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For the ones who kept singing—quietly, stubbornly—until the song became a life.

“Some hearts only learn to live by breaking—then choosing to sing anyway.”

—Laura Carpenter

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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The first time Fionn Kavanagh realised he could be broken by something as simple as a smile, he was standing on a sticky stage in a student bar on the south side, guitar strap cutting into the slope of his shoulder, fingers numb from playing through other people’s noise.

The room was all cheap lager and wet coats. Midweek. Half the crowd there to shout, the other half there to be seen. The lights were rubbish. The sound was worse. He played anyway, because music was the only thing that ever made sense in his bones.

And then she walked in.

Saoirse Byrne—hair loose and dark, coat too big, cheeks pink from the cold—paused inside the door like she was weighing the place up and deciding whether it was worth her time.

Fionn hit a chord wrong.

It should’ve annoyed him. Instead, he felt it like a laugh caught in his throat.

She didn’t look at him straight away. She looked at the stage, at the battered microphone stand, at the little spotlight that made everyone on that platform look more important than they were. Her mouth tilted, not impressed, not impressed at all.

Then her eyes slid to him and stuck.

For half a second, the whole room went quiet in his head. He kept singing because he didn’t know what else to do with himself, and because stopping would have been admitting she’d got under his skin with one glance.

“Talk to me,” Fionn said.

Saoirse hesitated. “I keep waiting for it to vanish.”

“It won’t,” Fionn replied. “Not unless we let it.”

Saoirse breathed out. “And we’re not letting it.”

“Aye,” Fionn said. “That’s my girl.”

When the song ended, people clapped without meaning it. Someone whistled. Fionn gave his usual half-grin, the one he’d practised in mirrors, and reached for the next track.

Saoirse lifted two fingers and crooked them at him.

Come here.

He shouldn’t have. He did.

He leaned down, still holding his guitar like a shield.

“You’re wasting your voice on this crowd,” she said, blunt as a slap.

Fionn blinked. “Am I, yeah?”

“You are.” Her gaze flicked to his mouth, then back up. Bold, steady. “You play like you want to disappear.”

He laughed, because it was either that or admit she’d read him like sheet music. “And you talk like you’re used to being right.”

She shrugged. “Maybe I’m used to people pretending I’m wrong.”

The confidence was mad for a student night in a bar with a floor that stuck to your shoes. It should’ve put him off. It didn’t. It made something in him go bright and reckless.

“What do you want?” he asked.

Saoirse tapped the stage. “I want you to audition for the Spotlight Society with me.”

That was the first time she said it. Like it was nothing. Like he was a tool you picked up because it fit your hand.

He should’ve been insulted. Instead, his heart did something stupid.

“The what?” he said, though he knew well enough. Everyone knew. The Spotlight Society were the campus darlings—show choir, competitions, socials, photos on posters with perfect teeth and matching jumpers. If you got in with them, you got invited to everything. You got noticed.

Saoirse’s mouth twitched. “Don’t play thick, Kavanagh. You’re not.”

He pulled back slightly. “You know my name.”

“I asked.” She said it like asking was a normal thing, like she hadn’t just wandered up to a stranger and decided he’d be hers to use. “You’re good. You just need to act like you are.”

“I don’t do show choir.”

“You do if I ask nicely.”

Fionn snorted. “Is that what this is? Nice?”

Her eyes flashed, amused. “Fine. Please. Will you help me? I need a guitarist for my audition and every lad in this place thinks’harmony’ is something you buy in a bottle.”

He should’ve said no. He should’ve smiled and gone back to his set and let her go find some other idiot to charm.

But she was standing there like the world had already said no to her a dozen times and she was daring it to try again.

“What do you sing?” he asked.

Saoirse tilted her head. “Better than you.”

He laughed again, properly this time. “That’s a strong claim.”

“You’ll find out.” Then, softer, almost careful: “Unless you’re scared.”

He hated that it worked.

“I’m not scared,” he said, because he couldn’t bear the idea of her believing it.

Saoirse’s smile turned real for the first time. It hit him low in the chest.

“Grand,” she said. “Tomorrow. Music room three. Five.”

She walked away without waiting for his answer, like she’d already gotten it.

Fionn stared after her, fingers still on the strings, and realised—too late—that he’d agreed to something without knowing what it would cost him.
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Music room three smelled like old dust and newer dreams. The piano was out of tune. The chairs were scratched. The walls were covered in faded posters from productions that had already been forgotten.

Saoirse arrived at five on the dot, hair still damp, notebook clutched to her chest. No coat this time. a jumper with the sleeves shoved up and a look on her face like she was walking into a fight she intended to win.

Fionn was already there, guitar case open, pretending his stomach wasn’t doing somersaults.

“You’re early,” she said.

“So are you.”

“I’m never late,” she replied, and dropped her bag on a chair like it belonged there.

He watched her write the first line of lyrics on the whiteboard. Her handwriting was quick and decisive. No hesitation.

“You wrote that?” he asked, nodding at the page.

Saoirse’s shoulders tensed for a split second. “Yeah.”

“It’s good.”

She looked up fast, suspicious, as if kindness was a trick. “Don’t lie.”

“I don’t.” He shifted on his chair. “Not about music.”

Something eased in her. A fraction. Enough for him to see the softness under the sharp edges.

They worked for an hour, then two. He played and she tried melodies over the chords, changing keys without apology, chasing the note that felt right. When she sang, the room changed.

Her voice wasn’t polished. It was honest. It had cracks where it needed them and fire where it counted. It was the sort of voice that made you stop talking mid-sentence and listen, because it sounded like a person, not a performance.

When she finished the chorus, Fionn realised he’d forgotten to breathe.

Saoirse caught him staring. “What?”

“Nothing,” he lied.

She rolled her eyes. “You’re rubbish at lying.”

He grinned. “So I’ve been told.”

They should’ve stayed strangers. They didn’t.

After rehearsal, she walked him outside. They stood on the pavement in the early dark, the city damp around them, and she talked—real talk, not that sharp, defensive banter. Little things. Her mum’s old radio. The way music could make you feel less alone. How she hated being told she was too much.

He told her about growing up with a guitar as his only escape, about learning songs by ear because nobody in his house had time for lessons, about the way he could stand in a room full of people and still feel invisible.

Saoirse listened like it mattered.

That was the start of it. Small and harmless, like the first drop of rain before you realise you’re caught in a storm.

By the time audition day came, he was already in trouble.

She wore a white shirt and black jeans and confidence like armour. He wore his usual hoodie and tried not to look like a man about to hand his heart over to strangers.

They stood outside the room where the Spotlight Society panel waited—three older students, all smiles and sharp teeth. A girl with perfect hair and a clipboard kept glancing at Saoirse like she was measuring her.

“You’re going to be brilliant,” Fionn said.

Saoirse didn’t look at him. “Don’t say that.”

“Why?”

“Because if I fall on my face, it’ll hurt worse.”

He stepped closer. “You’re not going to fall.”

Saoirse finally met his eyes. There was something naked there, hidden under the swagger. Want. Need. Fear.

“Fionn,” she said, and his name sounded different in her mouth. Like she meant it.

He reached out before he could think and brushed his thumb over her knuckles. A touch so small it could’ve been nothing. It wasn’t.

The door opened. The clipboard girl called Saoirse’s name.

Saoirse pulled her hand away like she’d been burned. She straightened, chin up, and walked into the audition room like she owned it.

Fionn followed with his guitar, heart thumping.

She sang their song. She did it with her whole body, her whole history, every rough edge and bright note laid bare. Halfway through, one of the panelists stopped pretending to be bored.

When she finished, there was a beat of silence.

Then the clipboard girl clapped like she was starting a trend.

“We’ll be in touch,” the lead panelist said, smiling too wide.

Outside, Saoirse let out a breath. “I didn’t mess it up.”

“You didn’t,” Fionn said, and he couldn’t stop himself—he took her face in his hands and kissed her, quick and fierce, right there in the corridor that smelled of bleach and old perfume.

Saoirse froze for half a heartbeat.

Then she kissed him back like she’d been waiting for it.

That was the moment he fell properly. Not a crush. Not a flirt. Love, like a door you couldn’t close once it swung open.

He didn’t know it was also the moment she decided how she would use him.
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Three days later, the acceptance list went up on the noticeboard.

Saoirse found it first. She stood in front of it with crowd gathering, scanning names. When she spotted hers, her mouth parted like she was shocked. Like she couldn’t quite believe she’d made it.

Then she looked at him.

Fionn was grinning like a fool. He’d gotten in too, of course—he’d played like the panel asked him to play for the Society itself. They’d be mad not to take him.

Saoirse pushed through the crowd and grabbed his hoodie in both fists, pulling him down into another kiss. This one longer. This one public.

The people around them whooped and laughed. Someone shouted, “Get a room!”

Saoirse broke away, breathless, eyes bright. “We’re in,” she whispered.

“We’re in,” he agreed, and he meant it like they were a team.

Saoirse smiled and turned back to the noticeboard, letting the crowd swallow her.

Fionn lingered, shoulders warm with that ridiculous hopeful feeling, and watched her join the Spotlight group as if she’d always belonged.

He was about to go after her when he heard his own name.

Not from Saoirse. From someone else.

Two girls in Spotlight jumpers were standing a few steps away, half-hidden behind a pillar. One had glitter on her cheekbones. The other had a sharp bob and a voice like a blade.

“You pulled it off,” the bob-haired one said.

Saoirse laughed—light, careless. Not the laugh she’d given him. A different one. A performance.

“Obviously I did,” she replied. “I told you.”

“But the guitarist,” Glitter Cheekbones said, leaning in. “Is he... like, your boyfriend now?”

Saoirse’s pause was tiny. A beat long enough to tell the truth.

Then she rolled her eyes. “Don’t be daft.”

Fionn stopped breathing.

“He’s just... convenient,” Saoirse went on, voice casual, even bored. “He’s obsessed with me. All I had to do was look at him and play sweet.”

Glitter Cheekbones giggled. “Stop.”

“No, seriously,” Saoirse said, and there it was again—that blunt edge. “I needed in. They love a little romance storyline.’Talented girl and her sad indie boy.’ It gets people watching. It gets them talking. And it got me through the door.”

The bob-haired girl grinned. “You are lethal.”

Saoirse shrugged like it was nothing. Like he was nothing. “It’s not personal. It’s just... school. You know?”

Fionn stood in the corridor with his guitar strap digging into his shoulder and realised his hands were shaking.

All that warmth, all that softness he’d thought he’d seen in her—had he imagined it? Or had she used it like she’d used everything else?

He wanted to walk in and confront her. He wanted to grab her wrist and demand the truth. He wanted to make her look at him and see him as a person, not a rung on a ladder.

Instead, he took one slow step back.

Then another.

He didn’t make a sound. He didn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing him break.

He walked out of the building and into the damp Dublin evening, and the cold hit his face like a punishment.

By the time he reached the river, he had one clear thought, sharp as the edge of a pick:

He would never be anybody’s convenient again.

Not for popularity. Not for a storyline. Not for a girl with a smile like a weapon.

He didn’t know, then, that the girl who’d gutted him was already carrying something that would tie them together for the rest of their lives.

He only knew that when his phone buzzed with a message from Saoirse—two words, bright and careless—

**celebrate tonight?**

—he stared at it until the screen dimmed, and he didn’t answer.

Because if he answered, he’d go back.

And if he went back, she’d own him.

Not this time.
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CHAPTER 1
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Rain made the studio roof sound like applause that hadn’t been earned yet.

Saoirse Byrne sat in the last row of plastic chairs, collar pulled up, palms tucked under her thighs so they wouldn’t shake. The waiting room was a bright, brutal corridor of fluorescent light and laminated posters—SMILE FOR CAMERA, KNOW YOUR LYRICS, BE READY WHEN CALLED—like nerves were something you could schedule.

Down the hall, someone ran scales. A girl laughed too loudly, the laugh of a person who didn’t want anyone to see her fear. A runner in a headset clipped past, barking names into the air.

Saoirse kept her eyes on the door with the red light above it. AUDITION ROOM A. The light was off right now, which meant someone was in there being judged.

She should’ve been anywhere else.

Saoirse was doing that thing again—the brave face. She felt it cracking at the edges.

What thing?

The brave face. Always the brave face.

She laughed once, rough. Good. She was tired of pretending.

Then don’t. breathe.

Instead, she was here, in a studio that smelled of hairspray and nerves, with a number pinned to her jumper like a price tag.

The contract in her bag said it in clean, cheerful print: one winner, an EP, a tour slot, a year of people telling you your life had ‘changed’ as if that was always a blessing. Blind auditions fed into duels, duels into live cuts. Public vote opened for twelve minutes each show, sealed by an independent auditor before anyone in this building was allowed to breathe again. The producers could shape a story, but they couldn’t touch the numbers—not officially. Unofficially, they’d try everything else.

No second chances, she told herself. Not.

Except... she’d signed up anyway.

She reached into her coat pocket and found the worn coin she kept there—old habit, old superstition. She rolled it over her knuckles, the metal cold, steady. The sort of steady she wasn’t.

Across the corridor, a big screen played highlights from last season: tears, screams, confetti, coaches grinning like saints and devils. The chairs turned in slow motion. Music swelled like a promise.

Saoirse didn’t look too long. Promises were dangerous things. She’d once mistaken them for ladders.

A producer with a clipboard appeared at the door. “Number eighty-two. Saoirse Byrne?”

Saoirse stood so fast the chair scraped behind her. She swallowed, lifted her chin, and walked forward with the sort of courage you can only borrow from desperation.

“Any song changes?” the producer asked, already half-turned away.

“No.” Her voice came out steady. She didn’t recognise it. “Same as submitted.”

“Grand. Follow me.”

They moved through a maze of corridors, soundproof doors, and little rooms where people rehearsed into mirrors. There were posters of past winners—smiling, beautiful, newly famous. There were framed records, tour photos, a hundred little reminders that this was a machine that ate people and spat out a story.

Saoirse kept walking.

She could do one song. She could do three minutes. She could do a lifetime in three minutes if she had to.

The producer stopped at a door and lowered her voice. “Okay. Quick rundown. You’ll go on stage. You’ll face away from the coaches. They’ll be listening blind. If they want you, they’ll turn. Don’t stop if you don’t get an immediate turn. Keep going. Sometimes they’re slow.”

Saoirse nodded. “I know.”

The producer’s eyes flicked down to Saoirse’s hands. “You alright?”

Saoirse’s mouth twitched. “Never better.”

That earned her a small laugh. “That’s the spirit. When you walk out, just... own it, yeah?”

Own it.

Saoirse had spent her whole life learning how to own things she didn’t actually have.

The producer opened the door, and the studio swallowed her whole.

The stage was smaller than it looked on telly, but the lights made it feel like a planet. Heat hit her face. The air was thick with it—spotlights and cameras and the quiet electricity of people watching.

She saw the audience as a dark blur beyond the glare, all heads and teeth and anticipation. She saw four red chairs, broad-backed, waiting. She saw the nameplates fixed to the arms.

One of them punched the breath out of her chest.

FIONN KAVANAGH.

Her vision narrowed. A ring of sound tightened around her skull.

No. No, no, no.

She’d known he was a coach this season. Dublin knew. Ireland knew. The papers had put his face everywhere the minute his boy band had officially gone on “indefinite hiatus” and he’d turned up on a judging panel like he’d always belonged there.

Réaltaí’s sweetheart. The nice one. The one who smiled like he meant it.

Saoirse hadn’t looked at those articles. She hadn’t clicked the videos. She’d told herself it didn’t matter. That the past was the past.

But the universe had a cruel sense of timing.

Her feet wanted to stop. Her lungs wanted to close. Her body wanted to run.

Instead, she walked to the mark on the floor and faced the chairs with her back to the coaches, because that was the rule. Because she was here now. Because she’d come too far to let one man—one memory—drag her off the stage.

She adjusted the mic, breathed in, and found the first note like a match in the dark.

The song began soft, bare, the melody a thread she could hold onto.

Saoirse sang the verse like it was a confession you made to yourself in the mirror when you couldn’t sleep. She kept her voice clean, controlled, not begging for anything. She didn’t try to show off. She didn’t try to be perfect.

She tried to be true.

The first chorus rose, and she let it. She let her voice break enough to show the hurt, then pulled it back into warmth. She pictured a small boy on her hip, his hands on her cheeks, his laugh like a bell. She pictured everything she’d survived. She pictured everything she’d lost.

Halfway through the chorus, the room shifted.

Not physically—nothing moved—but the air changed. The audience made a tiny sound like a wave lifting. She felt it in her skin.

A chair squeaked behind her.

Her heart stopped. She didn’t turn. She didn’t breathe. She kept singing because she’d been told to keep singing, because stopping would be admitting she needed him to choose her.

Then—like fate couldn’t stand the suspense—metal clicked and a chair turned with a slow, deliberate rotation.

The audience roared.

Saoirse kept her eyes forward. Kept her voice steady. Kept her face from changing. She had learned, long ago, how to hold yourself together while the world decides what you’re worth.

The song carried on. Her hands were cold. Her pulse was loud. The back of her neck burned with the knowledge of being looked at.

When she reached the bridge, she took a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been saving and let the note ring out like a dare.

At the end of the last chorus, another chair turned.

Then a third.

The studio was thunder, lights, and shouting. The sort of noise that made you feel like you’d done something impossible.

Saoirse finished the final line on a quiet, held note, and when it faded, she lowered the mic and stood still, letting the silence land.

A beat.

Then the host’s voice filled the space, delighted. “Saoirse Byrne! Three turns! That’s what we like to see!”

She turned around because now she was allowed, and the first thing she saw was Fionn Kavanagh looking at her like he’d been punched.

He’d changed. Of course he had. Five years did that to people.

His hair was shorter than the old posters. His face was a shade leaner, the sort of lean that came from touring and sleeping badly and learning how to smile when you didn’t feel like it. But his eyes—God, his eyes—were the same.

A soft grey-blue that had once was safety.

Now they looked like a storm held behind glass.

Fionn’s hand was still on his chair’s button, knuckles white, as if he’d pressed it without meaning to and now didn’t know what to do with the consequence.

His mouth opened and closed.

The other coaches were grinning, impressed, talking over each other.

“She’s got grit.”

“That tone, though.”

“Where have you been hiding, Saoirse?”

Saoirse heard none of it properly. She heard only the rush of blood in her ears and the memory of a corridor that smelled of bleach and perfume and a voice saying he’s convenient.

Fionn finally found his voice.

“Byrne,” he said, and her surname sounded like a question in his mouth. “It’s... you.”

The host laughed, delighted by the drama. “Hold on—hold on—do we have history here?”

Saoirse smiled because she had learned how to smile when she was on the edge of falling apart. “We’ve met.”

Fionn’s gaze didn’t leave her face. “Yeah,” he said. “We have.”

One of the other coaches leaned forward, playful. “You two dated?”

“Not exactly,” Saoirse said, light as smoke.

Fionn’s jaw tightened. “No.”

The word hit harder than she expected. Not because it was false, but because of what sat underneath it: refusal. Correction. Boundary.

The host was still grinning, sensing good telly. “Alright, alright. Saoirse, you’ve got three coaches turned. You get to pick. Who do you want to coach you?”

Saoirse’s mouth went dry.

She looked at the coaches—two strangers who liked her voice, and one man who used to know the shape of her laugh.

Fionn didn’t move. Didn’t charm. Didn’t sell himself. He watched her, expression careful, like he was holding his own hands behind his back.

He wasn’t going to fight for her.

Good, she thought, bitterly. He’d learned.

The safer choice was obvious. A clean slate. A coach who didn’t look at her like she’d set fire to his life and walked away.

But Saoirse had never been good at choosing safe.

She pointed at the woman in the second chair—a coach with a reputation for turning rough talent into careers. “I pick Maeve.”

The audience cheered.

Maeve stood, delighted, and walked onto the stage to hug her. “Welcome, babe. We’re going to work.”

Saoirse hugged back, grateful and dizzy. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Fionn exhale like he’d been holding his breath since the first note.

Maeve leaned close to Saoirse’s ear. “Ignore the chaos, yeah? You were brilliant.”

Saoirse nodded, swallowing hard. “Thanks.”

As the host wrapped the moment, Saoirse began to move off stage, following Maeve toward the wings.

Fionn’s voice stopped her like a hand on her wrist.

“Saoirse.”

She turned.

He was still in his chair, eyes locked on hers. The lights made him look unreal. But the ache in his face was real enough to break teeth on.

“I turned because you’re good,” he said, each word measured. “Not because of... whatever this is.”

Saoirse’s throat tightened. “Right.”

“And,” he added, sharper now, as if he needed to make the line visible, “I’m not having a private conversation with you while you’re on this show. I’m not doing anything that could be twisted into a storyline.”

A pulse of anger flared in her chest, hot and ugly. “You think I came here for a storyline?”

Fionn’s eyes darkened. “I think you’ve always been good at getting what you want.”

Ouch.

She forced her smile back into place. The cameras were still on. People were still watching. “Don’t worry. I won’t ruin your brand.”

Something in his expression flickered—hurt, maybe. Regret. But he didn’t reach for her.

“No,” he said. “You won’t.”

Saoirse turned away before he saw the damage the words had done.

She walked into the wings on legs that felt too light.

Maeve was talking to her—something about song choice, staging, next steps—but Saoirse only half heard. She nodded at the right times. Smiled when told. Let the machine pull her forward.

Then a runner hurried up, breathless, headset askew. “Saoirse Byrne?”

“Yes.”

The runner glanced down at her clipboard. “Your child is here.”

Saoirse went, still.

“My—”

The runner pointed. “Over there. Childcare. He’s... he’s brilliant. He’s also tried to steal the host’s microphone twice.”

Saoirse closed her eyes for half a second.

“Of course he has,” she murmured.

She followed the runner down a side corridor toward the childcare room.

Ahead of her, a small voice rose above everything—clear, fearless, singing a half-made-up melody at full volume like the world was his stage.

And for a beat, Saoirse forgot about Fionn Kavanagh.

Until she stepped into the doorway and saw him standing there at the end of the corridor, having left his chair, his coach badge hanging from his neck.

He wasn’t looking at her.

He was looking at the little boy with the mic in his hand—wild curls, bright eyes, and a grin so familiar it made Fionn’s face drain of colour.

Fionn’s gaze lifted—slow, stunned—until it met Saoirse’s.

His voice came out rough.

“Saoirse,” he said. “Who is that?”
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CHAPTER 2
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The childcare room was supposed to be quiet.

It wasn’t.

It was a bright little box off the main corridor, painted in cheerful colours that was an insult under fluorescent light. Toys were scattered like evidence. A Disney film played soundlessly on a wall-mounted screen. Two frazzled staff members in lanyards tried to herd a handful of kids into something resembling calm.

And in the centre of it all—like a tiny ringmaster who’d mistaken chaos for a birthright—Oisín Byrne stood on a foam mat with a microphone in his hand.

Not a toy one.

A real one.

He’d somehow acquired it from somewhere backstage, and he held it with the easy confidence of a child who’d never once considered the possibility of being told no.

His curls were the colour of fresh straw in weak sunlight, soft and wild around his ears. His eyes—huge, bright blue—took in the room like he owned it. And when he smiled, it was that lethal, dimpled sort of smile that made adults forget their own rules.

He had his sparkly dummy clipped to the front of his jumper on a ridiculous little holder shaped like a drum—a whole collection of spares dangling and clacking softly when he moved, like he was carrying percussion for comfort. When he got nervous, the dummy went straight into his mouth without thinking; when he was brave, he sang into whatever he could find—a hairbrush, a plastic cup, and now, apparently, an actual mic.

Saoirse felt the full-body rush of relief and dread at the exact same time.

“Where did you get that?” she demanded, pitching her voice low even as her heart climbed into her throat.

Oisín glanced at her like she’d asked him where the sky came from.

“From the man,” he said, clearly satisfied with himself.

“The man,” Saoirse repeated, because the universe loved taking the piss.

He nodded, solemn. “He said I was loud.”

One of the childcare staff—early twenties, hair scraped into a bun, eyes pleading—half-jogged over. “We are so sorry. He—he’s charming. He asked for a microphone and we thought he meant one of the toys.”

Saoirse’s mouth tightened. “He always means the real one.”

Oisín lifted the mic to his lips. “Mum. I’m practising.”

“For what?” she asked, because she already knew the answer and she was going to hear it anyway.

“For my show,” he said, like it was obvious.

Saoirse pinched the bridge of her nose. “There is no show.”

Oisín’s brows drew together, offended. “Yes there is. This is the show.” He swept his free hand toward the whole room. “And they’re my audience.”

Two toddlers looked up, vaguely alarmed. girl with plaits started clapping anyway, because children were easily impressed by confidence.

Saoirse reached for the microphone. “Gimme that.”

Oisín stepped back, still smiling. “No.”

“Oi—” Saoirse lowered her voice. “Oisín. Now.”

He turned the smile up another notch, like he’d perfected it in a lab. It was adorable. It was criminal. It was the sort of smile that got him extra crisps at the shop and second chances from strangers.

Saoirse knew exactly where he’d gotten it.

She also knew who was standing in the doorway watching, because she felt him the way you felt thunder before it arrived.

Fionn Kavanagh didn’t step into the room. He didn’t have to. The air changed around him anyway—like all the noise had to make room.

He looked... wrong.

Not wrong as in bad. Wrong as in stunned, drained of colour, as if something inside him had cracked clean open and he hadn’t yet decided whether to bleed or bolt.

His coach badge hung from his neck. He’d left his chair. He’d left the stage. He’d come here.

For a second, Saoirse’s anger at him—at the refusal, at the judgement in his eyes—faltered under something colder.

Fear.

Because he wasn’t looking at her.

He was looking at Oisín.

Fionn’s gaze tracked the boy’s face like he was trying to solve a problem with his bare hands. The curl of hair. The shape of the mouth. The way Oisín lifted his chin when he was about to be bold.

Fionn swallowed.

Oisín spotted him and went still, then smiled. Bigger. Brighter. Like he’d found a new person to charm.

“Hi,” Oisín said into the mic, loud enough for the corridor to hear. “I’m four.” He held up four fingers, because he was always making sure people understood the important facts. “What’s your name?”

One of the childcare staff made a small choking sound of laughter.

Fionn blinked, like he’d forgotten adults were meant to speak.

“My name,” he said, voice rough, “is Fionn.”

Oisín considered this. “That’s a good name.” Then, without missing a beat: “Are you famous?”

Saoirse shut her eyes for half a second, because of course that was where he went.

Fionn’s mouth twitched—almost a smile. It was tiny. It was reflex. It vanished as soon as it arrived.

“I suppose I am,” he said.

Oisín nodded, satisfied. “Okay. Then you can listen to my song.”

He raised the microphone again as if the decision had been made by a committee.

“No,” Saoirse said, stepping between them. “He can’t. He has work.”

Fionn’s eyes flicked to hers. The storm was still there, pressed tight behind them.

“I can listen,” he said, and Saoirse hated the gentleness in his voice because it made her want to trust him. “It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine,” she replied. Her throat felt tight. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Fionn didn’t look away. “I’m here because...”

Because what? Because he’d seen the resemblance and his whole world had tipped? Because he couldn’t stay sitting in a red chair pretending it didn’t matter? Because the past had walked up and grabbed him by the throat?

Saoirse’s stomach turned.

Oisín used the moment of adult tension to step around her and address Fionn again like she was background.

“I can sing really good,” he announced.

“I can hear that,” Fionn said, and there it was again—softness, warmth, the kind of attention that made kids bloom. He crouched slightly, bringing himself closer to Oisín’s height without taking the mic, without invading. “Do you like singing?”

Oisín’s face lit. “Yes.”

“What’s your favourite song?”

Oisín frowned, thinking hard. “The one Mum sings when she’s sad.”

Saoirse’s chest squeezed.

Fionn’s gaze snapped to her. for a second. Like the words had hit him somewhere tender and he didn’t know what to do with it.

“What’s that one called?” he asked Oisín, voice still careful.

Oisín shrugged. “It’s not called anything. It’s just... the sad one.” He leaned in conspiratorially and lowered the mic a fraction, as if he was telling a secret. “Mum cries sometimes. But she says she’s fine. She’s not fine.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Saoirse muttered, cheeks burning. “Oisín.”

“What?” he said, innocent. “It’s true.”

Fionn looked like someone had put a hand around his throat. He stood slowly, the movement controlled, but his eyes were wild now.

He took one step back, as if he needed distance to think.

Then he faced Saoirse fully, voice low enough that only she heard.

“We need to talk,” he said.

Saoirse held her chin high. “Not here.”

“Off-camera,” he agreed immediately. No argument. No theatrics. “Not on this set. Not with him listening.”

Something in her loosened, a fraction. He wasn’t trying to make a scene. He wasn’t trying to trap her on telly. He was drawing a line.

It would’ve been admirable if it didn’t terrify her.

Fionn’s gaze flicked down to Oisín again, quick, helpless.

Oisín, sensing the shift the way children did, shuffled closer until his small hand latched onto Saoirse’s sleeve. His confidence faltered for the first time. The sparkly dummy went into his mouth, and his fingers found the little drum holder automatically, tapping it once—twice—like he was keeping himself steady.

“Tonight,” he said to Saoirse, voice firm now. “After filming. Somewhere neutral. Somewhere private.”

Saoirse’s pulse hammered. “I—”

“And if you say no,” he added, jaw tight, “I’ll still need answers. But I’d rather you told me the truth than have me digging for it in places neither of us wants to go.”

Her mouth went dry.

He wasn’t threatening. Not. He was warning her that he wasn’t a boy anymore, waiting to be lied to.

Saoirse forced herself to breathe. “Fine,” she said, because there was no other word that wouldn’t crack her open. “Tonight.”

Fionn’s shoulders dropped like he’d been holding the weight of the building on them.

Then, deliberately, he looked away from her and back to the child—because even now, even furious, he couldn’t ignore him.

Oisín had been watching the adults with narrowed eyes, trying to decode. He raised the mic again and declared, “Mum. I’m hungry.”

Saoirse’s head tipped back. “You ate a banana ten minutes ago.”

“That wasn’t food,” Oisín said gravely. “That was banana.”

Fionn made a sound—half laugh, half pain.

Saoirse glared at him, because how dare he laugh at her life when he didn’t know the half of it.

But the laugh was thin. Frayed. Like it cost him.

“I’ll let you get him sorted,” Fionn said, and his voice was back in that controlled professional register, the one he’d used on stage. “I’ll send my assistant your number if I can’t get it through production.”

Saoirse’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t have my number.”

“I know.” His gaze held hers. “I will.”

Then he did the most infuriating thing of all.

He stepped away.

No lingering. No attempt to touch. No attempt to soften the moment with charm. He walked back into the corridor like a man returning to a fire he’d chosen to walk into with his own feet.

Saoirse stood there, heart in her mouth, while Oisín hummed into the mic and the childcare staff watched her like she was a celebrity and a disaster all at once.

She took the microphone from Oisín with the practised speed of a woman who’d been negotiating with a tiny dictator for years.

He let her take it—only because he’d already gotten what he wanted, which was Fionn’s attention.

“Mum,” he whispered, tugging her sleeve. “Is he your friend?”

Saoirse’s throat tightened. “No.”

Oisín’s eyes widened. “Is he your enemy?”

Saoirse gave a short, humourless laugh. “Something like that.”

Oisín nodded, satisfied with the complexity. “Okay.” He patted her cheek, the way he did when she looked like she might cry. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you.”

Saoirse’s eyes stung.

“Thank you,” she said, because the kid deserved her honesty even when nobody else did.

She signed the childcare form, shoved snacks into Oisín’s hands, and kissed his curls. Then she stepped back into the corridor, where the studio noise hit her like a wave.

Her phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

A single text.

Tonight. 11:30. Car park level B. Black van. No cameras.

Saoirse stared at the screen until it blurred.

Level B.

Black van.

Like she was meeting a dealer, not the man she’d once loved and betrayed and—apparently—tied herself to forever.

Maeve found her twenty minutes later, dragging her into wardrobe and talking a mile a minute about song choice and strategy, about which camera angles worked and how to breathe through nerves.

Saoirse nodded. Smiled. Pretended she was still only a contestant with a voice and a dream.

All the while, her mind kept circling the same image:

Fionn’s face when he looked at Oisín.

Not anger first.

Not judgement.

Recognition.

The kind that didn’t care about logic. The kind your body knew before your brain could defend itself.

By the time filming ended, Saoirse felt hollowed out.

She collected Oisín from childcare, where he was happily teaching two toddlers how to shout “ONE MORE SONG” in unison. She got him into the car, buckled him in, and drove through rain that smeared the city into watercolour.

At home, she made him pasta he ate with his hands. She bathed him. She told him the same bedtime story twice because he liked the part where the hero didn’t give up.

Then he looked up at her with sleep-heavy eyes and said, “Mum?”

“Yes, love?”

“Are you gonna be on the telly tomorrow?”

Saoirse stroked his curls back from his forehead. “Maybe.”

He yawned. “Will the man be on the telly too?”

Her hand stilled. “Yes.”

Oisín’s mouth curved into that heartbreaker smile. “Good. I like him.”

Saoirse laughed softly, because he had no idea what he was saying.

She kissed his forehead. “Go to sleep.”

He was out within minutes, lips parted, breathing deep and steady. The house went quiet around her in the way it always did at night—too quiet, too full of thoughts.

Saoirse stood in the kitchen with her hands on the counter, staring at the kettle like it might offer a solution.

This was the moment she’d been avoiding for two years.

The moment where the secret stopped being hers.

At eleven fifteen she left, locking the door softly behind her like she was sneaking out of her own life.

The studio car park was fluorescent and echoing, concrete damp from people tracking rain in on their shoes. Level B was colder. Quieter. The sort of quiet that made your footsteps feel incriminating.

A black van sat in the far corner, engine off, hazard light blinking once every few seconds like a heartbeat.

Saoirse approached, keys clenched between her fingers.

The sliding door opened before she reached it.

Fionn stepped down first, and for a second she couldn’t breathe.

Off stage, off camera, he looked less like a poster and more like a man. A tired one. A real one. His jacket was dark and plain. His hair was damp at the edges. His eyes were red-rimmed, as if he’d spent the evening trying not to lose his mind.

He didn’t smile.

He didn’t greet her with banter.

He looked at her like he was holding his own heart in both hands and it was heavy.

“Get in,” he said.

Saoirse climbed into the van because she didn’t know how not to.

Inside, it smelled faintly of coffee and the sort of cologne men wore when they were trying to look like they weren’t lonely. There was a small table bolted to the floor, two seats opposite each other. Privacy glass. No cameras. No crew.

Fionn shut the door.

The sound of it closing felt final.

He didn’t sit straight away. He leaned against the wall, hands braced, breathing controlled as if he was trying to keep himself from shaking.

Saoirse sat because her legs didn’t trust her anymore.

Silence stretched between them, thick as rope.

Finally, Fionn spoke, voice barely more than a whisper.

“That boy,” he said. “Oisín.”

Saoirse’s throat tightened. “Yes.”

Fionn’s eyes lifted to hers, and there was no charm in them now. No performance.

Only need.

“How old is he?”

“Four,” she managed.

Fionn flinched, like the number hurt. He did the maths in his head. She saw it happen.

His jaw clenched. “And—” His voice cracked once, quickly, like he hated it. “And who is his father?”

Saoirse’s chest tightened until it was she might split.

She could lie. She could dodge. She could try to keep the secret longer, to protect herself, to protect the fragile life she’d built.

But he’d seen the kid. He’d heard him. He’d already been pulled into the truth by blood and instinct.

And Saoirse was tired of carrying it alone.

She swallowed.

Then she said it.

“You,” she whispered. “Fionn—he’s yours.”
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CHAPTER 3
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For a second, Fionn didn’t move at all.

Not a blink. Not a flinch. Not even the small mercy of breathing like a normal person.

He stared at Saoirse as if she’d spoken a language he’d never learned, and his mind was scrambling for a translation that wouldn’t destroy him.

“You,” he repeated, too softly. “He’s... mine.”

Saoirse nodded once. The movement looked like it cost her.

Fionn’s hand went to the edge of the table, fingers curling hard enough to whiten. He didn’t sit. He didn’t pace. He held on, like the van might tilt and he’d slide right off the planet.

“How long have you known?” he asked.

Saoirse’s throat moved. “Since the test.”

“No,” he said, sharper. “How long have you known he was mine.”

Saoirse’s eyes flicked down, then back up. She didn’t look away this time. She didn’t run.

“From the beginning,” she admitted. “There wasn’t anyone else, Fionn. There’s never been anyone else.”

His laugh came out wrong. Broken at the edges. “That’s meant to make it better, is it?”

“It’s meant to make it true,” she said, voice tight. “I’m not going to stand here and pretend I don’t deserve your anger. I do. But I’m not lying to you now.”

Fionn stared at her for a long, silent beat. Then he dragged a hand down his face, hard, like he could wipe the shock off.

“Two,” he whispered, and the number seemed to hit him again. “He’s two.”

“Twenty-four months,” Saoirse said softly, because two sounded tidy and this wasn’t tidy at all. “Just... twenty-four.”

“Yes.”

“And you never—” The words caught. He cleared his throat once, brutal. “You never told me. Not once.”

Saoirse’s jaw clenched. “No.”

“Why?” The single syllable carried too much. It wasn’t a question so much as a crack opening.

Saoirse’s hands twisted in her lap. She looked like she might pull her own fingers apart if she kept going.

“You were... everywhere,” she said at last. “You were on screens, on radios, in taxis, in shops. You weren’t a person anymore. You were a... a public thing. And I was—”

“Poor?” he cut in, bitterness sharp. “Ashamed? Furious with me? Still playing your own storyline?”

Saoirse’s eyes flashed. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” he snapped, and it was the first time his control slipped—just enough to show the raw underneath. “Don’t call it what it is?”

Saoirse swallowed hard. “Don’t pretend you know what it was like.”

Fionn’s gaze narrowed, quick and dangerous. “Tell me, then.”

Silence stretched.

The hazard light outside blinked once, twice, like a metronome keeping time for a song neither of them wanted to sing.

Saoirse breathed in, shaky but determined. “I didn’t tell you because I was terrified,” she said. “Terrified you’d take him. Terrified you’d hate him. Terrified you’d look at him and see a mistake. And terrified—” Her voice broke, then steadied again, stubborn. “—terrified you’d look at me and see what I actually was.”

Fionn’s jaw jumped. “What you actually were.”

“A girl who thought popularity was armour,” she said, blunt now, as if she’d decided to stop softening anything. “A girl who did stupid, ugly things at school because I didn’t know how else to survive it.”

His eyes went colder. “Like using me.”

Saoirse flinched, but she nodded. “Yes.”

The honesty hit him harder than denial would’ve. He exhaled slowly through his nose, looking away to the window, to the dark concrete of the car park as if it was safer than her face.

Then he looked back.

“But why not after?” he asked, quieter. “After the band. After the show. After the—whatever the hell it was. Why not at any point in the last two years?”

Saoirse’s voice dropped. “Because when Oisín was born, I had nothing. No money. No family safety net I trusted. I had a rented room with mould on the walls and a baby who screamed like he was fighting the world. I was so tired I thought I was dying. And I kept thinking... if I tell you, you’ll come.”

“I would’ve,” he said.

“I know,” she whispered.

The words sat between them, heavy as guilt.

Fionn stared at her, and something in his expression shifted—anger still there, but threaded with something worse. Grief. Loss. A private mourning for the two years he’d missed without even knowing there was something to miss.

He sank onto the seat opposite her, slow, careful, as if his legs had stopped trusting him too.

“Is he healthy?” he asked, the question ripping out of him like he didn’t get to choose it. “Is he—does he...”

Saoirse’s shoulders dropped a fraction. “He’s healthy. He’s... ridiculous. He never stops talking. He eats like a grown man and still looks like he’s starving. He’s got no fear. He’s got a temper. He’s got...” Her mouth twitched, despite herself. “He’s got your timing.”

Fionn’s lips parted, like the compliment hurt. “My timing.”

“He tells jokes,” Saoirse said, and the warmth in her voice made her eyes sting. “Terrible jokes. He loves a stage. He loves a crowd. He loves—” She stopped. Swallowed. “He loves being seen.”

Fionn’s gaze dropped to her hands again. “Does he know?”

“No,” she said. “He knows you’re... famous. He doesn’t know you’re...” She couldn’t say it. Father. It felt too big, too final.

Fionn nodded once, absorbing. “Right.”

He rubbed his thumb over his own knuckle, a small grounding gesture that screamed nerves. When he looked up, his eyes were clear—too clear. Like he’d made a decision.

“I need a DNA test,” he said.

Saoirse’s stomach tightened. “Of course.”

“It’s not because I don’t believe you,” he added, voice firm. “It’s because this is a situation that will get twisted. By tabloids. By production. By fans. By people who want a story more than they want the truth. If I’m going to do what I’m going to do, I need facts locked down.”

Saoirse nodded. “I understand.”

Fionn’s jaw clenched. “And I’m meeting him.”

Saoirse’s breath caught. “Fionn—”

“Not on camera,” he said. “Not in the studio. Not anywhere that feels like an ambush. But I’m meeting him. Soon.” His voice roughened on the last word. “I can’t un-know this.”

Saoirse stared at him, heart pounding. “He’s two,” she said, as if it explained everything.

“I know.” Fionn’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “So am I supposed to wait until he’s fourteen and hates me?”

That landed like a slap, because it was true in a way that made her throat close.

“I didn’t want him to be hurt,” she said.

“And you think this won’t hurt him?” Fionn’s voice was low now, controlled, but it carried steel. “A child knows when something’s missing. They just don’t have the words for it.”

Saoirse swallowed, forced herself to breathe. “He has a good life,” she said, defensive before she could stop it. “He’s loved. He’s safe.”

“I’m not accusing you of failing him,” Fionn said, and his tone softened just enough to make the difference. “I’m accusing you of cutting me out of him.”

Saoirse’s eyes burned.

Fionn held the look for a beat longer, then closed his eyes briefly, like he’d run out of strength to be angry without breaking.

“Tell me what you need from me,” he said. “Not romantically. Not... any of that.” His gaze sharpened. “I mean as his father, if I am.”

Saoirse’s heart lurched at the phrase—if I am—even though it was reasonable.

“I need...” She laughed once, bitter. “I need you not to walk into his life and then vanish again.”

Fionn’s mouth tightened. “I don’t vanish.”

Saoirse’s laugh died. “You did.”

His face went still. Then he nodded, once. Acknowledgement. Not defence.

“You’re right,” he said. “From your angle, I did.”

The words took some of the fight out of her. She stared at the table, at the grain of cheap laminate, at her own hands twisting together like she could braid fear into something useful.

“Start small,” she said at last. “Meet him in a place he likes. No big speech. No ‘I’m your dad.’ He’ll freak. He’s brave, but he’s still small.”

Fionn nodded, immediate. “Okay.”

“And you don’t promise him things you can’t keep,” Saoirse added, voice firm now. “No ‘I’ll take you on tour.’ No ‘I’ll buy you a—’”

Fionn’s mouth twitched, faint. “A pony?”

Saoirse
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