred.

Saoirse watched, frozen, because the man was built like a rugby player and moved like softness was part of his job description.

Cian turned toward Saoirse’s door, careful. “Thank you,” he said again. “For the tea. For letting her in.”

Saoirse nodded, throat tight.

Cian stepped backward, not forward, keeping his feet on the footpath. “We’ll head to the station,” he said. “Get her settled. You lock up. And if you want—”

He stopped. Swallowed whatever he’d been about to suggest.

Saoirse waited.

“If you want,” he tried again, “I can drive past once more on the way, to make sure the corner’s clear.”

He said it like a service, not a claim.

Saoirse’s pulse steadied, a fraction. “Okay,” she said quietly. “That’d be... okay.”

Cian nodded once, like he wouldn’t waste it.

Bella yapped, offended at being left behind, so Cian scooped her up against Keira like he was carrying two tiny queens.

It should’ve looked ridiculous.

It didn’t.

It looked... right.

As he walked back toward the engine, rain darkening his hair, Saoirse stood in her doorway with tea in her hands and chocolate on her tongue and a small, impossible thing opening inside her chest.

Not trust.

Not yet.

But a crack in the wall.

A door held open, enough for warmth to get in.

And she noticed it — the way the street felt less watched.

Like the whole town had taken one step back.

Like protection, when it came, didn’t have to be loud.

It could be a camp chair.

A tiny thermos.

A stupid Starbucks bowl.

And a man on the footpath, keeping his promise.
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Chapter 3 — Kettle Click
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The radio cracked, the rain hit the glass, and Saoirse’s pulse went sharp. The engine didn’t roar away like a movie exit.

It left slow, tyres hissing on wet tarmac, as if Cian didn’t want the sound of his leaving to startle anything in her house back into panic.

Saoirse watched the red taillights fade, shut the teal door with careful hands and turned the lock twice.

Click.

Click.

That was her ritual. Her proof. The thing she did so her body would believe her mind.

She stood there with her back to the wood, tea warmth still in her palms, biscuit sweetness stuck to her tongue, and felt the aftershock arrive late — shaking, quiet, mean.

Mabel leaned against her leg and sighed like a creature who’d decided this was a good day.

“You’re a traitor,” Saoirse murmured, scratching behind her ear. “You’d run off with the first man who offered you biscuits.”

Mabel sneezed, unconcerned, trotted toward the kitchen like she owned the place.

Saoirse followed, slow, like she was walking through the aftermath of something that hadn’t fully happened yet.

The kettle clicked as it cooled.

That sound — that tiny mechanical end — hit her harder than it should have. It made the house feel empty again, the way it always did once the noise of other people disappeared.

She poured the last of the tea into the sink and watched it spiral away, stood there staring at the drain as if it might tell her what to do with her life.

Her phone buzzed.

NIAMH DEVINE: You alive? Heard Mark was sniffing about. Tell me you rang the police or I’m coming down there and biting him.

Saoirse stared at the message until her eyes blurred.

Then another buzz.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: You locked up okay? Corner’s clear. — C

She didn’t know why the simple sentence made her chest go tight.

Corner’s clear.

Not: I’m watching you. Not: You need me.

: the street is safe now.

Like it was a report. Like she was in control of what happened next.

Saoirse’s thumb hovered.

She typed: Thanks.

Deleted it.

Typed: All good.

Deleted it.

Typed: Keira get home okay?

She sent that one before she could talk herself out of it.

The reply came almost instantly.

C: Aye. Out cold in her wee chair. Bella’s fuming I took her princess bowl away. You okay?

Saoirse stared at the last two words.

You okay?

No one asked her that without wanting something back. Sympathy. Gratitude. Performance.

She didn’t know how to answer without making herself smaller.

She typed: Fine.

Sent it, because lying was a skill she’d turned into a profession.

A pause.

Then: C: Fine isn’t an answer, Saoirse. It’s a wall.

Her stomach flipped.

She looked around the kitchen as if the walls might have opinions. The biscuit tin sat on the counter, lid slightly crooked, as if it had been opened for the first time in months and now couldn’t remember how to be sealed again.

The rain kept tapping at the window.

Saoirse’s fingers tightened around her phone. She hated being read. Hated it because it meant someone was paying attention, and attention was dangerous in Derry.

But...

It had been a kind of attention that didn’t feel like a trap.

She typed: I’m locked up. I’m okay.

Before she could press send, her phone rang.

Saoirse’s heart lurched. She answered without thinking, voice snapping back into Control mode.

“Ambulance Service—”

“Saoirse,” Cian cut in. “It’s me. Sorry. Didn’t mean to—”

She swallowed. “Why are you calling?”

A low hum of the engine under his voice. He was still in the cab. Still nearby, in a way that made her skin prickle.

“I’m not,” he said quickly, as if he’d heard her thought. “I’m on the bypass heading back. I ... I don’t like texting for this.”

“For what?”

“For the bit where you pretend you’re grand when you’re not.”

Saoirse’s throat tightened with irritation, immediate and protective. “You don’t know me.”

“Aye,” Cian said, and there was no fight in it. “That’s true.”

The way he said it made her chest ache. Not defensive. Not offended. ... honest.

He continued, “But I know that look on a person. I know it because I’ve seen it on lads after a bad call. On women after the ambulance leaves. On myself, if I’m honest.”

Saoirse’s fingers went numb around the phone.

She leaned her hip against the counter. The kitchen light made a warm pool on the lino. The rest of the house was dark, silent, waiting.

“You’re a firefighter,” she said. “You’re not meant to... talk like that.”

Cian laughed once, quiet. “Aye? Who told you that?”

“Everyone,” she snapped, softened because she didn’t want to be mean. “It’s... you lot are meant to be the steady ones.”

“I am steady,” he said. “That doesn’t mean I’m made of stone.”

Silence stretched.

She heard Keira in the background, half-asleep, murmuring something — “Uncle Keep”— and the sound of it made her chest tighten again, a childish certainty wrapped around his name.

Bella yapped once, offended, went quiet.

Cian’s voice lowered. “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”

Saoirse swallowed. “ why are you calling?”

“Because you didn’t deserve that man at your corner,” Cian said, and his tone went sharp with something she hadn’t heard yet. Anger. Not showy. Not possessive. ... principle. “And you didn’t deserve what he did in that doorway, either.”

Saoirse’s breath caught.

She froze, phone pressed to her ear. “How do you—”

“I live here,” he said simply. “And I work here. And people talk like their tongues don’t belong to them.”

Saoirse’s cheeks burned, humiliation rising like bile. “So you know.”

“Aye,” he said. “I know.”

She waited for the pity.

It didn’t come.

What came was: “And I know it wasn’t your shame to carry.”

Saoirse’s eyes stung. She stared at the kettle as if it might save her from breaking.

“You don’t get to—” she started, voice rough, but the words fell apart.

Cian didn’t fill the silence. He didn’t swoop in with comfort she hadn’t asked for. He stayed there on the line, breathing steady, letting her find her own footing.

Eventually she managed, “He made it look like I was begging.”

Cian’s reply was immediate, firm. “You weren’t.”

Saoirse laughed, small and cracked. “You weren’t there.”

“I don’t need to be there to know the difference between begging and being blindsided,” he said. “And I don’t need to be there to know you’re not the sort of woman who begs for scraps.”

Her throat closed.

A stupid tear slid down her cheek. She wiped it away like it had insulted her.

Cian’s voice softened. “Saoirse.”

She made a sound that might’ve been yes.

“You did the hardest part,” he said. “You kept the door shut when you wanted to fling yourself out and prove you were fine. That’s not weakness. That’s strength.”

She swallowed, shaking. “That’s... control.”

“Aye,” he said. “Control’s how people survive. But you’re allowed more than survival.”

Saoirse closed her eyes.

The words landed like a hand on her shoulder — not pushing, not pulling. there.

She didn’t want to need anything.

But she wanted... something.

Somewhere between the kettle click and the teal door and the way he’d sat on the wet footpath like it was nothing, she wanted to believe there were men who didn’t turn your pain into an audience.

She whispered, barely, “Why do you care?”

Cian’s breath hitched, slightly. Like she’d asked the one question he couldn’t answer casually.

she thought he’d make a joke. Deflect. Do the easy thing.

He didn’t.

“I don’t know,” he said slowly. “Not fully. Maybe because I’m tired of watching good women get chewed up by lads who think their ego is the centre of the universe.”

Saoirse huffed a laugh through her nose. “That’s most lads.”

“Aye,” he agreed. “It is.”

Then, quieter, almost embarrassed: “And maybe because when I heard your voice on the line, that day you told the wee woman to put the kettle on... it felt like somebody had reached into the dark and found the light switch.”

Saoirse went.

Her chest felt too full. Like it might split.

“That’s much,” she managed, because it was easier than admitting the truth.

Cian chuckled. “Aye. Sorry. Ignore me. I’m overtired and I’ve had a toddler do my nails in a moving vehicle. My standards for dignity are low.”

Saoirse laughed — a real laugh this time, small but honest.

Cian’s voice warmed. “There she is.”

Saoirse’s heart stumbled.

“There I am?” she repeated.

“Aye,” he said, gentle. “The woman who still laughs. I heard her at the door. I wanted to make sure she got inside safe.”

Saoirse stared at the biscuit tin again, lid crooked like an invitation.

She swallowed, voice softening despite herself. “Keira called me teal lady.”

Cian hummed. “She’s baptised you. There’s no coming back from that.”

Saoirse’s mouth twitched. “She said you fix things.”

Cian went quiet for a beat.: “I fix fires.”

“And people?”

Another pause, longer this time.

Cian’s voice dropped into something honest and raw. “I’m not great at people. Not the slow parts. I’m good in emergencies. I’m good when I’m needed. But when things settle... I don’t always know where I fit.”

Saoirse’s breath caught.

His fear. Being needed only in emergencies.

It sat there between them like a truth placed carefully on the table.

Saoirse’s throat tightened with recognition she didn’t want to admit.

Because she knew what it was to only be valued for your competence. For your calm voice. For what you could do, not who you were.

“You fit,” she heard herself say, and the words surprised her. “You... fit fine.”

Cian’s exhale was slow. “Aye?”

Saoirse swallowed. “Aye.”

Silence, soft now, not sharp.

Then Cian cleared his throat, humour returning like a shield. “Right. Well. That’s me cured. I’ll tell the lads at station therapy’s sorted. ring Saoirse Kavanagh and she’ll solve your existential crisis while she’s washing mugs.”

Saoirse laughed again, shaking her head. “Get lost.”

“Aye, I will,” he said. “I’m nearly at the station. I ...”

He stopped.

Saoirse waited.

“I didn’t want you sitting in that house alone, thinking about it,” he finished. “Not after he showed up. Not after the town.”

Saoirse’s chest tightened. The rain kept tapping at the window. The kettle sat cooling, quiet.

She wanted to say, don’t worry, I’m fine.

Instead, the truth slid out before she could stop it.

“Stay on the line,” she whispered.

Cian went. She could hear it — the way his breathing paused, like he didn’t want to scare her by sounding too relieved.

“Aye,” he said. “I’m here.”

Saoirse leaned her forehead against the cupboard door and closed her eyes.

“—” she began, throat tight. “Just for another minute.”

Cian’s voice was warm, steady, unhurried.

“As long as you need, teal lady,” he said.

And Saoirse, standing in her warm kitchen with the rain pressing at the glass, realised with a small, terrifying clarity that what she wanted wasn’t a minute.

It was more.
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Chapter 4 — Held Open
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The radio cracked, the rain hit the glass, and Saoirse’s pulse went sharp.

***
[image: ]


Saoirse slept badly.

Not the dramatic kind of bad. No nightmares. No jolting awake.

... shallow. Like her body didn’t trust itself to fully let go after a man had stood at her door and been decent about it.

She dreamed of rain and teal paint and a kettle that wouldn’t stop clicking off.

When her alarm went, she lay there staring at the ceiling for a long moment, rolled onto her side and let Mabel lick her chin like she was doing CPR.

“Grand,” Saoirse muttered. “Another day of emotional stability.”

Mabel wagged, convinced.

Work was busy in the way that made hours disappear.

Chest pains. Falls. Drunks who swore they were fine while bleeding. A woman in labour who kept apologising between contractions like pain was rude.

Saoirse held everyone’s hands with her voice. Calmed. Directed. Stayed steady.

And every time the fire station came over the line, she felt a ridiculous little jolt in her chest.

Not because it was him.

Because it might be him.

She hated herself for that.

By the time her shift ended, her jaw ached from clenching it all day.

She changed out of her uniform, shoved her hair into a messy bun, and headed for the exit — and nearly walked straight into Cian O’Rourke.

He caught her by the elbows automatically, hands warm and steady, stopping her before she bounced back.

“Jesus,” he said. “Sorry.”

Saoirse froze.

Not in fear. In awareness.

Because he was close. Too close. Her senses went sharp — the smell of smoke clinging faintly to his jacket, clean soap under it, rain on wool.

He dropped his hands instantly, like he’d touched a hot surface.

“Sorry,” he repeated. “Reflex. You all right?”

“I’m fine,” she said, because of course she did.

They stood there in the fluorescent hallway light, awkward and suddenly quiet.

He looked different out of turnout gear. broad. Still unfairly tall. But softer somehow. Grey jumper. Dark jeans. Curls doing their own thing.

His nails were clean now.

She was weirdly disappointed about it.

“You stalking me now?” she asked, aiming for banter and landing on flirtation by accident.

His mouth twitched. “You’d know if I was. I’d bring biscuits.”

Her lips curved despite herself. “What are you doing here?”

“Dropped Keira at nursery,” he said. “She insisted on showing her teacher my nails. I’m now known as ‘that firefighter’.”

Saoirse snorted.

“Also,” he added, shifting, “I was in the area. Thought I’d see if you were... grand.”

There it was again.

Not needy. Not dramatic.

checking.

Saoirse should’ve said thanks and left.

Instead she said, “I’m heading for coffee.”

Cian’s eyes lifted. Hope — real, unguarded — flickered before he smoothed it away.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she said. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he said quickly, winced. “I mean. Only if you—”

She smiled, small. “Relax, hero. It’s coffee, not a vow.”

They walked out together.

Derry air hit them — damp, sharp, familiar.

They didn’t touch.

But they walked close enough that their shoulders nearly brushed, the space between them humming like a live wire.

Inside the café, it was warm and loud and full of gossip.

Two aunties clocked them instantly.

Saoirse pretended not to see.

Cian leaned closer, voice low. “You okay with this?”

“With being seen?”

“With being seen with me.”

She hesitated.

Not because of him.

Because of everything else.

Then she nodded. “Aye.”

They ordered. Sat by the window.

Rain streaked the glass again — their thing now, apparently.

Cian watched her stir sugar into her cup like it was fascinating.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said. “... you go very serious about tea.”

“Tea is serious,” she replied. “This town runs on it.”

He smiled. Soft. “True.”

Silence settled — not awkward. Comfortable.

She felt it — the pull. The curiosity. The question forming behind her ribs.

Why him?

Why now?

She didn’t ask.

Instead she said, “You let her paint your nails in public?”

“Everywhere,” he admitted. “She says it makes me brave.”

Saoirse’s chest squeezed.

“You don’t need that,” she said. “You’re brave anyway.”

Cian’s eyes met hers.

The moment stretched.

Too much.

Too close.

She felt it — the urge to reach out. To touch his hand. To test the reality of him.

Her fingers twitched on the table.

Cian noticed.

He didn’t move.

Didn’t assume.

Didn’t close the gap.

He waited — open, steady — like a door she could walk through or not.

Saoirse’s breath caught.

This was the line.

She could cross it.

Or she could stay safe.

Her phone buzzed.

CONTROL ROOM — CALLBACK.

Reality snapped back into place like elastic.

She exhaled, half relief, half disappointment.

“Work,” she said.

He nodded. “Of course.”

She stood. “Thanks for coffee.”

“Any time,” he said, meaning it in a way that wasn’t pressure.

She paused, hand on her bag strap.

“Cian?”

“Aye?”

“You’re... good,” she said, grimaced. “At the being decent thing.”

His smile went crooked. “Low bar, but I’ll take it.”

She laughed, left.

Outside, her pulse thudded hard.

Because she hadn’t touched him.

And somehow that felt worse than if she had.

***
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Tomorrow, she told herself.

Tomorrow she’d stop thinking about him.

She’d stop replaying the way he waited.

The way he didn’t take.

The way he made wanting feel... safe.

Tomorrow.

And by Chapter 6?

She was lying to herself.
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Chapter 5 — No More Maybe
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The radio cracked, the rain hit the glass, and Saoirse’s pulse went sharp. Saoirse didn’t invite him to stay like it was a seduction.

She said it like she was stepping onto thin ice and needed to hear it crack under her own weight.

“Stay,” she whispered.

Cian’s throat worked once. His eyes held hers — too blue, too steady — and he didn’t move a muscle until she nodded again, firmer this time, like she was giving herself permission out loud.

“Aye,” he said. “I’m here.”

He didn’t reach for her. Didn’t crowd her. He stayed close enough that she could feel the heat of him in the air, the way a fire warmed a room even if you didn’t touch the flame.

Saoirse set her mug down with hands that wanted to tremble. The tea was going cold. Her pulse was not.

“You’ve to stop looking at me like that,” she said, aiming for humour and landing somewhere near pleading.

“Like what?” Cian asked, soft.

“Like I’m... breakable.”

His brow furrowed. “I’m not looking at you like you’re breakable.”

“ what?” she challenged, because she needed to know, needed to name it before it named her.

Cian’s mouth tilted, a crooked half-smile that wasn’t cocky. It was honest. Bare.

“Like you’re brave,” he said. “And like I’m trying not to rush you into anything you’ll regret when the sun comes up.”

Saoirse’s breath caught.

The sun. Morning. Consequences.

The town’s appetite.

Her ex’s mouth.

Her own fear.

She swallowed, hard. “What if I regret not doing it?”

Cian went. A pulse jumped in his jaw.

“You tell me what you want,” he said. “And I’ll follow your lead.”

That was the thing about him. He didn’t take the wheel. He offered her the keys.

Saoirse stepped closer, slow, as if any sudden movement might send her back into herself. Her fingers found the hem of his hoodie, gripping lightly — not to pull him, to anchor herself in the realness of him.

“I want,” she started, stalled, because she was still Saoirse Kavanagh: competent, articulate, good on a call, utterly useless when it came to saying what her body wanted.

Cian didn’t fill the gap. He waited, patient as a man holding a door.

Saoirse exhaled shakily. “I want you to kiss me again.”

Cian’s eyes darkened. “Aye?”

“Aye.” Her voice came out firmer. “And I want you to stop if I say stop.”

“Always,” he said, immediate. “No hesitation.”

“And I want you to... ask,” she added, cheeks burning. “Not because I think you wouldn’t. — I need it.”

Cian nodded like she’d handed him a map. “I can do that.”

His hand lifted slowly. Hovered near her cheek without touching.

“May I?” he asked.

Saoirse’s stomach rolled in a hot, sweet way. “Yes.”

His palm cupped her jaw, warm and careful. He leaned in
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