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For the ones who held on—

and for the ones who came back with gentler hands.
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Epigraph
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“A bridge is made of two decisions:”

one to step toward, and one to hold.”
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PROLOGUE
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The rain started like it always did on the west—soft at first, pretending it might be kind. Then it remembered itself.

It came in sideways sheets, slapping the canvas like an angry hand. The big top shuddered with every gust. Outside, the sea wind kept trying to take the whole lot—pegs, poles, banners, lives—back to whatever god owned the coastline.

Inside the caravan, the kettle argued with the weather.

Síofra Keane held her mug between both palms as if she could warm herself through sheer stubbornness. The tea was too strong, the milk poured with a heavy hand because her auntie believed weakness was a character flaw even in beverages.

“Drink it,” Aunt Bríd said, sliding past with a basket of towels. “You’re no good to me shivering.”

“I’m not shivering,” Síofra lied.

Bríd snorted in a way that suggested she’d known Síofra since the first breath and didn’t intend to start respecting her nonsense now. “You’re shaking like a foal that’s met a plastic bag.”

That made Síofra smile, and then immediately swallow it back down, because smiling felt like tempting fate, and tonight fate was already prowling around the lot with its teeth out.

In the far corner of the caravan, little Aoibheann—three years old and made of pure drama—was crouched on the floor in a ringmaster jacket two sizes too big, whispering to a collie pup that wasn’t technically theirs.

“His name is Captain,” Aoibheann announced without looking up.

“The pup’s name is Patch,” Bríd corrected, peeling off a wet coat that steamed as she hung it.

Aoibheann frowned as if Bríd had personally insulted the dog. “No. He told me his name is Captain.”

Síofra watched the pup—muddy paws, worried eyes—lean into Aoibheann’s small hands like he’d been waiting for permission to exist.

“Maybe he’s Captain in his head,” Síofra said quietly.

Aoibheann looked pleased. “Yeah. See? She gets it.”

Bríd rolled her eyes, but her mouth softened at the corners. “Your niece has you trained, Síofra.”

As if Síofra needed training. As if she wasn’t already the one who could calm a horse mid-spook with a breath and a hand to the cheekbone. The one who could find the sore place in any animal’s body with the gentleness of a prayer. The one who could feel a panic attack coming in the way another person might smell smoke.

She was twenty-two, and she’d been in rings and tents and yards since she was old enough to walk. Raised between ropes and road maps. Raised by a family that travelled because they always had, because the road wasn’t just where they worked—it was where they were from.

People loved the romance of a travelling show until it parked near their town.

Until their kids came down to stare at the “tinkers” and whisper to each other like they were watching something in a cage.

Until the council arrived with clipboards.

Until the Gardaí knocked on the caravan door like they were doing the family a favour by letting them exist.

They called themselves travellers because that was the truth.

They called themselves Irish because that was the deeper truth.

And some nights, like tonight, the truth felt like a thing you had to hold onto with both hands or it would be ripped out of you by wind and judgement.

A knock struck the caravan door—hard, urgent, no patience.

Bríd straightened. Her spine went to steel.

Before she could move, another knock—then the door cracked open and a head appeared, dripping rain.

“Bríd,” said Uncle Eamon’s voice from under his cap. “We’ve a problem.”

There were a lot of things that could mean. In their world, “problem” could be anything from a torn canvas to a drunk punter to a horse colicking in the mud.

Síofra stood without thinking. Her body moved the way it did when the air changed—like an animal hearing a predator long before anyone else believed it.

“What is it?” she asked.

Eamon’s eyes flicked to her, and that was the answer before words even came. “It’s the rig.”

Of course it was.

The ropes were their lifelines. The trapeze and the aerial silks weren’t art unless someone had done the maths and the knots and the inspections and the prayers.

Síofra’s stomach dropped as if she’d already fallen.

“The main point?” Bríd snapped.

“Aye. The storm’s loosened a line. We’ve tried to tighten, but—” Eamon glanced over his shoulder, rain running off his jaw. “We’ve got a new rigger. He’s there. Says he can fix it, but he wants to see the act with the load first.”

“No,” Bríd said instantly. “Absolutely not.”

Síofra heard herself speak before she decided to. “I’ll go.”

Bríd’s stare could have pinned her to the wall. “No you will not. Not in this weather.”

“I’m the load,” Síofra said, too calmly. “He needs to see where it pulls. If we guess and we’re wrong—”

“You don’t get to say ‘if we’re wrong’ like it’s a story,” Bríd hissed. “That’s your body.”

“It’s my job,” Síofra said back, heat crawling up her throat. “And I’m not going up without it being safe. That’s the point.”

Bríd looked like she wanted to argue until morning. But outside, the wind hit the tent again, and the whole world gave a small, ominous groan.

Eamon stepped back. “Come on, then. We’ve not long before the crowd gets restless.”

“The crowd can go home,” Bríd muttered.

“They won’t,” Eamon said, and they both knew why. People didn’t pay to watch something safe. They paid to feel something dangerous from the comfort of their seats.

Síofra grabbed her coat and shoved her feet into boots still damp from earlier. Aoibheann’s eyes went wide.

“Don’t go up there,” the child whispered.

Síofra crouched, putting herself level with her. “I’m not going up to perform. I’m going up to test. Like... like checking if the gate’s closed before you let Patch—Captain—out, yeah?”

Aoibheann looked unconvinced. She wrapped both arms around Síofra’s neck with the sudden ferocity of a child who understood more than she could name.

“Be careful,” she said into Síofra’s hair.

“I will,” Síofra promised, because it was the only currency she had.

As she pulled away, the pup whined and pressed its cold nose to her hand.

“Stay with her,” Síofra murmured to the dog, as if it were a person who could follow instructions.

But it did, curling back towards Aoibheann like a small guardian.

Síofra stepped out into the rain.

It hit her like a verdict.

The lot was a slick mess of churned mud and puddles reflecting the harsh work lights. The big top loomed, a dark beast with ribs of metal, breathing in the storm.

Behind it, the animal pens were a low line of shelter, tarps straining, the horses shifting with restless weight.

A pony—Bríd’s pride and joy, a little dappled mare named Nóra—stamped once, ears flat, eyes rolling white at the thunder.

Síofra’s feet carried her there without thinking.

She slid under the tarp, rain reduced to drip and patter, and reached for the mare’s face.

“Shh,” she breathed, her hand warm against the pony’s cheekbone. “You’re alright. You’re safe. You’re not going anywhere.”

Nóra’s nostrils flared, hot breath gusting out. Her muscles trembled under damp coat.

Síofra pressed her forehead to the mare’s and let herself breathe slowly, deliberately, like she was lending the pony her lungs.

“Good girl,” she murmured. “That’s it.”

Behind her, a voice cut through the rain like a clean rope snap.

“Don’t stand behind her, love.”

Síofra turned.

A man stood in the doorway of the tent’s rigging area, rain running off him in rivulets. He was tall—proper tall—and built in a way that made you think of lifting and carrying and doing hard things without talking about it. Dark hair plastered to his forehead under a cap. A face carved with patience and bruised with tiredness.

He wasn’t looking at Síofra like she was a novelty.

He was looking at the pony’s hindquarters, then at the mud, then at the angle of the tarp pole that could drop if the wind caught it wrong.

Practical. Calm. Like the storm was just another problem to solve.

“She’s nervous,” Síofra said, instinctively defensive, because people always assumed animals were dramatic for no reason.

“Aye,” he said, not unkind. “And she’ll kick if she panics. I’m not here to tell you off. I’m here to keep you in one piece.”

Something in her chest tightened.

That wasn’t how men spoke to her. Most men spoke like they wanted something. Or like they already thought they owned her attention because she wore glitter and flew through the air.

This man spoke like her body mattered.

He stepped closer, careful, not crowding. His eyes flicked to her hand on the pony’s cheek.

“You’ve a way with her,” he said.

“I’ve a way with all of them,” Síofra replied, because pride was a reflex. “They know I won’t hurt them.”

He nodded once, as if that was the only proof he needed. Then his gaze lifted to hers properly.

“Tomás Ward,” he said.

Síofra blinked. “The new rigger?”

“That’s me.”

She expected arrogance. A man new to the lot, trying to prove himself, trying to act like he wasn’t scared of the responsibility.

Instead, he looked quietly grim. Like he’d already done the sums in his head and didn’t like what they told him.

“What’s wrong with the rig?” she asked.

Tomás jerked his chin towards the tent. “Come and look.”

She left the pony reluctantly, smoothing Nóra’s damp mane first. The mare’s ears followed her, but she didn’t stamp again.

Tomás noticed. Of course he did.

Inside the big top, the air was wet canvas and sawdust and electricity. The seats were empty for now, the crowd sheltered in vans and makeshift stalls, drinking tea and waiting for spectacle. The show ran in an hour.

The rigging point above the centre ring looked like a spider’s web of steel cables and rope lines. The aerial silk hung like a dark ribbon, heavy with damp.

Tomás moved with a steadiness that made the place feel less like a threat. He climbed the ladder partway, tugging a line, checking tension, eyes narrowed.

“This anchor’s shifted,” he called down. “Not enough to fail immediately, but enough that under load—”

“You don’t know that,” Eamon cut in, irritated.

Tomás didn’t even look at him. “I do. I’ve seen it before. In Galway, in ’15. Storm like this. Girl went up anyway. Didn’t come down right.”

Silence fell.

In their world, a fall wasn’t gossip. It was trauma. It was bones and blood and funerals.

Síofra felt her throat tighten.

“She’s not going up,” Bríd said sharply, appearing like a storm cloud herself at the edge of the ring. “We’ll cut the act.”

“The act isn’t the only load,” Tomás said, climbing down, boots thudding on the ladder rungs. “The whole point is under strain. If you keep the tent up through this, everything’s a load.”

Bríd’s eyes scanned him like she was deciding what he was worth. “And what do you suggest?”

Tomás wiped rain from his face with the back of his hand. “I suggest we test under controlled load. We set a safety, double-check the back-up, and we put someone up who knows her own body in the air.”

His gaze went to Síofra as if she wasn’t an object to be volunteered.

As if the choice belonged to her.

She swallowed. “I’ll do it.”

Bríd’s mouth opened—then closed again. Because Bríd was terrifying, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew Síofra would go up whether she gave permission or not, and at least this way there would be a safety plan.

Tomás held Síofra’s gaze. “You don’t go up if you’re not comfortable.”

“I’m comfortable,” Síofra said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

Her cheeks heated. “I’m... willing,” she corrected, quieter.

He nodded once, as if that mattered. “Right. Then we do it properly.”

He moved towards the harness area, where the safety gear hung like a row of quiet promises. He checked every buckle, every strap, every carabiner with a slow, methodical care that made Síofra’s hands itch to hurry.

“People don’t die because ropes break,” he said without looking up. “They die because someone rushed.”

Eamon muttered something under his breath.

Bríd, surprisingly, said nothing.

Tomás held up the harness. “Arms up.”

Síofra did.

The straps slid over her shoulders. Cold webbing against the back of her neck. His hands adjusted the fit at her hips, careful and firm, never wandering. He spoke as he worked.

“This sits here. Not higher. If it’s higher, it’ll bruise you and shift your centre. If it’s lower, you risk slipping.”

His fingers tightened a strap, then paused.

“You alright?” he asked.

Síofra’s throat worked around the words. “Yeah.”

He looked at her properly then, rainwater caught in his lashes. “No. Are you alright with me doing this?”

The question landed like a weight.

Consent. Not just in bed. In the small places people ignored. In the way a man’s hands could either steal your body or honour it.

Síofra exhaled shakily. “Yes.”

Tomás nodded, the tension in his shoulders easing a fraction. “Good.”

He stepped back, eyes checking her like she was a structure and he was responsible for it.

“You fly?” he asked, voice low, as if he didn’t want the tent hearing.

“I do,” Síofra said.

Something flickered in his expression—admiration, maybe, or fear masked as respect. “Then you’ll know when something’s off before anyone else. If it feels wrong, you come down. You don’t prove anything to anyone.”

“I’m not here to prove,” Síofra said, because it was true. “I’m here to live.”

Tomás’s mouth twitched like he might smile, but it didn’t fully happen. “Grand. Let’s keep you that way.”

He clipped the safety line, double-checked, then called up to his assistant to watch the tension.

When Síofra climbed the ladder, the whole tent seemed to hold its breath.

She reached the platform—high above the ring, canvas billowing. The rain drummed. The wind shoved at the tent walls like it wanted in.

She wrapped her hands around the silk. It was damp, heavier than usual. She looked down.

Tomás stood directly beneath, head tipped up, eyes on her like a promise.

“Ready?” he called.

Síofra inhaled. “Ready.”

She stepped off.

The drop always stole a fraction of her lungs, even after years. Gravity grabbed her like a lover with bad manners. The silk caught, her body swinging out into the air, core tight, wrists burning.

She moved through the first sequence—slow, controlled, testing the pull, the twist, the way the anchor held under movement. The tent creaked. The lines above vibrated.

And then she felt it.

Not a snap. Not a dramatic fail. Just a subtle shift—like the whole world sliding half an inch to the left.

Her stomach turned.

Tomás shouted. “Stop!”

Síofra froze mid-air, muscles shaking, silk biting into her skin.

Tomás’s voice came again, sharper. “Don’t move. Hold. Hold.”

Síofra held.

She heard the rig above groan, a sound like old wood under strain. She felt the silk tug wrong—too much pull on the anchor.

Below, Bríd’s face went pale, and that scared Síofra more than any storm.

Tomás was moving—fast now, but still controlled. He grabbed the safety line, called orders to his assistant, and in two heartbeats he had the line in his hands like it was an extension of his arm.

“Síofra,” he called, voice low now, right through the panic. “Look at me.”

She did, because he asked like he knew she would.

“I’m going to bring you down,” he said. “Slow. You’ll feel the line take you. Don’t fight it. Let me hold you.”

The words hit her like something tender and dangerous.

Let me hold you.

She swallowed. “Okay.”

Tomás worked the line, easing her down inch by inch. The silk was still wrapped around her thigh; her hands were slipping with damp.

When she was close enough, Tomás reached up, caught her ankle with one hand—strong, steady, like he’d been built for holding what mattered.

“Good,” he murmured. “Good girl. I’ve you.”

The phrase should’ve annoyed her.

It didn’t.

He didn’t yank. He didn’t grab like he owned her. He supported, shifting her weight to the safety line, guiding her body in a way that made her feel—impossibly—safe.

When she dropped the final distance, her boots hit the sawdust hard enough to jar her knees. The moment she was on the ground, her legs turned to water.

She staggered, and Tomás caught her without thinking.

One arm around her back, the other under her thighs.

He lifted her clean off the ground as if she weighed nothing.

Síofra’s breath punched out of her.

His hold was solid and certain, like a wall you could lean your whole life against. She clutched at his coat, rain and sweat and sawdust mixing between them.

“Easy,” he murmured, close. “You’re alright. You’re down. You’re safe.”

She should have pushed away. Should have made a joke. Should have pretended she wasn’t shaking.

Instead, her forehead fell to his shoulder.

The tent breathed around them. The storm raged. People shouted in the distance.

Tomás didn’t move until her shaking eased.

Then, carefully, he lowered her to her feet but kept his hands on her arms as if she might fall apart.

Bríd stormed over, fury and fear braided together. “Jesus Christ, Síofra.”

Síofra tried to speak, but her mouth wouldn’t work.

Tomás spoke for her, voice flat with contained anger. “The anchor’s shifted. Another minute and she’d have been a headline.”

Eamon bristled. “We’ve always managed—”

Tomás snapped his gaze to him. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just lethal calm. “Not tonight you won’t.”

The silence that followed was absolute. Even Bríd, who could fight a priest, shut her mouth.

Tomás turned back to Síofra. His voice softened again, like he kept two versions of himself and chose carefully which one the world deserved.

“You did well,” he said.

Síofra let out a laugh that was half sob. “I nearly died.”

“Aye,” he said simply. “And you didn’t. That matters.”

She stared at him, heart thundering like the rain.

“Why are you here?” she asked, because suddenly it felt important. “Why a circus? Why our lot? Why now?”

Tomás’s jaw tightened. “Because I needed work.”

“That’s not the whole truth.”

His eyes met hers. For a second, the entire tent narrowed to the space between them.

“No,” he admitted quietly. “It’s not.”

Bríd stepped in, voice sharp again. “We need to make a decision. Show’s in an hour.”

Tomás didn’t look away from Síofra. “There’s no show tonight.”

Eamon exploded. “We’ll lose the gate!”

“We’ll lose a girl if we run it,” Tomás said, and the way he said girl—not performer, not act—made something in Síofra’s chest split open.

Bríd stared at him, measuring. Then, with a sharp nod, she turned to Eamon. “He’s right. Cancel it.”

The argument that followed was loud, ugly, full of money and pride and fear.

Síofra didn’t hear most of it.

She was watching Tomás Ward.

Watching the way he stayed near her without hovering. Watching the way he checked the rig again even after the decision, because safety wasn’t a moment, it was a habit.

Watching the way he walked out into the rain to soothe a frightened pony like it mattered as much as steel and rope.

And when Aoibheann came barreling into the tent—jacket flapping, hair wild—Tomás crouched instantly, arms open.

The child launched herself at him as if she’d known him forever.

Tomás caught her easily, one hand on her back, one supporting her legs, like it was instinct.

“You alright, a stór?” he murmured, Belfast-soft around the edges.

Aoibheann’s small hands grabbed his face. “Did she fall?”

Tomás shook his head. “No. She didn’t fall.”

Aoibheann’s eyes went huge, wet. “Good. Because I told her not to.”

Tomás looked over the child’s head at Síofra, and something almost like a smile appeared.

“She listens to you, does she?”

Aoibheann nodded solemnly. “Mostly.”

Tomás’s gaze held Síofra’s for a beat longer than necessary.

And in that beat, Síofra felt it—like a rope going taut between them.

A pull.

A promise.

A danger.

Later, the crowd was sent away with apologies and vouchers and grumbles.

Later, the family gathered in Bríd’s caravan with stew and bread and gossip and the kind of tension that had nowhere to go but into laughter.

Later, when the storm eased into a miserable drizzle and the lot went quiet except for the occasional gust rattling the tent poles, Síofra found herself outside Tomás’s small rigger van, holding a mug of tea like a peace offering.

She didn’t knock right away.

She stood there, listening to the sea, feeling her own heartbeat still too loud.

Then the door opened before she could decide.

Tomás leaned in the frame, hair damp, sleeves pushed up, forearms scratched from work. He looked tired in a way that wasn’t just tonight—it was a life.

“Did you come to shout at me?” he asked.

Síofra blinked. “Why would I shout at you?”

“For cancelling the show.”

“That wasn’t your call alone.”

“It was,” he said simply. “And I’d do it again.”

Síofra held up the tea. “I came to say thank you.”

Tomás’s eyes dropped to the mug, then back to her face. “You don’t owe me thanks for doing my job.”

“Yes,” Síofra said, voice steady now. “I do. Because most men don’t do their job when it means standing against a crowd and a family and a tradition.”

His jaw worked. “Tradition doesn’t mean much if it buries you.”

She stared at him, rain tick-ticking off the van roof. “You’re not from our lot.”

Tomás’s gaze sharpened. “You think?”

Síofra felt heat rise. “I didn’t mean—”

“I’m a Traveller,” he said quietly, and the words landed like truth without apology. “Not your family, not your name. But I’ve lived the road. I’ve been moved on. I’ve had people lock their doors when I came near. I’ve watched good men be treated like a threat because of where they were born.”

Síofra’s throat tightened. “Then you know.”

“Aye,” he said. “I know.”

They stood in the rain’s aftermath, two people shaped by the same country and its sharp edges.

Síofra swallowed. “So why here? Why us?”

Tomás’s eyes didn’t flinch. “Because I saw your poster in Liverpool. And I thought—there’s a girl up there, flying like she trusts the world.”

Síofra’s laugh was small and bitter. “I don’t.”

“I know,” he said, voice quiet. “That’s why I came.”

The air between them changed.

Not heat, not drama—something steadier. Like a hand finding yours in the dark.

Síofra took a step closer without meaning to.

Tomás’s gaze dropped to her mouth, then lifted back to her eyes like he was making himself behave.

“Are you frightened?” he asked.

“Yes,” she whispered, because there was no point lying now.

He nodded as if fear was just another fact. “Me too.”

And then he reached for her—slowly, giving her every chance to say no—and when his hands came to her hips, they held her like she was something precious rather than something breakable.

When he kissed her, it wasn’t hungry.

It was careful. Like he was learning the shape of her boundaries with his mouth.

Síofra made a sound that she didn’t mean to make—soft, wrecked—and her hands slid up his shoulders, gripping him like the only stable thing in a moving world.

Tomás’s arms tightened, and suddenly she was lifted again, weightless in his hold, her boots leaving the van step.

Síofra’s breath shook.

He carried her inside like it was normal. Like she belonged there. Like she’d always belonged there.

He shut the door against the world, and the rain became background noise.

Tomás set her down gently, then paused, forehead resting against hers.

“Tell me what you want,” he murmured.

Síofra’s breath shook. “I want... I want to feel safe.”

Tomás exhaled, almost a vow. “Then you will.”

It lasted three months.

Not because love failed.

Because the world arrived.

Because a phone camera caught the wrong angle of the near-fall. Because the clip went up with a caption that didn’t care about truth. Because the internet needed a villain and chose the nearest man holding the rope.

Because sponsors pulled and towns refused pitches and newspaper men used the word Traveller like it was a warning rather than a heritage.

Because Síofra’s own family—fierce as they were—closed ranks with fear in their bones.

Because Tomás, stubborn and loyal and exhausted, made a choice he thought would save her.

He took the blame.

He walked away in the night, not as punishment, but as protection.

And Síofra woke to an empty van, a cold kettle, and a rope-shaped ache in her chest so sharp it felt like falling.

She didn’t chase him.

Because pride and hurt are the same animal sometimes.

Because she didn’t know yet that her body had already held onto him in the one way it knew how.

Weeks later, she would stare at a thin blue line and feel the whole world tilt again.

And the first thing she would think—before fear, before money, before the circus—

was Tomás Ward’s voice in the storm:
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Four years later, the road still lived in her bones.

It didn’t matter that she had an office now—real walls, a lease agreement, an espresso machine that sputtered like it had opinions. It didn’t matter that she owned the name on the door and paid the invoices on time and wore clean boots that had never seen a muddy lot.

Her body still listened for canvas snapping in wind.

Her ears still clocked the rhythm of rain like it was a warning system.

And when the kettle clicked off in her little kitchen off the back of the office, she still paused—every time—like someone might be behind her in a doorway.

“Mammy,” Mara said, voice sleepy and strict, the way small children speak when they are absolutely certain you are doing life wrong. “You forgot my bear.”

Síofra turned from the kettle, a tea bag pinched between her fingers, and there she was: Mara Ward-Keane—three years old, hair like a black storm cloud, cheeks flushed from sleep, dragging a stuffed bear by one paw like she was hauling a dead weight across a battlefield.

Síofra’s heart did that soft, painful thing it always did with her.

“I didn’t forget him,” Síofra lied.

Mara lifted her chin and stared as if she’d been born a judge. “You did.”

“Alright,” Síofra said, surrendering immediately because she was a mother and that meant losing, constantly. “I did. I’m sorry, Bear. Please don’t report me to the authorities.”

Mara’s mouth twitched. She didn’t fully smile—she was too like her father in that way, careful with emotion, like it cost something. But she padded forward in her socks and held the bear up solemnly for a kiss.

Síofra kissed the bear’s forehead. “Grand. We’re reconciled.”

Mara climbed onto the kitchen chair with the confidence of a child who’d never paid rent in her life, and swung her legs.

On the office wall behind her, a framed photo caught the morning light: a collie with bright clever eyes, sitting beside a little boy in a school uniform. A client photo. A success story. It was supposed to make the place feel like a proper agency—legitimate, clean, safe.

The words on the glass door did that too:

KEANE & CO. TALENT
Animals • Children • Welfare-First
It was the “welfare-first” that got her the jobs and lost her the jobs in equal measure.

Because there were always people who wanted the cute dog on set but didn’t want to pay for the handler, the rest breaks, the quiet space, the insurance, the vet-on-call.

Always people who wanted a child to cry on cue but didn’t want to hear the word safeguarding.

Síofra built her whole business on saying no.

She was good at no. She’d practised it for three years before she ever managed to leave the circus behind.

Three years of trying to be both daughter and mother, both sister and stranger.

Three years of watching her family look at her baby and try not to ask the question that sat in everyone’s mouth like a stone: Where’s the father?

Three years of “We’re your people, Síofra,” said like a comfort and a cage.

She left at the end of the third year. Quietly. With a suitcase, a pushchair, and the kind of guilt that made her ribs ache.

She didn’t stop loving them.

She just stopped surviving there.

“Mammy,” Mara said again, pointing at the calendar on the wall with sticky authority. “Today is dog day.”

Síofra blinked. “Today is dog day?”

Mara nodded. “We have the dogs. And the small lady.”

“The small lady,” Síofra repeated, and her stomach tightened in immediate recognition.

Not every client was a dog. Some were children. Some were both, really—tiny humans with big feelings and the wrong adults around them.

The “small lady” was Éabha Loughlin, age six, a kid actor with a face like an old soul and a temper like an east wind. Éabha had a commercial shoot today with two spaniels and a toy teapot set. The concept was ‘cosy’. The reality would be chaos.

Síofra set two mugs on the counter—hers and the tiny one Mara insisted on using—and breathed in slowly.

This was her life now. Not silk and heights and falling. Not tents and lots and judgement.

Just work. Real work. Protecting the vulnerable. Keeping people safe.

She was halfway through cutting a banana into morally acceptable slices when her phone rang.

The screen showed the number. Unknown. Dublin code.

She stared at it, then at Mara.

Mara stared back like she’d already decided the caller was a threat.

Síofra answered. “Keane & Co.”

A woman’s voice, brisk but polished. “Ms Keane?”

“Yes.”

“This is Lorna Greer from Ward Group.”

The name hit Síofra like a cold slap.

Ward.

Not uncommon. Not rare. But her body didn’t care about logic. Her body remembered.

She kept her voice steady. “What can I do for you?”

“We’re producing a safety-led campaign for youth stunt education and animal-handling standards,” Lorna said, like she’d said the sentence a hundred times already this week. “We’ve been advised you’re the most rigorous talent agency on welfare compliance in Ireland and the UK. We’d like to contract your services.”

Síofra’s fingers tightened around the phone.

“You’re producing a campaign?” she repeated, buying time. “Ward Group as in... engineering?”

“As in Ward Global Safety, yes.”

Ward Global Safety.

Not circus. Not tents. Not caravans.

Corporate. Clean. A company that would have a board and a PR team and lawyers who wore watches worth more than her car.

And yet her throat was still tight.

“What exactly are you looking for?” Síofra asked.

“Two trained dogs, one pony, and a small child actor for a three-day shoot,” Lorna said. “All welfare-led. We have an on-site animal welfare officer and safeguarding lead. We’re willing to pay your rates.”

Síofra’s eyebrows lifted before she could stop them.

They’re willing to pay your rates was not a sentence she heard often.

She glanced at Mara—banana on her chin, bear tucked under her arm like a bodyguard.

“What’s the project?” Síofra asked carefully.

“A short film series—educational, but visually cinematic,” Lorna said. “We’re launching a subsidiary initiative called CLEARLINE. It’s a public-facing programme built around safe practice. We’re partnering with schools, community groups, and a number of youth organisations.”

CLEARLINE.

It sounded like a slogan and a warning.

“And the point?” Síofra asked. “What are you selling?”

A pause. Respect, maybe. Or annoyance.

“Safety,” Lorna said finally. “Standards. Accountability. We’re known for taking a hard stance against... traditional live-animal performance environments.”

Síofra’s mouth went dry.

Against circus, she thought. Without the word being spoken.

She kept her voice even. “I don’t place animals in environments that aren’t welfare-compliant.”

“Yes. That’s precisely why we’re calling you.” Lorna’s tone warmed slightly. “We want to demonstrate best practice. Your reputation is... uncompromising.”

Uncompromising. The polite corporate word for difficult.

Síofra looked down at her office floor—clean wood, no mud, no straw. At the framed client photos. At the kettle she’d bought because she couldn’t live without one.

“And who’s running the project?” she asked, because something in her wanted to know the shape of the hand holding the rope.

“Our executive producer is Mr Ward,” Lorna said.

Síofra’s heart gave a hard, stupid jump.

She forced a laugh that didn’t sound like her. “Mr Ward is a common name.”

“Yes,” Lorna said, as if she didn’t understand what was funny. “Tom Ward. He’ll be present for day one.”

Tom.

Not Tomás.

Tom Ward.

A clean, shortened name. A name you could put on a company website without anyone tasting the road in it.

Síofra’s palm went damp against the phone.

She hadn’t Googled him. She hadn’t allowed herself.

Four years was enough time to build a whole life on top of a wound, but it didn’t mean the wound was gone.

Mara swung her legs. “Mammy,” she whispered, suddenly anxious. “You’re quiet.”

Síofra swallowed.

“Send me the brief,” she said to Lorna, voice careful. “And the welfare protocols in writing.”

“Of course,” Lorna said, efficient again. “We can schedule a call with CLEARLINE’s safeguarding lead today if you’d like.”

“And Ms Keane,” Lorna added, a small shift in tone that made Síofra’s skin prickle. “One more detail. The campaign is very sensitive. There have been... threats.”

Threats. From who? From activists? From old-world showmen? From people angry about “anti-circus” messaging?

Síofra’s jaw tightened. “Threats against children?”

“Not directly,” Lorna said quickly. “But we take it seriously. Ward Group is extremely strict on control. You’ll have security.”

Security.

The word sat badly in Síofra’s mouth. Too familiar. Too close to the feeling of being watched, moved on, managed.

“Right,” she said, because what else could she say.

Lorna finished with dates and locations: a studio outside Dublin, a controlled set, strict protocols, a budget that made Síofra’s eyes water.

When the call ended, Síofra set the phone down like it was a live thing.

Mara watched her, serious. “Are we going to dog day?”

Síofra nodded slowly. “Yes. We’re going to dog day.”

“And are we going to the big place?” Mara asked, and the question made Síofra’s blood go cold.

“What big place?”

Mara pointed at the screen saver on Síofra’s laptop—an old photo she’d never changed, because superstition told her not to tempt the universe by erasing it.

A blurred shot of canvas lights in rain. A tent. A ring. A past life captured by accident.

“That,” Mara said. “The big place. Where you used to go up.”

Síofra’s throat tightened. She crouched, bringing herself level with her daughter.

“We’re not going there,” she said gently. “Not like that.”

Mara frowned. “Why not?”

Because you were made there, Síofra thought. Because you were the only good thing that came out of the worst thing. Because the rope
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